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Preface to the extended edition




May you live in interesting times.


Chinese curse (apocryphal)





Since the 2009 initial publication, a lot has happened. The happenings have not, of course, included proofs, to humanists’ satisfaction, that God or gods exist – or proofs to religious believers’ satisfaction that neither God nor gods exist. The many events have, though, continued to demonstrate the importance of humanist values: of respect for people; for freedom, fairness and fellow feeling – all without need of divine guidance.


The times, with worldwide disasters, have been interesting in the manner implied by the ‘curse’ epigraph; they should also have been painful for those humanists who believe adherence to humanist values makes it clear what ought to be done, whether the times be emergencies or more usual.


People, be they humanist or no, who see ‘freedom’ as the most glorious of values have had to live with pandemic lockdowns and borders closed to desperate migrants who flee oppressions or climate disorders by clinging onto flimsy boats in raging seas. My guess is that many lovers of freedom who oppose lockdowns and condemn restrictions to combat global warming are keen to keep border controls and keen to see them strengthened.


People, be they humanist or no, who value equality of respect have had to live with deeper inequalities in society – inequalities aggravated by the pandemic and responsive restrictions; by ‘austerity’, apparently essential in the wake of global financial crises; and, yes, by borders closed to desperate migrants in fearful flight. My guess is that many lovers of equality, while vehemently arguing for more help for the disadvantaged, are reluctant to argue for open borders.


These two examples – freedom and equality of respect – remind us of how values conflict. Should freedom for the wealthy to buy their children superior education trump respect for poor families deserving of equal educational opportunities? Even with but one value in the frame, conflicts arise: is the freedom to drive noisy high-performance cars more important than people’s freedom to enjoy undisturbed nights?


The book’s first edition stressed how humanists – and others – need to recognize that values and applications cannot be easily measured one against another. We muddle through – as argued later. Religions provide no insulation from the muddles. ‘God’s word’ still requires interpretation – whether within Judaism, Christianity, Islam or other faiths; even within one religion, fundamental disagreements persist over how lives ought to be lived.


Events since 2009 have included political crises, more natural disasters – wildfires, floods, droughts, earthquakes – together with war crimes, attempted genocides, terrorist attacks, revolutions and counter-revolutions. The rapid expansion of the internet, ‘artificial intelligence’ and big data collection has led to privacy intrusions and challenges to democracy, yet has enabled social media campaigns to increase awareness of certain discriminations (Black Lives Matter), sexual harassments (#MeToo) and dangers to planetary life (Extinction Rebellion). Those campaigns have, though, generated some chaos over free speech – with ‘no-platforming’ and arguments over who may say what to whom and where. There have also been some bizarre events.


In Paris in January 2015, two Islamic terrorists murdered staff of the satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo; its mockery of religion had included cartoons of the Prophet Mohammed. Over the next few days, further murders occurred, with police officers and a kosher supermarket attacked. That weekend, millions worldwide – happily including ‘Not In Our Name’ Muslims – marched with the rallying cry Je suis Charlie, condemning the murders and defending democracy and free expression. Bizarrely, among the political leaders marching in Paris were those who maintained severe restrictions on free speech, restrictions which if broken could lead to floggings, imprisonment or death – leaders from, for example, Egypt, Turkey and the United Arab Emirates.


In 2017 Saudi Arabia was elected, by the usual secret ballot, for a four-year term to the United Nations Commission on the Status of Women, which promotes gender equality and women’s empowerment. At the time, women in Saudi Arabia were still prohibited from driving; further, they needed a male guardian’s permission to travel abroad. True, those particular restrictions have since been lifted, at least in law. Earlier, in 2013, Saudi Arabia was elected to the UN Human Rights Council, serving two consecutive three-year periods as permitted. Saudi Arabia, though, remains miles away from respecting human rights. Mind you, countries that trumpet human rights do not have impeccably clean hands. Julian Assange’s 2010 WikiLeaks exposures of the United States’ dubious diplomatic and military activities, some verging on war crimes, led not to governmental contrition, but to Assange’s imprisonment, with his extradition and prosecution sought. Over the years, Britain has made plentiful arms sales to regimes that violently abuse human rights; weapons manufactured in the UK have, for example, been used by Saudi Arabia in the Yemeni Civil War, where bombings and blockades have led to a humanitarian catastrophe for Yemen’s civilian population, with thousands dying and many more suffering.


