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Meet the author


Welcome to Understand Humanism!


My interest in humanism arose when I was an Anglican priest. When I was in the church, it was Christian humanism that drew me. Then I lost my faith, as they say: I sought to explore atheistic forms of humanism. Today, I am an agnostic, and the richness of the humanist tradition speaks to me again. For I sense that the human imagination is one that is inexorably drawn to questions of meaning, purpose, goodness and beauty – and to my mind, humanism in its many forms is at its best when it speaks to these things.


Also, I am conscious that though invaluable, both science and reason have their limits. In this, I take a lead from a figure who is an inspiration to many humanists: Socrates. He argued that the key to wisdom is not what you know, but is rather understanding the limits of what you know. And I follow T. H. Huxley – another humanistic figure, who coined the word agnostic. He thought that there are some matters in life, notably the big matters, over which there are no final answers. Reason and science cannot decide. Indeed, they show that it can be hard even to know how to ask the right questions.


So I invite you in this book, to explore humanism by going on a kind of journey through time. With evenhandedness and thoroughness we will ask what sense can be made of the humanist tradition today, and why it might matter to us as we try to make sense of our lives. Where there are differing positions I will clearly indicate when I am expressing my personal opinion. For it is, of course, up to you to decide where you stand. That is, after all, part of what it is to value humanism too. But do come on this search with me.


 


Mark Vernon, 2010





1: Only got a minute?



A humanist is someone who believes that human values, experience and imagination are the best tools we have for living a good life and making sense of the world in which we live.


The first individuals in the West whom we can say were inspired by a recognizably humanist vision were the Ancient Greek philosophers – individuals like Socrates, who proposed that human beings might enquire about the nature of the world and about how they should live.


The Renaissance humanists, who are defined by their rediscovery of the philosophers of antiquity, delighted in the human capacity to create, not least in wonderful works of art. Humanists of the Enlightenment realized that human reason had a tremendous capacity to pursue questions about truth and meaning too, and further, that human beings could take responsibility for the answers they gave to both.


In the Victorian period, individuals called themselves humanists for the first time. They organized themselves to campaign for rights and freedoms that they argued were fundamental and core to what it is to be human. Then, across the twentieth century, and into the twenty-first, the humanist tradition has inspired champions of secularism, individuals who are seeking to work out what it means to live without resorting to religious faith.


They are not the only people who call themselves humanists today. Paradoxically, there are many religious individuals who think of themselves as humanists too, because they place human individuals at the centre of their faith, and not, say, the authority of the church or of the Bible. Then, there are artists and writers who are called humanists, because they seek to explore the human condition in their work.


But across this diversity, there is a common theme: a delight in, curiosity about and commitment to being human. Humanists of all persuasions can be said to keep that view of things before them.





5: Only got five minutes?



Now, you might look at that first summary of humanism and come to the conclusion that there is a sense in which everyone is a humanist. After all, everyone is human. All people have a vested interest in the welfare of themselves and their fellows; all have cause to rejoice in human achievements. Conversely, someone who did not celebrate the worth and dignity of human beings would, we might say, be inhuman.


That highlights some of the key ideas again – an emphasis on the value of rationality, a belief in human responsibility and that human beings can make progress. It can be expanded further to clarify distinctly humanist attitudes towards various areas of understanding.


And yet, humanism as a tradition of thought is a far more subtle and interesting notion than might first meet the eye. For as well as being a historical movement, it is a cluster of shifting and often conflicting ideas; it is a conversation and sometimes an argument between individuals about nothing less than how we should live.


Moreover, today what counts as true humanism is contested, sometimes in acerbic language and with little goodwill – just as believers can argue about what it is to be Christian, or politicians can argue about what it is to be a democrat. Within contemporary humanism, the divide is felt particularly over attitudes towards religion. It is not just that some humanists assert that atheism should be the defining characteristic of humanism. Many prominent voices argue that the scientific method is the only grounds for sure knowledge, or that a modern society should be one in which religion plays no part in politics or education. Other humanists are pushing for widespread non-religious alternatives to ceremonies in life, like funerals.


