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Preface

Secular humanism has come under sustained criticism in recent years, especially from religious conservatives and the fundamentalist right. Critics have called it the “most dangerous” and “influential” intellectual and religious movement in America in the present century. Basic to the attack is the view that secular humanism lacks a moral framework and that it has contributed to the decay of moral values in modern society.


I think the opposition is profoundly mistaken. For it fails to appreciate the significant role humanism has had in developing a moral position relevant to the present age of rapid scientific advances and social change. Indeed, humanism expresses a set of significant moral values, which focus on fulfilling the best in human beings and are positive contributions to human good.


There are, of course, many forms of humanism, religious and secular. My main interest is in defending secular humanism, that is, the point of view that holds that it is possible to lead a good life and contribute significantly to human welfare and social justice without a belief in theistic religion or benefit of clergy. Human beings, as free, autonomous individuals, can discover that life can be good and bountiful. Humanist morality can provide a genuine basis for excellence and nobility. Moreover, it is closely related to developments in modern science, and hence is a naturalistic philosophy.


I have been deeply involved in the humanist movement throughout most of my life, and I have often defended humanism from its critics. Indeed, I have been singled out by many on the radical right for special criticism. My writings on humanism, spanning more than thirty years, have appeared in many different periodicals and books. It thus seems worthwhile to compile in one place many of my statements on humanist philosophy and morality. Accordingly, this book contains much that I have said in developing and clarifying the humanist position. There will no doubt be some overlap, since the articles were written at different times in response to different challenges. This volume contains, for example, Humanist Manifesto II, which I drafted in collaboration with many others and which especially has come under heavy criticism, as well as A Secular Humanist Declaration (also endorsed by many intellectuals). I have included many other articles in which I have attempted to provide a framework for humanist ethics, and I comment on religion, politics, science, and the paranormal as well. Some of the essays appear here for the first time. I hope that this collection will contribute to free inquiry and the clarification of secular humanism. There has been widespread, vociferous, and unwarranted criticism of humanism. In Defense of Secular Humanism is an effort, however modest, to provide a reasoned response, to offer a philosophical, scientific, and ethical view that is relevant to the human condition today.








PART ONE
Responding to the Critics







1

Defending Humanism Against Its Fundamentalist Critics

Secular humanists are no doubt surprised to hear from the fundamentalists about their alleged influence in American society and the world. Tim LaHaye in The Battle for the Mind,1 for example, maintains that “most of the evils in the world today can be traced to humanism, which has taken over our government, the United Nations, education, television, and most of the influential things of life.” According to him, “humanism is not only the world’s greatest evil but until recently the most deceptive of all religious philosophies.”

Who is Tim LaHaye? A Baptist minister, founder of the Creationist Institute in San Diego, and one of the leaders of the Moral Majority. Chairman of what is called the Conservative Council, which includes fifty of the leading conservatives in the United States, LaHaye is a man of considerable influence. He claims that the humanists control America and that there is an interlocking network that includes the American Civil Liberties Union, the American Humanist Association, National Education Association, SIECUS (Sex Information and Education Council of the United States), the unions, the universities, the “porno magazines,” the textbooks, the foundations, and so on. He asks: “America is supposed to be a free country, but are we really free? We are not free to turn on television and find an unshackled anti-moral pro-humanist thinking. For humanists literally control the TV networks.” (The fact, of course, is that the fundamentalists’ influence in religious broadcasting far outweighs the humanist point of view in America.) LaHaye continues; “We are not free to send our children to school where they are safe from violence, drugs, and anti-American teachers…. In fact, to provide our young with the high caliber education that includes an emphasis on basics and character building, we must pay tuition to send them to a Christian school or to other private schools, while paying taxes to subsidize the religion of humanism in our public schools.”

LaHaye’s book is something of a best seller in religious publishing and has been widely read. There has been a spate of such books, all arguing a similar theme. For example, Secular Humanism: The Most Dangerous Religion in America by Homer Duncan has a preface by Senator Jesse Helms, who comments: “When the US Supreme Court prohibited children from participating in voluntary prayers in public schools the conclusion is inescapable. That the Supreme Court not only violated the right of free exercise of religion for all Americans, it also established a national religion in the United States, the religion of Secular Humanism.” According to Duncan and Helms, “The only way to save America is to root out the humanist from all walks of life.”