On a smaller scale, there exist well-documented instances of Prime Minister Boris Johnson ‘lying’ in the House of Commons and declining to set the record straight. Bizarrely, members, when in the House, who declare the prime minister (or any MP) a liar are suspended. ‘What does it matter, if politicians lie?’ some may ask. Even if we ignore the intrinsic value of honesty, a humanist reply should be that it bodes badly for democracy when voters are misinformed and deliberately so.


Here are two more incongruity examples. Exceptionally well-paid female media presenters have rightly sought pay parity with male counterparts, yet both female and male presenters have curiously been coy in commenting on the vast pay discrepancies between presenters and workers such as nurses, care workers and cleaners. Protestors have marched demanding removal of statues of those whose vast wealth derived from slave-trading and other morally repugnant ways, yet they have rarely drawn attention to how their protesting, marching and reforming zeal rest on benefits from those ways. We are all entangled. The impossibility of making amends and redeeming ourselves without relying on past horrors needs, I suggest, express acknowledgement and humility.


Immanuel Kant, a major Enlightenment figure, a devotee of reason, respect and humanity, made an apt observation:




Out of the crooked timber of humanity no straight thing was ever made.





Humanists seek to do their best in straightening things out. The preceding examples show how there are bound to be conflicts, incongruities and inconsistencies – and how crookedness will persist.


Two significant global dangers reviewed in this extended edition are pandemics and climate change. Chapter 8 discusses some conflicted and crooked thinking in handling them, while Chapter 9 takes matters further into the realm of ever-expanding cyberspace, human enhancements, posthumanism – and ‘the end’.


When two philosophers meet, recommended Ludwig Wittgenstein, they should say, ‘Take your time.’ When humanists meet and disagree – all the more so, when humanists meet and agree – they should take their time and reflect. Rarely are there easy answers. To readers dipping into this book, I recommend: take your time.





Prologue




Let us be human.





I began writing this book on a Christmas Eve, listening to A Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols, broadcast from King’s College Chapel, Cambridge, yet I am a humanist, an atheistic humanist. Atheistic humanism does not have to reject the sacred and uplifting – and it need not deny that such life enhancements are often found in religion. True, humanism typically rejects religions; yet it is, using words of John Stuart Mill, ‘enemy of no religions but those that appear injurious either to reasoning powers or moral sentiments’. Of course, that includes a lot.


As I finished this book, I happened to be in radio dialogue with a kindly, though radically misinformed Father of the Catholic Church – misinformed, that is, about humanism. He stressed Christian values, values that he opposed to humanism’s ‘utility’. When asked what he meant, he said that humanists lacked objective values, having mere subjective ones to do with usefulness. This book, I hope, will help to dispel such mistaken beliefs. It is no essential part of humanism to reject objective values – far from it. Humanism values human dignity. Yes, some humanist philosophers speak of utility; but utility is understood as happiness or promotion of happiness, happiness involving faring well, through valuing friendships, honesty, compassion, and much of the world around us.


This book is, of course, for readers interested in humanism, its underlying philosophy, and criticisms of its position. Hence it also provides an introduction for readers interested in ethics, political philosophy and the philosophy of religion, with arguments concerning God’s existence, morality, the place of religion in politics, and the possibility of godless yet meaningful lives. As this book forms part of an introductory series, I have not cluttered the main text with notes, sources and references. Clutter duly occurs, with further readings, at the end.


I hope that the work will possess wide appeal: to religious believers as well as to unbelievers – to those certain of their stance, be it as believer or no, and to those uncertain. The chapter titles are self-explanatory, though I should comment that a medley of important themes, themes not usually emphasized, is played within Chapter 7 and the Epilogue (despite the danger that some, unable to believe in humanist sincerity, may regard references to religious music and poetry as self-serving) and in Chapters 8 and 9 where even extinction comes to the fore. This book is not, by the way, dealing with humanistic psychology, which stands opposed to behaviourism. It looks at humanism as broadly understood: a humanism concerned with a godless understanding of the world and values.