These are important issues to consider and we shall return to them several times during our exploration. Nevertheless, it is important to keep an eye on the bigger picture; that is, the defining characteristics of the humanist tradition. We have already suggested a minimal definition of humanism: valuing what it is to be human. But at another level, humanism could be defined by its diversity, a diversity born of the different ways in which humanists value humankind, and the different ways in which they object to other systems of thought be they religious, political or cultural. This spread of views partly explains why many dictionaries and encyclopedias of philosophy have no entry for humanism at all – or just a short one. Instead, they point you to a variety of entries that deal with the Renaissance, or the Enlightenment, or liberty, or scientific discovery, or atheism.


So humanism is a rich subject but it can also seem elusive, which can make the study of it quite daunting. Just when you think you have a handle on it, you discover someone else claiming to be a humanist, and advocating a very different point of view.


However, its breadth is, in fact, a strength. After all, we are talking about what it is to be human. Why is that valuable? What should we make of our powers of imagination and reason? How do we understand our limitations and negotiate conflicting interests? Any simplistic answers to these questions will, in fact, be dehumanizing.


This book aims to introduce you to that diversity of opinion, to chart a path through that richness of thought, and to explore the practical ramifications of what it might mean to be a humanist.





Introduction: why humanism matters


A recap: humanism is a movement that arose first with the thinkers of the Italian Renaissance in the fourteenth century. They looked at what it was to be human with fresh eyes and learned to value the human capacities for art, reason and science. To put it another way, they were anthropocentric, that is they had a tendency to focus on human beings as the most important feature of the universe. This was a theme that then developed over the subsequent centuries – in particular through the intellectual upheavals of the Reformation and the Enlightenment, two major episodes in human history that we will explore later. Today, humanism has become a characteristic of any view that gives primacy to humans, and it is often used to contrast with a view that gives primacy to something else, such as God or the natural world or a political ideology.


Historical diversity


Humanism has developed in diverse ways since the Renaissance. For although it makes sense to see the origins of modern humanism in Renaissance humanism, it is also important to be clear about how substantial differences have emerged. So, humanists up to the end of the nineteenth century would have seen humanism as nothing if not an educational programme founded upon the classical authors and concentrating on the study of grammar, rhetoric, history, poetry and moral philosophy. This changed in the twentieth century. Certain aspects of humanism, such as human uniqueness, the scientific method, reason and autonomy were explored in relation to the philosophical systems that emerged in the twentieth century, notably existentialism, pragmatism and Marxism.


This led to the development, and in certain areas, eclipse of the beliefs of earlier humanists. For example, a greater emphasis on the scientific method in the twentieth century, coupled to a firm belief in the intellectual progress that science can bring about, tended to reduce the emphasis that earlier humanists would have placed upon studying classical authors. Thus, today, it is perfectly reasonable to call yourself a humanist without ever having read a word of Cicero, something that would have seemed absurd to humanists up to and including the Victorian period.


If humanism has diversified since the Renaissance, then modern humanism has itself diversified in a number of ways. For example, different contemporary humanist philosophical systems may stress different questions or claims. One approach may major on ontological issues, i.e. the question of what it is to be human; another on epistemological issues, i.e. how as human beings we can claim to know things. Another again, on educational issues, namely a broad conviction that human flourishing is best achieved by an education that values scholarship and criticism.


Then there are varieties of modern humanism that can highlight either ethical or political concerns. An ethical approach could stress perhaps that individual autonomy is key for human flourishing. A different political approach could stress that the social setting within which human beings find themselves substantially determines their character and powers.


There are also the humanists who believe that metaphysical questions are the determining issue, in particular relating to the role of religion. They say that to be a humanist is explicitly not to believe in God, or at least to be agnostic. Thus, in the UK, the British Humanist Association (BHA) – one of the leading societies championing humanist causes – aligns being a humanist with being non-religious and so puts the number of humanists at between 15 to 30 per cent of the population. But it is probably fair to say that more people live according to broadly humanist principles, especially if you don’t link being a humanist with being non-religious, as in fact many don’t. And as Claire Rayner, the BHA’s vice-president puts it: ‘I was a humanist without knowing it for many years.’


Where all humanists agree is that humanism matters today. We live in a time of profound change. Nietzsche, who is often remembered for announcing the death of God, realized that his time and ours could be nothing less than turbulent. He thought it would take generations to come to terms properly with the momentous changes that have come about in the centuries since the Renaissance, notably in relation to modern science, and that is to say nothing of the specific challenges facing us today, such as climate change, global economic shifts, and the persistence of suffering and poverty.