Humanism has thus become the scapegoat of the fundamentalist right. Practically every newspaper carries letters to the editor and column after column repeating the same litany of charges. Fundamentalist critics have attacked the primary humanist organizations, which are very few in number: the American Ethical Union, the American Humanist Association, the Fellowship of Religious Humanists. And they attack the documents that they consider to be the most wicked of the twentieth century, Humanist Manifestos I and II. They also indict “atheism,” “liberalism,” “libertarianism”—all as part of the humanist philosophy. But they are not simply attacking secular humanism, they are assaulting the free society. Claiming that secular humanists dominate the establishment, they are thus attacking virtually all of the institutions of the United States. There is also an intensified effort under way to censor books in libraries and schools in the fields of literature, the arts, and the sciences. Attacking the teaching of evolution in the schools, they are demanding equal time for creationism. Two states have passed a bill mandating equal time,2 and other states are considering it. The fundamentalists also attack sex education in schools, for which they blame humanists; they accuse humanist educators of undermining the morality of the young; and they are critical of programs in values clarification and moral education. They insist that schools should not teach morality, which is appropriate for only the church or the family.

Fundamentalists have introduced a curious legal argument to demonstrate that secular humanism has been established as the religion of the United States. The most important article in this regard is by Whitehead and Conlan.3 In a lengthy article of sixty-six pages they offer a line of argument that has been taken up now by the disciples of fundamentalism: Since the Supreme Court has said that America must be neutral in regard to religion, neutrality implies humanism; therefore, humanism is the dominant religion throughout American institutions as well as in the public schools! The fundamentalist right is radical, for it is attempting to change the political, social, and moral structure of American democracy. Tim LaHaye says, “The battle for the mind is the great battle of our century, for the rest of the century, and the task is to root out secular humanism and provide a true American morality which is basically Judaic and Christian in character.”

What should be the humanist response to this massive assault? First, we must recognize that we are being subjected to a new kind of McCarthyism. In the fifties Senator McCarthy attacked fellow travelers and Communists; in the seventies and eighties secular humanists have become similar scapegoats—and guilt by association is being used to defame characters and organizations.

Nevertheless, I think that some of the criticisms made by the Moral Majority have some validity. We cannot simply reject the Moral Majority and say that nothing they claim is meaningful. Although much of what they say is basically mistaken, it seems to me that they are concerned about many things that we should be concerned about: for example, the breakdown of the family in American life. Many humanists consider the family an important human institution. The stability of the family and the bringing up of children in a wholesome family environment is preferable to divorce and separation, but the latter should be a question of choice. The Moral Majority is also concerned about excessive promiscuity, pornography, and the increased use of drugs—as we are too. Humanists believe in freedom, not license or licentiousness. Freedom of choice need not—indeed should not—imply that. Although many of us deplore the Moral Majority, we also need to deplore some of the recent excesses in American life. Or again, the Moral Majority is concerned about the heavy tax burden. This concern is shared by many humanists who as taxpayers are troubled about the growth of government spending and “bracket creep.” The Moral Majority is also troubled about the decline in American power in various parts of the world. I know that some humanists disagree on that point, but other humanists—such as myself—are equally concerned about the decline of Western democracy on the world scene and want to restore the American position as a bulwark against totalitarianism. Many humanists who were formerly liberals have become “neoconservatives” or “neoliberals,” and many also reject certain aspects of the liberal program as the “ritualistic” application of methods, such as forced busing or the use of quotas to redress inequities of the past, calling them counterproductive and unworkable.

Basically, humanists believe in freedom and pluralistic democracy as virtually our first principle, and we are disturbed by any authoritarian effort to impose one point of view on America. Defense of the open, democratic society should be the first point humanists make in response to the Moral Majority, making it clear that in our reading of the American tradition pluralism is essential. We too are American citizens, nourished like other citizens by the same traditions that go back to the founding fathers, Paine, Jefferson, Madison, and Franklin, who were, in our view, humanistic, anticlerical, and committed to the ideal of a free society. We have to make it clear that the Moral Majority is really shaking the foundations of the American republic. In a free society, diversity of opinion, whether moral, political, philosophical, scientific, cultural or religious, will flourish, and any effort to oppose it is contrary to our deepest roots. The paradox intrinsic to the fundamentalist right is that, on the one hand, it claims belief in “freedom,” but yet, on the other, it is all too ready to legislate morality and belief. Perhaps they are talking only about economic freedom, but what about the other freedoms that apply in America? As humanists we need to make clear our uncompromising commitment to freedom of the individual, free inquiry, free culture, free science, philosophy, religion, and conscience. We oppose any tyranny over the minds of men and women, any narrowing of the right to independence of thought.