My formal philosophical education began at University College London, as a godless student of Gower Street. The college was formed, with the support of Jeremy Bentham and the Mills (father and son, James and John Stuart Mill), in the early nineteenth century. It was the first British university that lacked Church of England religious tests, permitting entrance by atheists, agnostics, humanists, the religious and all – well, given the times, for the first few decades the all were male. At the college today, in the Department of Philosophy, there lacks the encouragement to agree – and humanists are happy not to agree. Humanism is a broad church. So, although in recent years, I have chaired the Humanist Philosophers’ Group – and much of this book’s content is typical of humanist thinking – my words express no official doctrine; they are slave to no party line and are sometimes critical of some common humanist thought. Happily, we are here not engaged in analyses of arcane disputes within and between official humanist, atheist, rationalist and secularist organizations.


Some people seek sharp definitions of terms – for all the necessary and sufficient conditions – but that is often a mistake, a mistake exposed by Ludwig Wittgenstein. Many terms are ‘family resemblance’ terms, where there are criss-crossing resemblances and differences between items on the basis of which the terms apply. Humanists, in their humanism, possess a variety of beliefs about the nature of morality, the good life, how best to understand the relationship between mind and body, and so on. In an introductory work of this size, it would be impossible to cover all approaches that have been labelled ‘humanist’; it would also be undesirable. What follows sometimes has my own humanist predilections and idiosyncrasies on display, while setting out the approaches, beliefs – ethos – of many of today’s humanists.


Some religious believers see humanists, atheists and agnostics as devils spreading intellectual corruption and evil ways. Such believers burn books. Well, to use an observation of Steve Jones the geneticist and humanist: I do not mind if the religious burn my books, so long as they buy them first.


A few years ago my father, then my mother, died. They both were Christians. When things were particularly bad, their faith undoubtedly brought them some comfort. During those final years, it would have been unkind, unhelpful – and in bad taste – for me to have challenged their beliefs. They were sensitive people; and that I possess at least some sensitivity I owe to them and give thanks to them – to H. H. and G. V.


The death of parents – of relatives, friends and colleagues, believers or not – causes most of us to become more reflective, sensing our humanity, fragilities and inevitable losses. Such awareness should encourage some of my more robust humanist colleagues to resist attacking the religious at every opportunity. There are times and places; there are seasons. So, while I hope that many religious believers will read this book and lose their belief, often a dangerous belief, I also hope that this book will remain unopened by kindly people in desperate circumstances, people who would feel even more desperate if their faith were undermined at this moment. I trust, though, that many religious believers will come to see that belief in God is not required for morality, for comprehending the world and for leading fulfilling lives for selves and others.


‘Let us be human’ captures our humanist theme, directing eyes to ourselves, living here in the world – though the injunction has been used by diverse philosophers, both believers and unbelievers, from Spinoza to Hume, from Kierkegaard to Wittgenstein. It is even quoted by Polly the parrot in the Hans Christian Andersen tale The Magic Galoshes. ‘Let us be human’ therefore needs sensitive handling: if we are not careful, it may set us spinning away from reality. As A. E. Housman irreverently writes, ‘And malt does more than Milton can/To justify God’s ways to man.’


It is true that, in the following pages, I cannot resist the odd quip at religion’s expense, but I, and other humanists, intend no harm to anyone who values much about humanity and the world in general. Religious believers who read this book may come to realize that humanists are – well – humans, humans who emphasize the good in humanity, while not ignoring humanity’s many frailties, disagreeable features and worse. Indeed, the more that people reflect on the humanist stance the nearer they may come to realizing that they too are humanists, with no need for belief in God.





1


Humanism: scene setting




Only connect! That was the whole of her sermon. Only connect the prose and the passion, and both will be exalted, and human love will be seen at its height. Live in fragments no longer. Only connect, and the beast and the monk, robbed of the isolation that is life to either, will die.