Moreover, in those countries that are broadly secular, there is plenty of evidence that the process of secularization is not as many humanists had hoped or expected. The inexorable decline of religion, for example, has not materialized and if anything, has moved into reverse. This is, therefore, a moment of risk in human history. The things that humanists value – notably human freedom – are potentially under threat. So there is great value in humanists of all persuasions having a richer understanding of the tradition to which they belong. From such a position of confidence, they can value their differences with tolerance, engage fruitfully with all people of goodwill, and pursue the great humanist goals of flourishing and wisdom.


Origins of the word


So we have identified some of the key issues around which humanism revolves – its close relationship with ideas of freedom, the natural world, human personhood, the critique of institutions like churches, and scientific progress. Further progress can be made on just what humanism is by considering the origins of the word.


Scholars believe that the word ‘humanist’ is derived from Italian slang. The first people to carry the label of humanist – or umanista – were fifteenth-century teachers in the schools and universities of Renaissance Italy. Their pupils called them ‘umanista’ in the same way that students today might refer to their tutors as ‘boffins’ or ‘dons’. These professors taught the studia humanitatis – or humanities, the collection of subjects that includes literature, philosophy and the arts. Studia humanitatis is a phrase that can in turn be traced back to the mid-fourteenth century. Humanismus is another related word. It was used to distinguish a curriculum based on classical Greek and Latin texts from one that focused on mathematics and science. So the students would have annoyed their teachers with the nickname they gave them: the slang umanista would have sounded distinctly coarse and unclassical!


However, all these references to humanism carried none of the specific associations that the word does today. The first appearance of ‘humanism’ in the modern sense, in print at least, was probably in 1808 when the German scholar Friedrich Immanuel Niethammer published The Quarrel of Philanthropism and Humanism in the Theory of Educational Instruction of Our Time. Humanismus was subsequently adopted and redefined by nineteenth-century historians to describe key aspects of the Renaissance. For example, in 1859 George Voigt published The Revival of Classical Antiquity or The First Century of Humanism, stressing the importance of the rediscovery of Ancient Greek and Roman texts to the fifteenth-century Italians.


By the twentieth century humanism had come to carry the explicitly contemporary associations of giving primacy to the human person in contrast with views that give primacy to something else. The history and implications of that change will be discussed later, not least in relation to the many meanings that have been attached to it throughout the course of the last century or so. Again, the diversities are important to remember when considering what is meant by modern humanism.



Pre-history and history at a glance


6th century BCE – Alongside mythical explanations of the world, the Milesian philosophers Thales, Anaximander and Anaximenes first develop naturalistic understandings of things; that is an early science-like comprehension of the cosmos.


5th century BCE – The Sophist Protagoras writes: ‘Of all things man is the measure.’ Thucydides writes his History of the Peloponnesian War, the first political and moral analysis of a nation that is recognizably what we would call history.


399 BCE – The death of Socrates, having been charged with profaning the Athenian gods.


4th century BCE – The great Athenian philosophy schools – those of Plato, Aristotle, the Epicureans and the Stoics – thrive.


43 BCE – Cicero, a figure celebrated perhaps more than any other in Renaissance humanism, dies.


17 CE – Livy, whose History of Rome became a classic in his own lifetime, and was revived in the Renaissance, dies.


120 CE – Tacitus dies, the great Roman historian and Latin stylist who also became important to the first humanists.


1304 CE – Birth of Francis Petrarch, now widely recognized as the father of Renaissance humanism.


15th century – Teachers are called umanisti in Italy.


Late 15th century – Italic is invented as a humanist script and used in the printing presses of Aldo Manuzio.


1509 – In one week, Desiderius Erasmus writes Praise of Folly, his jibe against theologians and the Church.


1513 – Niccolo Machiavelli writes The Prince, his book on the thoroughly worldly nature of politics. It was published posthumously.


1572 – Michel de Montaigne retires from public life and begins writing his Essays, in part a re-evaluation of humanist motifs.


1616 – William Shakespeare dies – arguably the last great figure of the Renaissance.


1751 – Diderot and d’Alembert, as model ‘freethinkers’, begin publication of their Encyclopédie of human knowledge, widely regarded as a monument to the Enlightenment.


1770 – Baron d’Holbach publishes The System of Nature, arguably the first avowedly atheistic work.


1776 – The philosopher David Hume dies a model pagan death, at least according to his friend, the economist Adam Smith.


1784 – Kant publishes his article ‘What Is Enlightenment?’, and answers: ‘Man’s emergence from his self-imposed infancy.’