Our commitment to the separation principle implicit in the First Amendment to the Constitution—that Congress shall make no law respecting the establishment of a religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof—is a second response to the fundamentalists. According to the Constitution, the state should be neutral in regard to any religion or no religion, protecting the rights of unbelievers as well as of believers. The fundamentalists fail to see that this country includes not simply a variety of Christian and Jewish sects, but also millions of humanists, Buddhists, Muslims, and unbelievers. Thus the separation of church and state is a necessary principle of American society. The basic fallacy fundamentalists make is to say that, because the state is neutral, it is antireligious or establishes a new secular religion. The state takes no position on religion and neither encourages nor discourages it in the public domain, public schools, the courts, legislatures, or other public institutions. This neutrality does not mean, as fundamentalists seem to think, that therefore the state is imposing the religion of secular humanism.

A third mistake that fundamentalists make is to argue that the schools are dominated by secular humanists, a charge that is totally untrue. While there are at least three million teachers in the United States, there are only ten thousand members of humanist organizations. Surely, they do not dominate the schools. (I will not deny that many humanists are among the leading intellectuals of America.) What the fundamentalists actually are opposed to, it seems to me, is modernism. What they really want to do is repeal the modern world, turn the clock back. They are opposed to modern science and the scientific revolution of our day. They are opposed to modern literature—everyone from Shakespeare to writers as diverse as Kurt Vonnegut, D. H. Lawrence, and Vladimir Nabokov. (Tim LaHaye even condemns Shakespeare. He also castigates Aristotle as one of the most dangerous men in history and St. Thomas Aquinas—the influential theologian of the Catholic Church—because he was an Aristotelian! He condemns Michelangelo because of his nude statue of David in Florence, as well as other Renaissance art.) The fundamentalists are attacking modern education, including science, literature, the arts, and philosophy. We must grant that the curriculum of modern education expresses secular values. But that is the nature of the modern world; it is not secular humanism per se that is at the root of all evil, as fundamentalists identify it. Surely Catholics, Protestants, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, Confucians, and others may accept the values of contemporary literature and modern science without thereby implying a commitment to the doctrines of secular humanism,

A fourth response to the Moral Majority and fundamentalists is the recognition of their anti-intellectualism. One of their major assaults is not simply upon humanism but upon the humanities. According to an article in the New York Times, several volunteers at a parish hospital in Louisiana surprised the hospital administration by resigning in protest against the hiring of a philosopher from Northwestern State University because he was called “a humanist in residence.” Regrettably, they misunderstood the nature of the humanities and the fact that a philosopher, historian, classicist, or literary writer is considered a humanist. So they think that human-ists dominate all the universities of America. At the same time, in Maine, the federally funded State Humanities Council was defending itself against an attack on its activities by a conservative weekly tabloid. The charge was made that, in supporting the humanities, the state was supporting humanism. According to the Times article, Professor Robert Alley resigned as chairman of the religion department at the University of Richmond at the urging of the administration. He came under fire from a local Baptist committee, which condemned his biblical scholarship as “heretical.” President A. Bartlett Giamatti of Yale recently said that the attack on the humanities is a kind of know-nothing attack on learning. It is an attack on the very nature of the university—on the idea that you can investigate values independent of the Bible or be concerned with widening the horizons of human imagination by studying literature, the arts, poetry, and other fields of humanistic study.