E. M. Forster





Understanding the world without God, giving sense to the world without God, is the heart of today’s humanism. There are two segments here: understanding how things are; understanding how things ought to be. This is the distinction between facts and values, though arguably there is no sharp boundary. In each segment the humanistic stance is that we can, and should, flourish – one way or another – without God. Humanists speak of humanism making sense of the world using reason, experience and shared human values. Humanists encourage us to make the best of our lives, lives containing meaning and purpose, without resort to superstitions and the supernatural. That people are concerned for others, can empathize, feel and imagine as well as reason, test and evaluate, simply is true; and, when we feel alienated from others, it is worth calling to mind the twentieth-century novelist and humanist E. M. Forster and his ‘Only connect!’


We have spoken starkly. Here is a caveat. Some religious believers, Jews, Christians, Muslims and others speak of themselves as humanists and they engage in humanitarian activities. According to mainstream humanists though, belief in Yahweh, God or Allah, if the belief is suitably tepid or humanized, at best adds nothing of value to godless humanism; at worse, if the belief is stringent and literal, it is highly dangerous to both reason and morality. Religion, here, is understood as essentially involving belief in God or gods, where the belief generates doctrines of morality and how life should be lived, involving attention to scriptures, rituals and salvation. For ease, we shall usually drop the qualifier of ‘or gods’; we assume that humanist arguments against God’s existence can be suitably modified to apply to gods of polytheistic religions.


Unless implied otherwise, we take it that when people talk of God, they are talking of a supreme immaterial being, all powerful, all good and all knowing, standing in some continuing personal relationship with humans. Deists are more austere, believing God to be little more than the creator-designer. For further ease, we shall often refer to religious believers, be they Jew, Christian or Muslim, or some other variety, as ‘theists’, the context making it clear which believing features are relevant. God, traditionally understood as a really existent being, holding a personal relationship with human beings, is what God is for millions and millions of Jews, Christians and Muslims – whatever some academic theologians may say. True, some thinkers, such as the nineteenth-century Ludwig Feuerbach, see theology as anthropology, arguing that God is, in some way, humanity’s projection of human ideals; but that is not the understanding of most religious believers. True, some believing theologians do see God in a light radically different from that of an existent being: in Chapter 3, we blink, a little, in that light – and we blink sympathetically. Humanists have no good reason to reject, for example, belief in God if all that amounts to is the encouragement to love thy neighbour – well, I suppose it can depend on the neighbours.


This book is about current mainstream humanism, humanism that lacks godly belief, where ‘godly belief’ is taken as the traditional belief in God. It is a humanism which does not collapse into relativism; hence, there is but the occasional passing wave at relativists and those of a postmodernist persuasion. ‘Humanism’ throughout is the current mainstream, unless context implies otherwise – and the context is otherwise, later in this chapter, when we briefly look at ‘humanism’ in history. Chapters thereafter run through some key humanist stances of today together with criticisms of those stances.


The greatest weight


Let us approach these matters further by means of a rather bizarre thought, a thought from the nineteenth-century philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. In rejecting religion, Nietzsche is at one with today’s humanism; but his rejection of much traditional morality and his questioning of truth places him at odds with typical humanists. Here is Nietzsche’s greatest weight:




What if, some day or night, a demon were to steal into your loneliest loneliness and say to you:


This life as you now live it and have lived it, you will have to live once again and innumerable times again; and there will be nothing new in it, but every pain and every joy and every thought and sigh and everything unspeakably small or great in your life must return to you, all in the same succession and sequence – even this spider and this moonlight between the trees, and even this moment and I myself. The eternal hourglass of existence is turned over again and again, and you with it, speck of dust!


Would you not throw yourself down and gnash your teeth and curse the demon who spoke thus? … Or how well disposed would you have to become to yourself and to life – to long for nothing more fervently than this ultimate eternal confirmation and seal?





This greatest weight is nonsensical, leading to absurdity (to be seen in Chapter 7); yet it may impel us to ask: how ought we to live?