1808 – Probable first use of the word ‘humanism’ with contemporary associations in print.


1832 – Goethe dies – arguably the last ‘Renaissance man’, meant in the colloquial sense of a master of many things.


19th century – German historians invent the label ‘Renaissance humanism’ to describe that period of history.


1844 – Karl Marx works on his Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts in which he describes one of the first explicitly modern philosophies of humanism.


1869 – T. H. Huxley, a friend and defender of Charles Darwin, coins the neologism ‘agnosticism’.


1902 – F. C. S. Schiller publishes Humanism, articulating an approach based upon pragmatism.


Early 20th century – The New Humanism movement in literary criticism emerges. The philosopher and writer Bertrand Russell popularizes what would come to be regarded as many distinctly humanist views.


1933 – Humanist Manifesto I signatories commit themselves to making what they called ‘religious humanism’ better understood, meaning an understanding of religion that promotes human worth.


1945 – Death of the theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer at the hand of the Nazis, a key figure in Christian humanism.


1946 – The philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre gives a famous lecture entitled Existentialism is a Humanism.


1947 – The philosopher Martin Heidegger publishes his Letter on Humanism, a key critique of modern humanism.


1952 – International Humanist and Ethical Union (IHEU) founded, an umbrella organization for humanist associations and societies.


1960s – The ‘Happy Human’ logo of international humanism is first adopted by the British Humanist Association.


1973 – Humanist Manifesto II signed, responding to Nazism and now rejecting religion.


2002 – The fiftieth anniversary of the World Humanist Congress updates the Amsterdam Declaration, the document upon which the IHEU was founded in 1952.





1


Classical antecedents


In this chapter you will learn:




	about the Ancient Greek and Roman philosophers that are important in contemporary humanism


	how they caused a revolution in human thought


	why their ideas interest contemporary humanists.





We have noted that humanism properly got going, as it were, in the Renaissance period. And what spurred those Renaissance thinkers to think differently – in this more anthropocentric way – was a rediscovery of Ancient Greek and Roman philosophers and historians. We will come to that rediscovery in the next chapter, but first, it is useful to turn to the Ancient Greeks and Romans themselves. In this chapter, then, let us retell the very earliest days of philosophy as it emerged in the West, with an eye to the themes that interested the humanists of the Renaissance and those that excite humanists to this day.


Prometheus unbound


We begin some time during the sixth century BCE, when one Thales of Miletus (c. 585 BCE) – whom we now call the ‘father of philosophy’ – made a highly unusual claim: ‘Water is the first principle of everything.’ His thought seems strange to us now. After all water is not the first principle of everything – though if you live close to the Mediterranean, as Thales did, and depend in many respects on the sea, it was not an unwarranted observation. In the light of modern science, subatomic particles might be a better proposal, though even that is debatable.


But Thales is called the father of philosophy not because he was right about water but because he thought to identify a first principle of everything. He sought to explain the world as a way of living in it. He launched the project of philosophy, and science, which was known as natural philosophy then and until relatively recently.


Thales’s approach was highly productive. He discovered how to inscribe a right-angled triangle in a circle and thereby measured the heights of the pyramids. He predicted an eclipse, showed the year has 365 days, and estimated the size of the moon. One year, he anticipated a bumper crop of olives from his understanding of the weather, invested in the olive industry, and made a fortune. He also had wit: when asked why he had no children, he said he was too fond of the darlings to have any.


Thales’s philosophical entrepreneurialism, and his belief that the world could be understood – as opposed to being thought merely subject to the whims of the gods – makes him arguably the first humanist hero, too. However, it is also important to remember that he was far from being a humanist in any modern sense. For example, he believed in an enchanted world: ‘All things are full of gods.’ And when he performed his trick of placing a triangle in a circle it seemed to him only natural to sacrifice an ox in celebration.





Insight


This is why it is only in retrospect that the Ancient Greek and Roman philosophers can be linked to the humanist tradition, having been picked up and celebrated by the Renaissance humanists. They inspired many of the thoughts that have become characteristic of humanism. So it makes sense to think of them as humanist antecedents.





The first philosophers (with approximate dates (BCE) of writing and a snapshot of teaching)


Thales (c. 585) – who argued for a principle of everything.


Anaximander (c. 550) – who wrote in prose and poetry.


Anaximenes (c. 545) – who carried out experiments.