A fifth objection to fundamentalists is their attack on moral education. They reject those who believe it possible to be moral without a belief in God. That seems to me to be a vital point, one essential to the position of religious and secular humanism. But more, it is an essential feature of humanistic learning in the Western world. Is it possible to be moral without benefit of clergy? Of course it is. We can lead a noble, significant life of excellence and virtue. The whole Western philosophical tradition, from Protagoras, Socrates, and Aristotle through Spinoza, Kant, and Mill down to the present time, is concerned with the autonomy of ethics. Philosophers have said, and humanists have agreed, that it is possible to ground ethical choice in rational intelligence. The orthodox Christian, Jew, or Muslim believes that ethics must be based on divine sanction, on commandments from on high, and that obedience based upon faith is the only ground for morality. Humanist philosophers and even many Christians and Jews have argued that this need not be the case. One can base morality on rational intelligence, moral growth, and development; human beings can lead lives of significance, worth, and responsibility independent of any theological foundations. Indeed, a great number of humanist heroes have done so. The main point we have to make is that no one group in America can claim to have a monopoly on virtue and that individuals may differ in their moral conceptions. Clearly humanists can lead moral lives, be aware of the needs of others, and make contributions to the common good.

A sixth response to the fundamentalist right is to defend tolerance as a basic humanist virtue. We believe in democracy and freedom, which require toleration of different points of view, as well as criticism of sectarian doctrines that engender hatred or absolutist positions tending to divide people against each other.

Having defended humanism against its fundamentalist critics, what is the positive message of humanism? Can we go beyond a mere defensive posture to a constructive statement? In asking anew what is humanism, I wish to make three points, First, humanism presents an outlook on man and nature; second, it is committed to a method of inquiry; and third, it expresses a set of moral values.

First, the humanist outlook today is based primarily upon modern science and has developed rapidly in the modern world. Even though no humanist conspiracy and few humanist organizations exist, humanism is the dominant theme of the modern intellectual world because it provides a perspective on man and nature that is derived from the natural, biological, and behavioral sciences. It is a picture of a universe at least fifteen billion years old in which human life evolved by natural causal pressures. And science constantly adds to our understanding of nature.

Second, humanism is a method of inquiry, which some might even propose as its “first principle”—a commitment to the use of critical intelligence and rational inquiry in understanding the world and solving problems. The hypothetical-deductive method includes some form of skepticism. The humanist recognizes that he is not infallible, that human knowledge is often difficult to discover, that truth is the product of the give and take of competing points of view and, therefore, one may be mistaken in one’s point of view. One must constantly be willing to revise one’s beliefs in the light of criticism, even radically. Nonetheless, although some skeptical doubt is essential to the method of science, the humanist still believes that knowledge is possible. Knowledge can be constructive, can grow and develop, though it is often a slow process. The scientist considers all beliefs to be hypotheses, tested by the evidence and judged by their experimental consequences and logical consistency.

Third, humanism expresses an ethical philosophy. The Ethical Cultural movement in the United States has focused on that aspect. The ethical humanist insists that life can have meaning without the conception of a supernatural creator or divine purpose. The humanist theory of the meaning of life is thus an alternative to the classical biblical view. While life has no meaning per se, it does provide us with opportunities to enjoy, discover, and create. The great challenge for the humanist is to lead the good life on his own terms and to take destiny in his own hands. Of the many values that the humanist defends, individual freedom is basic: the right of the individual to make up his own mind, to develop his own conscience, and to lead his own life without undue interference from others. Another humanist value is the commitment to creative growth and development. But the humanist does not believe that “anything goes,” as critics have charged. He does not believe that there is no right and wrong. That is an absolute libel against humanist philosophy and ethics. I submit that there are, built within each individual, tendencies toward growth. The great challenge of life is to actualize one’s talents and satisfy one’s needs, while also developing moral awareness and a sense of moral responsibility to others. Other values that humanists emphasize are those of democracy and shared experiences, which entail the belief that a democratic community and cooperative efforts in negotiating differences are the best means of achieving a peaceful and prosperous community.

One might ask: If humanism is a scientific outlook and method and an ethical posture, what is it not? It seems to me that humanism is not, nor should it be, identified with a particular political ideology, a specific platform or program. Many twentieth-century humanists err in believing that humanism is irrelevant unless it takes part in social action. Surely, as individuals we should take part in social action and be concerned with social change, both in our own society and in the world at large; that is our task as citizens. But it is not the be-all and end-all of humanism. The danger is that we risk narrowing humanism by making it equivalent to the left wing of the Democratic party or ritualistic liberalism. One can be a humanist and, politically speaking, be a liberal, conservative, neoconservative, socialist, or capitalist. Honest men and women may differ about whether interest rates ought to be higher or lower, or whether nuclear-energy development is good or evil. We can differ about any number of issues in politics and we should. There is no humanist political party but a variety of humanist points of view. Humanism expresses a basic philosophy, an outlook and attitude, a method, and a set of values—but there is room for a wide diversity of opinion. John Dewey, the most important American humanist of the twentieth century, defined liberalism as a method for solving social problems, a method of inquiry and not a specific platform or program. Accordingly, if one is committed to critical inquiry, one should be willing to change one’s politics in the light of new evidence and altered circumstances.