How ought we to live? Humanism tritely answers: with truth, not illusion; with morality, not immorality; with tolerance, not repression. In contrast, according to humanists, religions are grounded in illusion, threaten morality, and often show little tolerance. Of course, the religious see matters in reverse. Humanists, though, point to the irrational groundings of religions. Through scriptures, revelations and alleged miracles – through bishops, rabbis and imams – religions aim to permeate believers’ lives, their daily toils, sexual behaviour, even permitted music. Humanism lacks scriptures, revelations and miracles; it lacks bishops, rabbis and imams. Humanists do not burn books, threaten eternal damnation, or take offence at anti-humanist cartoons.


Humanists rely on our common humanity. Some critics, atheist even, regard this as making humanity into God, a god to be worshipped here on earth; but contemporary humanism typically is committed to nothing of the kind. Humanism simply recognizes that human beings have similar basic needs, interests and values; and, through our rationality and fellow feeling, we can lead good, cooperative and meaningful lives. Life does not become empty and meaningless in a godless universe. Apart from this outlook outlined, humanists do not conform to any stereotype. Today’s humanists range from those happy to tend their family and garden, to those who seek artistic success alone, to those who fight for political reform, be it on the political right or political left – to those who save the whale.


What is the relationship between humanism, atheism and agnosticism? In today’s terminology, atheists believe there are no gods; agnostics leave things open, suspending belief. Today’s humanism is, then, ‘atheism–agnosticism plus’, the plus being the belief in shared human values and rationality.





HUMANIST VOICES







It is said that the Devil has all the best tunes. Whether or not true, humanist lyrics often go unnoticed. Maybe that is because they are sensible, reasonable and usually sung somewhat quietly, not ranted from mountaintops, preached from pulpits. Many distinguished voices are humanist even though with no ‘humanist’ label. Humanist voices, with or without the label, deserve to be heard – such as:




Charles Darwin: I cannot persuade myself that a beneficent and omnipotent God would have designedly created parasitic wasps with the express intention of their feeding within the living bodies of Caterpillars.


Ralph Waldo Emerson: You take the way from man, not to man.


Mark Twain: God’s inhumanity to man makes countless thousands mourn.


Albert Einstein: A man’s ethical behaviour should be based effectually on sympathy, education, and social ties; no religious basis is necessary. Man would indeed be in a poor way if he had to be restrained by fear of punishment and hope of reward after death.


Richard Rorty: The utopian social hope which sprang up in nineteenth-century Europe is still the noblest imaginative creation of which we have record.


Philip Pullman: The true end of human life … is not redemption by a non-existent Son of God, but the gaining and transmission of wisdom.





We could add today, for example, the voices of Salman Rushdie and Jonathan Miller, Terry Pratchett and Christopher Hitchens, Margaret Atwood and Richard Dawkins. From earlier times, we would hear Thomas Hardy, James Joyce, Bernard Shaw and Manabendra Nath Roy. Earlier, we find David Hume, Benjamin Franklin, John Stuart Mill and Giuseppe Verdi – to mention a few.





From Midwest America’s Christian fundamentalisms to Middle Eastern and Far Eastern Muslims, many believers understand that their duty is to convert, or deal in some way with, non-believers – with ‘devils in disguise’. This affects their ethics, politics and daily living, leading some determined to bring non-believers to see the religious light or, at least, to live according to religious law. When humanists become vocal about the dangers of religion, they therefore are not making a big fuss about kindly and tolerant Church of England vicars who share tea and cucumber sandwiches with parishioners. They are rightly making a big fuss about those whose godly belief leads to the repression of many here on earth, be it through death threats to questioners of religious belief, or punishment to women who dare to remove the veil in public.


We are all ‘atheists’


Our use of ‘atheism’ carries no moral disapproval or threat of burning at the stake, though historically such has often been dished out to those so deemed – and dished out in the name of ‘caring’ religion. Fortunately, dealing with atheists in this manner in the West is largely out of vogue. It is indeed fortunate, if we, for literary effect, in the next paragraph, weaken our understanding of ‘atheist’ to the denial of some gods or other.