Pythagoras (c. 530) – who inspired a ‘religion’ of mathematics.


Parmenides (c. 500) – who pierced through ‘seeming’ to ‘being’.


Heraclitus (c. 500) – who sought to resolve apparent opposites.


Zeno (c. 450) – who proposed logical conundrums.


Anaxagoras (c. 450) – who believed in a multiverse.


Empedocles (c. 445) – who proposed an evolutionary theory.


Protagoras (c. 440) – who thought man the measure of things.


Democritus (c. 420) – who invented the idea of the atom.


Gorgias (c. 430) – who was a master of rhetoric.


Socrates (c. 420) – who changed everything.


Plato (c. 380) – who set the philosophical agenda ever since.


Aristotle (c. 350) – who catalogued, analyzed and categorized.


Epicurus (c. 300) – who taught people not to fear the gods.


Zeno of Citium (c. 300) – who founded Stoicism.



Milesian disputes


So, Thales had launched philosophy. In the next generation, Anaximander of Miletus (c. 550 BCE) wrote a book, On Nature. Moreover, he wrote it in prose not poetry – another innovation when it came to pondering what’s what. He was an observer of human beings, noting that unlike the animals that seem quite capable of looking after themselves soon after birth, human offspring require years of care and attention. This was something of a conundrum since it could not always have been like this, otherwise the first human generation would have simply died out.


Anaximander is also striking because he disagreed with Thales. He refused to accept the teachings of his senior: elder no longer necessarily implied better. Thus, critical argument was born, the scepticism about authority that also chimes with later humanist sentiments. Moreover, Anaximander’s rejection was profound. His cosmology entirely refutes the idea that there is a tangible first principle of everything, let alone that it is water. Instead, he proposed that the world is fundamentally made of the boundless and undefined – the ‘Infinite’, as he is sometimes translated.


EARLY EXPERIMENT


Anaximander was followed by Anaximenes (c. 545 BCE). At first, his investigations into nature might appear to be a step back: he proposed that the earth was flat and that it rested on air. However, he is also remembered for being an experimenter; a key element within any science. One of his experiments was to blow on your hand, first with your lips pursed, then with your mouth open. In the first instance, the air will feel cold; in the second, warm. Anaximenes drew a connection between density and temperature to explain the difference. Having said that Anaximenes was an experimenter, his work is not fully scientific in the modern sense. He proposed no equations, made no measurements, and understood the world’s physical properties as manifestations of their divine essence.





Insight


So although these pre-Socratic philosophers, as they are called – all having lived before Socrates – speculated about explanations for phenomena, they knitted them tightly within the myths that also helped people to understand their world.





MATHS AND MYSTICISM


After the Milesians, we reach the decades of perhaps the biggest hitters of the pre-Socratic philosophers – Pythagoras (c. 530 BCE), Parmenides (c. 500 BCE) and Heraclitus (c. 500 BCE) – the individuals who made the greatest advances in thought for their times. They asked the abstract questions that, when you think them through, are utterly fascinating and often mysterious. For example, is it not amazing that creatures like ourselves can know things about the universe of which we are part, reflect upon our place in this order, and even see order within it – for at first glance it looks pretty chaotic, no more orderly than waves breaking on the sand of the beach?


Coming first to Pythagoras: the specifics of his life are mostly lost in legend. But his presumed discovery of the relationship between musical intervals and numerical ratios – that, for example, a stretched string can be made to sound an octave higher by halving its length – fed a rich mixture of mathematics and mysticism in his followers. For Pythagoreans, and indeed for anyone in the ancient world, the discovery did not suggest what it does to the modern scientist: that mathematics is a tool that can be used to tame the universe. Rather, they used maths to contemplate, to draw links between astronomy and harmony, to ponder the secrets of the heavens, to hear the music of the spheres.





Insight


It was not until the end of the Renaissance, and the work of Galileo, that mathematics adopted its modern significance as an instrument of scientific advance. Even then, many of science’s greatest, not least Newton, inherited the Pythagorean fascination with mysticism.






GESTURES THAT REVEAL


After Pythagoras we can mention Heraclitus. He has had a tremendous impact on the history of philosophy, notably in the modern period through the work of two philosophers, Hegel and Heidegger. Heraclitus’s work itself comes down to us in often enigmatic sayings. It seems that his aim was not so much to explain the world as to reveal it – ‘neither speaking, nor concealing but gesturing’, as he put it. By way of example, here are some of his thoughts:


 


‘Everything flows and nothing stays.’