One question often asked is: How can humanists get their message across? Let me suggest some ways. First, we need to stand up courageously and say, “Yes, I am a secular humanist.” “Yes,” I tell people and they are shocked—a “real humanist!” Or, “Yes, I am a humanist skeptic.” Or, “Yes, I am a humanist infidel.” Humanism expresses a significant historic tradition, not only in America but also in Western civilization, beginning with the Greeks and Romans and continuing through the Renaissance and the Enlightenment to the present. We ought to defend this tradition forthrightly and not be fudging our position. We ought to defend its secular aspect and its skepticism about theism. Although many humanists are religious humanists, we should interpret that term in thoroughly naturalistic terms. Religion means a commitment to values, an expression of human ideals. It does not refer to any godhead but to the heightened qualities of moral and aesthetic experience. In addition, many of us should be prepared to openly criticize fundamentalist, biblical, and theistic claims.

One of the great failures in America in the last twenty or thirty years is the virtual monopoly that biblical preachers have had in expressing their point of view without any major challenges to their premises. Many still consider it in “bad taste” to criticize theistic religion, although this was not always the case. In the late nineteenth century there were a great number of freethinkers in America who made no bones about their free thought: for example, Clarence Darrow, Robert Ingersoll, and Mark Twain. Today a strong kind of ecumenicalism prevails. The official religion of America is CAPREW (Catholic, Protestant, or Jew), and it is immune to basic criticism. Most people are reticent in expressing any opposition to it, with the exception, of course, of Madalyn Murray O’Hair. But she is considered by many to be an extremist who may do more harm than good. Yet we must be willing to enter into debate and critically scrutinize biblical claims. We need to ask openly and publicly whether or not Jesus was raised from the dead; whether or not he even existed; whether or not Mohammed was divinely inspired to write the Koran; whether or not Joseph Smith wrote the Book of Mormon. We ought to be willing to defend skepticism, agnosticism, atheism, and all of the various nontheistic points of view in the free market of ideas. We have to make respectable a critique of the claims that are now pouring over the airwaves, unchallenged day in and day out. The electronic church and its preachers—Pat Robertson, Billy Graham, Jerry Falwell, Oral Roberts, and the rest—should not be granted privileged sanctuaries. We need to provide intellectually responsible criticisms of religious claims. But we have to go beyond that to show that humanism is a constructive alternative. One should not simply be negative. We need to demonstrate the vitality of the humanistic message and the validity of its morality.

The practical question can be asked; How do we go about building humanism? We have a vital role to play in America in the future. One direction we might take is to try to influence the opinion-makers, authors, teachers, professionals, and scientists. Tim LaHaye and our fundamentalist critics think we have done that. They affirm that, in the great battle for the mind, we have had an inordinately large influence. I don’t think our influence has been extensive enough, but, whatever our role has been in the past, we have to continue to exert it in the media. Another direction for our concern is the vital need to develop humanist leadership. We have a pressing need to interest, train, educate, and inspire a new generation of young people who will become humanist leaders and build humanist institutions. It is not enough to express our ideas and leave it at that. Every generation has to be prepared to wage the same battle for free thought and a free society. That task is unending. If humanism is to prevail in the future, we need to build strong institutions, societies, schools, fellowships, and chapters. We need to begin the hard work of recruiting young people as potential humanist leaders, ones who will understand the nature of humanism and are willing to espouse its message. More importantly, we need to bring up our own children in the humanist tradition. Moral education is still the frontier for humanism. The fundamentalists recognize this fact and are attacking it. They are criticizing programs of values clarification and moral development in the schools such as those advocated by Lawrence Kohlberg; it would be unfortunate if they succeed in weeding these out, for all education is, in a sense, moral. You cannot educate without being concerned with developing character. For those who do not have a religious background or a religious tradition, it is not enough simply to permit individuals to be free. Freedom means nothing unless, at the same time, one cultivates a sense of responsibility and an awareness of the need for others. The development of responsibility should be the task of education, and we ought to be willing to defend its inclusion in the schools. But what should be taught is not necessarily moral education or indoctrination in humanism, but rather the teaching of the common moral decencies. All human beings need to appreciate and share in the moral virtues that are the inherited, collective wisdom of the race. I submit that there are moral truths that can be rationally discovered. Indeed, a reflective and developed moral being comes to appreciate their authenticity. Moral education is vital if we are going to deal with the breakdown of values that sometimes occurs in modern society. The great task of education is neither the simple indoctrination nor the imposition of our point of view on others, but the provision of inspiration and guidance to encourage the development of new levels of moral growth.