We are all atheists – to varying extents. The ‘we’ includes Jews, Christians, Muslims and other godly believers. We reject the existence of – well, allow me to mention but a few, from a spectacular rolling display that has involved a cast of thousands, from the nasty to nice. There are the Olympian gods: Aphrodite, Apollo, Ares, Artemis, Athene, Demeter, Dionysus, Hades, Hephaistos, Hera, Hermes, Hestia, Persephone, Poseidon and Zeus – and many more. Here are some African gods: Abassi, Anansi, Babalu-aye, Bumba, Elegua, Eshu, Obatala, Olorun, Shango and Yemaya. Now for some Nordic gods: Baldur, Freya, Frigg, Idun, Loki, Odin, Thor and Tyr. We could pop along to many other parts of the world, listing yet more and more. Let us not pretend all such colourful gods have vanished from people’s beliefs, with the religious all believing in one transcendent being. Some still worship the gods of Olympus; druid ceremonies involve pagan worship. Millions of Hindus worship a baffling array of gods, for example, the Vedic and Vaishnava gods – though maybe they are but facets of Brahman. Christians and Muslims are committed to the one God – the same one God? – yet they often assert the existence of other supernatural beings, namely angels and the Devil.


That millions have believed and do believe in gods and other supernatural powers should not, of course, lead us to conclude that there are such gods and powers, not least because many of the believed gods and powers rule out the others. It is worth making that obvious point because sometimes believers in solely one god, namely, God, shore up belief by observing that so many people are religious believers.


Humanism’s rejection of God leads some to insist that humanism is negative. That is no more a legitimate accusation than that religion is negative, being a rejecter of the natural as all there is. True, the term ‘atheist’ is etymologically grounded in ‘not’ and ‘god’. The use of the term ‘atheist’ is a tribute to religion’s power: the presumption has been in favour of theism. After all, we do not believe in fairies, witches and scientific entities such as phlogiston, yet lack terms such as a-fairyist, a-witchist or a-phlogistonist. To avoid the theistic playing ground, suggestive of their being only ‘anti’ something, many humanists avoid ‘atheist’ and opt, for example, for ‘rationalist’ or ‘naturalist’, each of which points away from the supernatural.


Curiously, a staunch and outspoken humanist, namely, Richard Dawkins, who often promotes himself as strongly atheistic, takes the line that you cannot prove a negative. Hence, he reluctantly concludes that it is hugely unlikely that God exists, but, none the less, he is not absolutely certain. Indeed, I recall a radio interview when Dawkins was challenged as being committed to certainties, his reply being, ‘Certainly not!’


The reluctance to be certain of God’s non-existence may result from confusion. What counts as a negative? Is ‘bald’ negative, referring to no hair; or is ‘hairy’ negative, referring to no baldness? Either way, we can be certain that some people are bald and some not. I can prove that there are neither elephants nor round squares in this room. It may be thought more difficult to prove a negative, when it involves denying an item’s existence anywhere in the universe. Modifying a much used example from Bertrand Russell, can we disprove the existence of a teapot somewhere beyond our solar system? Well, it seems odd to insist that we should be a little uncertain. We have not the faintest reason or evidence to believe in such a teapot. Furthermore, concerning God, he is not like a teapot. God is not typically thought of, these days, as an object to be found somewhere in space; so, it is not even clear what is involved in finding him. The search for God is no hunting expedition.


A general point is this. If you are justified in being certain that something is so, it does not follow that it is so. You are, no doubt, certain that no one popped a diamond in your pocket this week without your noticing, but removed it a few minutes later, also without your noticing. Yet, of course, it is possible that you are mistaken. Does that mean that you should be a little bit agnostic about the matter? Obviously not.


Whether humanists prefer to think of themselves as atheists or agnostics, they look only to the actual world around them including human beings, rather than to supernatural agents. The natural–supernatural distinction, though, is not easy to identify: some theists speak of seeing God ‘in’ nature. Our use, here, of ‘natural’ points just to those concepts which both believers and non-believers alike use when talking about the world – about tables and chairs, people cycling and falling in love, molecular structures and photons. References to angels or the Devil or God, if meant literally, are supernaturalistic. Of course, we still have problems: who knows which concepts physicists will be employing next century? What we can truthfully say is that humanism does not make use of beings that go beyond our common experience, scientific evidence and reasoning, in order to understand the world. And perhaps that is the best we can say.