‘You can’t step twice into the same river.’


‘A man’s character is his fate.’


‘The road up and the road down are one and the same.’


‘The one thing that alone is truly wise is both unwilling and willing to be called by the name of Zeus.’


‘The people must fight on behalf of the law as they would for the city wall.’


One way of looking at what Heraclitus was doing is to say that he had begun to think about thinking. So when he said, ‘The road up and the road down are one and the same,’ he might be pointing out that the same road will appear differently depending upon your point of view. Someone who is going to Oxford would say the road is taking them up to Oxford. Someone who is going to London from Oxford, would say the road is taking them down from Oxford. Put more generally, the lesson is that thought itself is relative to your perspective.


THE SCIENCE OF BEING


Many philosophers today believe that the business of thinking about thinking achieved a critical moment in the life of our next pre-Socratic, namely Parmenides. Along with his disciple Zeno (c. 450 BCE), he lived in the south of Italy. They can be thought of as mystics as much as philosophers, too, Parmenides being distinguished by leaving a poem that has survived in large chunks. The poem is a riddle. It has variously been interpreted as a divine incantation or read as if it were a piece of logic. Whatever its original meaning, it introduces a distinction that has stuck, namely the difference between what Parmenides called the ‘Way of Truth’, that is understanding things as they are in themselves, and what he called the ‘Way of Seeming’, that is understanding things as they appear to us. For Parmenides, the Way of Truth is more important, and what it reveals is quite startling. Parmenides believed that all being is the same, undifferentiated and everlasting. This contrasts dramatically with the Way of Seeming – the way we see things every day – which tells us that the world is shifting, fragmented and mortal. The effort to pierce the humdrum Way of Seeming to glimpse the transcendental Way of Truth – transcendental meaning independent of direct human experience – is the goal of the science of being, or ontology. Ever since, ontology has been part of philosophy, and often one of the most difficult at that.


PARADOXICAL JOLTS


Some of Parmenides’s ideas were illustrated by his disciple Zeno, famous now for his paradoxes. For example, he asked what happens when you move from A to B. First, you travel half the distance between the two points. Then you travel the next half, and so are now three-quarters of the way there. You move again and halve the distance to B once more. And so on, and so on. And yet, if you can only halve the distance you have to go each time, you will never quite reach B, your destination: there will always be another half to go. Hence even an everyday occurrence, like moving from A to B, conceals something of a paradox.


Why does this matter to humanists? Well, in fact they have been annoyed and delighted by Zeno’s paradoxes in turn. Bertrand Russell loved them for inspiring new mathematical insights. Rationalists have dismissed them as ingenious but unprofitable puzzles. Another interpretation of Zeno understands them as connected to Parmenides’s struggle to pierce the Way of Seeming to the Way of Truth: the paradoxes quite deliberately set up logical impasses that in their very irresolution urge the perplexed to move beyond the world of things, where the conundrums are never resolved, to the world of Being itself.


Man is the measure


Very much more could be said about these pre-Socratics, and others. However, let us move on now and consider a philosopher who came a generation later, and who no humanist would consider annoying. That man was Protagoras (c. 440 BCE). Protagoras was an ambassador to Athens and seems to have been something of a devious man, though he won great favour in the hearts of the new democrats – democracy forming in his time. Not much of his teaching survives apart from two fragments. They have, however, resonated throughout the history of humanism.


One year, in the house of the playwright Euripides, Protagoras read out a treatise he had written called On the Gods. Its opening words were unforgettable:


 


About the gods, I cannot be sure whether they exist or not, or what they are like to see; for many things stand in the way of the knowledge of them, both the opacity of the subject and the shortness of human life.


Protagoras was an agnostic. He did not know whether God existed or not, and believed it was not possible to know in principle. Having said that, he almost lost his life when he was accused of atheism – a confusion of the two stances on the question of divinity that has proved remarkably persistent. But if Protagoras expressed a form of scepticism in relation to our knowledge of the gods, he was not backward in coming forwards about the possibility of knowledge in other spheres of life, for the other saying for which he is remembered is this: ‘Man is the measure of all things, of the reality of those which are, and of the unreality of those which are not.’


This is an important phrase and has been interpreted in various ways:


 




	It has led to Protagoras being called the father of relativism, on the assumption that what he meant was, if man is the measure of all things then there is nothing outside of man by which his measure can itself be measured: knowledge is self-reflexive, or relative.