Let me conclude with some philosophical reflections about the Moral Majority and the fundamentalist right. In studying American thought we find that at least two cultures have existed side by side throughout our history: the “conservative” and the “liberal” streams. I use these terms with some trepidation, for their meanings are often confused by the ebb and flow of opinion and fashion from colonial days to the present. At one time the liberal stream was the stronger—let us call it the party of freedom. But then the conservative stream dominated—the party of stability and order. Is what we are witnessing now typical of what has happened throughout the entire history of American society? Many humanists and liberals are frightened by the Moral Majority and the fundamental revivalists. One may ask: Is the Moral Majority merely a temporary conservative reaction? Will it in turn be overwhelmed by a liberal tide, or will it become a dangerous, permanent, political presence that will basically alter the character of America and limit the parameters of freedom?

There are no guarantees in history. No one can say with certainty what will happen tomorrow, next year, or during the next decade. We cannot remain complacent, thinking that these latest challenges to freedom will dissipate easily. The fundamentalists have learned how to blend politics and religion. This combination is ominous. Witness what has happened in Iran with the mixing of fanatic fundamentalism and political power or in Northern Ireland, where there is continuing fratricidal warfare. Still, we must remember that there are various kinds of conservatives. Some are as opposed to repressive fundamentalism as we are—Senator Gold water, for example, has differed strongly with the Moral Majority. In any case, the attempt to use the state to impose a religious and moral doctrine is very disturbing. The fundamentalists may succeed in their efforts, though I seriously doubt it.

One dangerous development, however, is that they have learned how to control the electronic media. Perhaps a good part of the current religious revival can be attributed to that. It would not be so prominent were it not for the fact that the fundamentalists can bring their propaganda right into the living room by means of radio and television. Further, they have developed effective fund-raising techniques, which enable them to acquire enorous sums of money to get their point of view across to the public and help elect or defeat politicians. The fundamentalist right is thus potentially dangerous. Nonetheless, I predict that they will not prevail and are only a passing phenomenon. If we take a broader view, there is some room for optimism. If we examine carefully what they are saying, we find that it is the biblical outlook and ethic of an agricultural and nomadic civilization hardly appropriate to postmodern civilizations. To insist that all truths are in the Bible is pure nonsense and a throwback to an earlier age. We live in a highly sophisticated, technologically oriented, space-age society. To think that the primitive doctrine of an ancient tribe of people in the Middle East can be applied in every case to our present problems stretches credulity. I don’t see how such a view can, in the long run, prevail. Why? Because technological change is bound to continue. The scientific revolution is the deepest revolution of our time and has transformed the face of the globe. It has broken down frontiers. It has enabled worldwide communication. It has stimulated mobility. The breakdowns in modern society, if there have been breakdowns, have been due primarily to technology, not to secular humanism. This technological revolution will continue. Even the fundamentalists recognize that and wish to use it.