Humanists ask religious believers:




To those who ground morality in God: were there no God, would deceiving, torturing and killing be acceptable?


To the religiously faithful: what is your response to those who base terrorism and oppression on faith?


To those who say that, without God, the universe is a mystery: is not God a mystery?


To those who believe in immortal souls: how can immortal souls be what persons really are?


To those with god-inspired meaningful lives: what is the meaning for billions suffering now on earth and eternally in hell?





Religious believers ask humanists:




Whatever can justify moral principles, if there is no God?


Is not humanism also a religion, a leap of faith, in humanity?


Why is the world life-giving, comprehensible and beautiful?


Without a soul, is not a person just a lump of matter?


How can lives have meaning, if death is utter annihilation?









We are all human valuers


We all value some things – but that alone does not mean that we all value the same things. Humanists speak of holding human values, but what are those values? If they are whatever it is that humans value, well, of course, millions and millions value their relationship, as they see it, to God – a value on the humanist reject list. Some people place their own immediate self-interest as of highest value; that value rating is not usually humanism’s. Humanism’s values are grounded in features of human flourishing.


Many theists view humanists as devoid of spirituality and morality: humanists are crude materialists, ignorant of life’s finer immaterial aspects. True, many humanists are materialists, but they are not thereby money grabbing, living only for consumer goods. Materialism, in this context, is simply the theory that the universe, including thoughts and feelings, can in some way be understood as material. With the discoveries of electrons, protons and much more, the term ‘matter’ has more or less disappeared from science: materialism is better spoken of as ‘physicalism’. Physicalism does not deny the existence of rainbows, the feelings of awe at sunsets and the intoxications of love. Just because these items – the spiritual – can be explained in scientific terms (if they can), they are not thereby unreal.


Look around us, say many theists, and we see the effects of being blind to God. Scan secular societies: there are broken homes, sexual abuse, lives ruined through drugs, and increases in crime. Some theists, even today in the West, identify the increased ravages of nature – through tsunamis and hurricanes – as resulting from spiritual decline. ‘Humanists are, indeed, devils in disguise, if any disguise there be.’ Of course, humanists rebut this outrageous slur. Loss of religion does not have to generate the unhappy results cited – and usually does not. Furthermore, religions have caused much that merits challenge – the torturing and killing of people out of kilter with the preferred religious beliefs. Humanists, though, are not blind to the fact that religious believers are humans. In promoting shared human values, humanists do not, of course, promote whatever it is about humans that lead them to commit atrocious acts. Also, humanists are not ignorant of the horrors performed without a religious basis – be they of the Holocaust, of the numerous wars around the globe, from Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos years ago, to the more recent atrocities in Rwanda, Darfur and Zimbabwe, to the various continuing repressions in China, Myanmar, Afghanistan and elsewhere. Humanists know very, very well that humans can be incredibly nasty. Such nastiness is one reason why humanists encourage humanism – to promote the good features of humanity.


Humanists and theists sometimes play counting games. Have humanists produced more good – or more harm – than Jews, Christians or Muslims? This is futile number swapping. First, humanists and theists disagree over harms: converting from Islam to Christianity, women in public unveiled – are these harms? Secondly, actions performed may lack accord with the correct understanding of humanism or the religion. Were Christians who supported slavery rightly following the Bible? Are the imams who aim to destroy Jews reading the Qur’an correctly? Thirdly, a whole range of background beliefs may also be relevant behavioural factors. Fourthly, competing values may help to secure improvements; perhaps the best games are those with some would-be cheaters, keeping others on guard. What can be said by humanists – and rightly so – is that some religious doctrines, as opposed to humanistic ones, explicitly encourage harmful actions against non-believers just because they are non-believers. Humanism promotes societies that tolerate religions; many religious believers are not remotely keen on societies that tolerate free-thinking humanists.