	On the other hand, the phrase might be merely an expression of the limitations of human knowledge, again, commensurate with his belief about the unknowability of the gods. If humans only have the measurements they can make to go by, there may be all sorts of things about which we know little or nothing, simply because they are beyond our measuring.


	Then again, Protagoras might be thought to have captured the essence of another aspect of humanism, namely that the only relationship which matters to human beings is our relationship with ourselves.





Protagoras was just one of a group of philosophers together known as the sophists. Other sophists included Gorgias, Antiphon, Prodicus and Thrasymachus. The group had diverse thoughts but it is particularly remembered for providing the emerging democracy of Athens with a quasi-system of philosophical education. Interest in the sophists in relation to humanism was revived in the modern period by the philosopher Hegel. He argued that the sophists represented a contrasting tradition to the pre-Socratics such as Thales.





Insight


If those pre-Socratic philosophers were primarily interested in natural philosophy, then the sophists were primarily interested in humanity itself and, in particular, how we can know things and defend our beliefs.





Having said that, the sophists have often had a bad write-up in Western philosophy because Plato thought them the inferior philosophical cousins to his hero, Socrates – the individual to whom we now turn.



The Socratic revolution


Socrates (470–399 BCE) and Plato (c. 428–347 BCE) are so important to our investigation because more than any other single event, it was the rediscovery of Plato’s writings, and the image of Socrates that they carried, which fired the imagination of the Renaissance humanists. As Cicero put it, Socrates ‘called philosophy down from heaven to earth’. That was a crucial condition for humanism ever to get off the ground.


Possibly all of Plato’s written work survives, leaving us with a body of astonishingly brilliant philosophy, up to 29 dialogues and at least one letter. Indeed, as it was famously said by the philosopher A. N. Whitehead at the beginning of the twentieth century, all subsequent philosophy has been called a footnote to Plato, since his work is so rich. Plato himself is often remembered for various doctrines, like the Theory of Forms, the idea that this world is just a reflection of a perfect world that exists elsewhere. But another part of Plato’s genius was that he was also his own best critic, suggesting that philosophy for him was not ultimately about proofs or even truth – though he certainly aspired to correct knowledge – but exploration and personal change.


He must have gained this focus from Socrates, the individual under whose influence Plato fell. Socrates himself wrote nothing: ‘Socrates’s life,’ Kierkegaard said, ‘is like a magnificent pause in the course of history: we do not hear him at all; profound stillness prevails – until it is broken by the noisy attempts of the many and different schools of followers to trace their origin in this hidden and cryptic source.’ So it is mostly through Plato that we know of him.


However, we can be sure about some of the details of his life. Socrates’s father, Sophroniscus, was a stone mason; his mother, Phaenarete, a midwife. He appears on the historical scene aged about 35 when he was noted for his military service in the Peloponnesian War. Within a few years he was well enough known as a philosopher to be the butt of the jokes of the satirist Aristophanes. He also met fierce opposition that culminated in dying for his beliefs at the hand of the state by drinking hemlock.


Though known as a philosopher martyr now – and so an inspiration for many humanists – during his life he was as well known for less earth-shattering qualities, such as being a man who didn’t wear shoes and who had declined the advances of the most desirable individual in Athens, Alcibiades. However, he gathered around himself an inner circle of disciples who subsequently transmitted his teaching to the wider world. He had an unconventional attitude towards women for his time, apparently attributing his most profound insights to a priestess called Diotima.





Insight


Socrates did not write anything – a fact that carries great significance, if Plato is right: he worried that words on pages frequently come to be quibbled over for their own sake when they should serve a far greater purpose, namely changing lives. He saw that the letter kills while the spirit gives life.





SOCRATES’S TEACHING AND DEATH


Other teachings of Socrates inspired subsequent humanists. He endorsed a version of the so-called Golden Rule – to do to others as you would have done to you, be they friend or foe. He rebuked the authorities of his day, the politicians and the poets, for confusing their clever words with real wisdom. He adopted the Delphic imperative as his mantra: ‘Know yourself!’ – which meant a profound intellectual and psychological examination of yourself, conducted with friends with whom it was vital to speak as honestly and generously as possible. ‘The unexamined life is not worth living,’ he is famously remembered for saying, because it would be one that was both deluded and failed to be transformed.