As Americans we need to ask: How would fundamentalism serve the ideals of freedom and democracy on the world scene? What kind of viable message does it provide, as America competes for influence and seeks to defend freedom throughout the world? Even more central is the recognition that absolutistic fundamentalism is alien to an essential aspect of the American heritage. There is a generosity in the American spirit. Whether liberal or conservative, no matter what the point of view, Americans have been basically open and tolerant. If sufficiently threatened, one hopes, the democratic temper will prevail and be defended by the mainstream. All of this suggests that fundamentalism may be a temporary aberration, the last whimper of a dissident though vociferous minority. Inasmuch as more than half of young Americans now go on to colleges and universities, the values of education, high culture, and free inquiry will continue. No doubt, I will be accused of naive optimism. I have not forgotten that vigilance is the price of liberty. Still, the deepest stream of American and human history points in a humanist direction, which means, at the very least, the continued dominance of the scientific outlook and humanist values, goals that the humanist movement cherishes and should continue to espouse and work to attain. Time, I submit, is on the side of humanism.
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A Secular Humanist Declaration


Introduction

Secular humanism is a vital force in the contemporary world. It is now under unwarranted and intemperate attack from various quarters. This declaration defends only that form of secular humanism which is explicitly committed to democracy. It is opposed to all varieties of belief that seek supernatural sanction for their values or espouse rule by dictatorship.

Democratic secular humanism has been a powerful force in world culture. Its ideals can be traced to the philosophers, scientists, and poets of classical Greece and Rome, to ancient Chinese Confucian society, to the Carvaka movement of India, and to other distinguished intellectual and moral traditions. Secularism and humanism were eclipsed in Europe during the Dark Ages, when religious piety eroded humankind’s confidence in its own powers to solve human problems. They reappeared in force during the Renaissance with the reassertion of secular and humanist values in literature and the arts, again in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries with the development of modern science and a naturalistic view of the universe, and their influence can be found in the eighteenth century in the Age of Reason and the Enlightenment. Democratic secular humanism has creatively flowered in modern times with the growth of freedom and democracy.

Countless millions of thoughtful persons have espoused secular humanist ideals, have lived significant lives, and have contributed to the building of a more humane and democratic world. The modern secular humanist outlook has led to the application of science and technology to the improvement of the human condition. This has had a positive effect on reducing poverty, suffering, and disease in various parts of the world, in extending longevity, on improving transportation and communication, and in making the good life possible for more and more people. It has led to the emancipation of hundreds of millions of people from the exercise of blind faith and fears of superstition and has contributed to their education and the enrichment of their lives. Secular humanism has provided an impetus for humans to solve their problems with intelligence and perseverance, to conquer geographic and social frontiers, and to extend the range of human exploration and adventure.

Regrettably, we are today faced with a variety of antisecularist trends: the reappearance of dogmatic authoritarian religions; fundamentalist, literalist, and doctrinaire Christianity; a rapidly growing and uncompromising Muslim clericalism in the Middle East and Asia; the reassertion of orthodox authority by the Roman Catholic papal hierarchy; nationalistic religious Judaism; and the reversion to obscurantist religions in Asia. New cults of unreason as well as bizarre paranormal and occult beliefs, such as belief in astrology, reincarnation, and the mysterious power of alleged psychics, are growing in many Western societies. These disturbing developments follow in the wake of the emergence in the earlier part of the twentieth century of intolerant messianic and totalitarian quasi-religious movements, such as fascism and communism. These religious activists not only are responsible for much of the terror and violence in the world today but stand in the way of solutions to the world’s most serious problems.

Paradoxically, some of the critics of secular humanism maintain that it is a dangerous philosophy. Some assert that it is “morally corrupting” because it is committed to individual freedom, others that it condones “injustice” because it defends democratic due process. We who support democratic secular humanism deny such charges, which are based upon misunderstanding and misinterpretation, and we seek to outline a set of principles that most of us share. Secular humanism is not a dogma or a creed. There are wide differences of opinion among secular humanists on many issues. Nevertheless, there is a loose consensus with respect to several propositions. We are apprehensive that modern civilization is threatened by forces antithetical to reason, democracy, and freedom. Many religious believers will no doubt share with us a belief in many secular humanist and democratic values, and we welcome their joining with us in the defense of these ideals.

1. Free Inquiry. The first principle of democratic secular humanism is its commitment to free inquiry. We oppose any tyranny over the mind of man, any efforts by ecclesiastical, political, ideological, or social institutions to shackle free thought. In the past, such tyrannies have been directed by churches and states attempting to enforce the edicts of religious bigots. In the long struggle in the history of ideas, established institutions, both public and private, have attempted to censor inquiry, to impose orthodoxy on beliefs and values, and to excommunicate heretics and extirpate unbelievers. Today, the struggle for free inquiry has assumed new forms. Sectarian ideologies have become the new theologies that use political parties and governments in their mission to crush dissident opinion.