Science, soul, and a fading God


Sciences or humanities? Today, in schools, universities and personality testing, there is a rough and ready distinction between those inclined towards the humanities – the arts, languages, literature, feeling – and those inclined towards the sciences, the analytic, reason and structured experiments. Mathematics is usually placed in the latter category; philosophy in the former – both subjects alerting us to the falsity of sharp boundaries. Whatever the distinction’s strength – in the mid-twentieth century, C. P. Snow spoke sadly of ‘two cultures’ – ‘humanism’ of the past aided the development of both arenas; and today’s humanism maintains a presence in both, valuing both science and the humanities. Here follows a brief series of snapshots of the term ‘humanism’, related terms and their changing use.


Ancient Rome’s ‘humanitas’ focused on education in the values revealed through language and literature, history and moral philosophy. A term near to our ‘humanism’, namely ’umanista, entered the fifteenth-century academic jargon in Renaissance Italy, for teachers and students of the humanitas, particularly through the writings of the Roman orator Cicero. As understanding of classical Greek developed, the ancient Greek philosophers were added to the canon. England, late on the scene, produced ‘humanist’ a century later – and ‘humanism’, in noun form, first appeared in Germany, very early in the nineteenth century.


Renaissance humanists, although typically Christian, were fascinated by pre-Christian cultures, their studies tending to be humanity- rather than God-centred. Overall, ‘humanism’ marked a commitment to classical literature and the humane values within. ‘Humanism’ is still used today within academic circles for that scholarly interest. Studying the classics led Renaissance humanists to be more open-minded than many of their medieval predecessors; they were also often more modest, aware of limitations on our understanding of God. Aristotle had, indeed, wisely written that one should not aim at certainty beyond the nature of the case.


Renaissance humanism focused on humanity’s perceived uniqueness; important humanists Erasmus and Rabelais highlighted, for example, humour. Talk of ‘the dignity of man’ was prominent, with humanity glorified by Petrarch, Marsilio Ficino, Pico and Pietro Pomponazzi. Petrarch climbed Mont Ventoux, awed by the magnificent view, but then became angry at his admiring earthly things, overlooking humanity’s wonders. Ficino saw humans, in his astronomical understanding, as somewhat god-like. Pomponazzi judged that being a human for one year was more perfect than an oak tree for ten thousand. Although the Bible spoke of humanity’s fall, Renaissance thinkers laid greater emphasis on humans being made in God’s image, superior to non-human animals.


The dignity of humanity is closely associated with Pico’s 1486 oration (though the title, ‘On the Dignity of Man’, was added later and not by Pico). Pico described human beings as of no fixed nature, in contrast to non-human animals, humans possessing the freedom to choose how to be. This theme was taken up, centuries later, with the existentialist anguish over choosing our values, most famously presented by Jean-Paul Sartre in 1930/40s Paris.


Not all humanists trumpeted humanity’s dignity. In early sixteenth-century Florence, Niccolò Machiavelli, while arguing for the glory of leaders, spoke of humankind’s grabbing, deceitful and corrupt nature. Machiavelli, apparently encouraging political leaders to use religion for their own ends, became the arch atheist, whence the term ‘old Nick’. In sixteenth-century France, Michel de Montaigne focused on humanity’s weaknesses, foibles and modest place in the universe. In Britain, Francis Bacon, arguably, followed a similar line. Although Montaigne was a practising Catholic and Bacon attended Anglican services, in their writings and conduct they made little use of God and the quest for eternal salvation.


Earlier, medieval historians had often read natural events as divine rewards or punishments, but the humanist approach, developing scientific exploration, gave diminishing space to the divine. Humans were responsible for society’s happenings; and laws of nature explained what happened in the surrounding natural world. Such naturalistic explanations, explanations in terms of physical events causing other physical events, contrasted with, say, Samuel Pepys’s seventeenth-century belief. Pepys spoke of colds as divine retribution for illicit flirtations. In the next century, lightning more than once shattered St Mark’s bell tower in Venice. Benjamin Franklin recommended conducting rods. St Mark’s clergy opposed such new-fangled solutions: one ought not to meddle with providence by controlling God’s artillery. Wiser counsel eventually won through, anticipating Lichtenberg who erected a lightning rod in 1780, noting that sermons are no substitute for such rods.
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