Another element of his teaching was a profound sense of uncertainty. As a result of this, Socrates became famous for rubbing people up the wrong way by questioning what they thought they knew. The early dialogues of Plato – the ones that are taken to be closest to the historical Socrates – are distinguished by the fact that they end in so-called aporia. These are intellectual impasses when the interlocutors realize that the original question they asked – what is friendship, courage, virtue or goodness – simply does not admit of an easy answer. Socrates confessed to being very conscious of not being wise at all.





Insight


What Socrates seems to have meant was that the key to wisdom is not how much you know but understanding the limits of what you know.





RELIGIOUS CALLING


Socrates became a philosopher in a striking way. He had a word from an oracle. The oracle was that of Apollo at Delphi: ‘No one is wiser than Socrates,’ the Pythia had said. Socrates came to interpret the oracle as meaning that no one was wiser than he because no one else comprehended the depth of human ignorance about things as he did. Thereafter, he devoted his life to exploring the limits of human knowledge.


He thought it a valuable thing to do, partly because Athens in its ‘Golden Age’ was at severe risk of being undone by hubristic foreign policies and over-confidence in technology, and partly because he had in effect been told who he was by a god. At his trial he defended himself, saying, ‘I have been ordered by the god to do this, both in oracles and dreams, and in every other way that a divine manifestation has ever ordered a man to do anything.’ Philosophy was for him a calling and a mission.


So a religious attitude towards life was integral to his philosophy. In Plato’s dialogues and elsewhere he is depicted as making sacrifices, attending feasts, pouring libations, offering prayers and pursuing oracles. He seems to have believed that religious practice was invaluable since it is an exercise in humility: if the divine realm represents the place where all things are complete and understood, then for humans, to be religious is to inculcate a way of life that embodies a state of ‘learned ignorance’. This was picked up by the individual who is sometimes called the first Renaissance humanist philosopher, Nicholas of Cusa, a great admirer of Socrates.


HUMANIST RECEPTION


Today, Socrates receives a mixed reception among humanists, because on a number of counts it is hard to pin him down:


 




	His method of teaching – referred to as Socratic dialogue because he taught by asking people increasingly penetrating questions – can either be presented as a democratic exchange among equals in search of truth, or a nitpicking confrontation in which a clever individual undermines the beliefs of others. If you look at it in the first way, Socrates is a hero; if you see it in the second way, he is not so worthy of merit.


	There is a debate to be had as to whether Socrates (and Plato for that matter) was a rationalist or religious, or a mixture of both. In favour of the former view is Socrates’s search for ‘inductive arguments and general definitions’ as Aristotle subsequently defined his key aims. In favour of the latter are the religious practices that Socrates engaged in, as well as the metaphysics of Plato who, in his theory of Forms, saw the universe as divinely ordered and ultimately only revealed in a mystical, beatific vision.


	It also seems that Socrates had a suspicion of science. It was not that he thought science worthless; it was that he believed science could not answer the most important questions about how to live. He began his career as a natural philosopher, like many of the pre-Socratics, but turned to moral philosophy when he recognized its limits in this respect.


	
Another question is whether Socrates is politically open-minded or a quasi-totalitarian? The issue here is perhaps the most famous work of Plato, The Republic, in which Socrates is portrayed as endorsing a society in which everything is held in common, poets are banned, and the city is ruled by an elite.



	Finally is he a martyr because he was a freethinker or because he was a religious innovator? He seems like a freethinker for encouraging his followers to think for themselves; because of that he was charged at his trial with corrupting youth. He seems like a religious innovator because he often spoke about his own divine voice, was likened to a god by Plato, and was also charged at his trial with bringing new gods to the city.





Aristotle and others


One thing is for sure. In 399 BCE Socrates died, executed by drinking hemlock. After his death, Plato, and Plato’s pupil, Aristotle (384–322 BCE), set up schools of philosophy to continue the philosophical movement to which he had so singularly contributed. We’ve said something about Plato, but Aristotle is another key figure to mention in this pre-history of humanism. Not only a pupil of Plato, he was another genius from these extraordinary decades of human history, a teacher of Alexander the Great and a hugely influential philosopher with very wide interests, including logic, ethics, metaphysics, science, rhetoric, politics and aesthetics. His work comes down to us in 30 surviving books representing about 2,000 modern pages, though ancient sources say he wrote 150 books in total.
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