Free inquiry entails recognition of civil liberties as integral to its pursuit, that is, a free press, freedom of communication, the right to organize opposition parties and to join voluntary associations, and freedom to cultivate and publish the fruits of scientific, philosophical, artistic, literary, moral, and religious freedom. Free inquiry requires that we tolerate diversity of opinion and that we respect the right of individuals to express their beliefs, however unpopular they may be, without social or legal prohibition or fear of sanctions. Though we may tolerate contrasting points of view, this does not mean that they are immune to critical scrutiny. The guiding premise of those who believe in free inquiry is that truth is more likely to be discovered if the opportunity exists for the free exchange of opposing opinions; the process of interchange is frequently as important as the result. This applies not only to science and everyday life but also to politics, economics, morality, and religion.

2. Separation of Church and State. Because of their commitment to freedom, secular humanists believe in the principle of the separation of church and state. The lessons of history are clear: wherever one religion or ideology is established and given a dominant position in the state, minority opinions are in jeopardy. A pluralistic, open, and democratic society allows all points of view to be heard. Any effort to impose an exclusive conception of truth, piety, virtue, or justice upon the whole of society is a violation of free inquiry. Clerical authorities should not be permitted to legislate their own parochial views—whether moral, philosophic, political, educational, or social—for the rest of society.

Nor should tax revenues be exacted for the benefit or support of sectarian religious institutions. Individuals and voluntary associations should be free to accept or not to accept any belief and to support these convictions with whatever resources they may have, without being compelled by taxation to contribute to those religious faiths with which they do not agree. Similarly, church properties should share in the burden of public revenues and should not be exempt from taxation. Compulsory religious oaths and prayers in public institutions (political or educational) are also a violation of the separation principle.

Today, nontheistic as well as theistic religions compete for attention. Regrettably, in communist countries, the power of the state is being used to impose an ideological doctrine on the society, without tolerating the expression of dissenting or heretical views. Here we see a modern secular version of the violation of the separation principle.

3. The Ideal of Freedom, There are many forms of totalitarianism in the modern world—secular and nonsecular—all of which we vigorously oppose. As democratic secularists, we consistently defend the ideal of freedom, not only freedom of conscience and belief from those ecclesiastical, political, and economic interests that seek to repress them, but genuine political liberty, democratic decision-making based upon majority rule, and respect for minority rights and the rule of law. We stand not only for freedom from religious control but for freedom from jingoistic government control as well. We are for the defense of basic human rights, including the right to protect life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. In our view, a free society should also encourage some measure of economic freedom, subject only to such restrictions as are necessary in the public interest. This means that individuals and groups should be able to compete in the marketplace, organize free trade unions, and carry on their occupations and careers without undue interference by centralized political control. The right to private property is a human right without which other rights are nugatory. Where it is necessary to limit any of these rights in a democracy, the limitation should be justified in terms of its consequences in strengthening the entire structure of human rights.

4. Ethics Based on Critical Intelligence. The moral views of secular humanism have been subjected to criticism by religious fundamentalist theists. The secular humanist recognizes the central role of morality in human life. Indeed, ethics was developed as a branch of human knowledge long before religionists proclaimed their moral systems based upon divine authority. The field of ethics has had a distinguished list of thinkers contributing to its development: from Socrates, Democritus, Aristotle, Epicurus, and Epictetus, to Spinoza, Erasmus, Hume, Voltaire, Kant, Bentham, Mill, G. E. Moore, Bertrand Russell, John Dewey, and others. There is an influential philosophical tradition that maintains that ethics is an autonomous field of inquiry, that ethical judgments can be formulated independently of revealed religion, and that human beings can cultivate practical reason and wisdom and, by its application, achieve lives of virtue and excellence. Moreover, philosophers have emphasized the need to cultivate an appreciation for the requirements of social justice and for an individual’s obligations and responsibilities toward others. Thus secularists deny that morality needs to be deduced from religious belief or that those who do not espouse a religious doctrine are immoral.

For secular humanists, ethical conduct is, or should be judged by critical reason; their goal is to develop autonomous and responsible individuals, capable of making their own choices in life based upon an understanding of human behavior. Morality that is not God-based need not be antisocial, subjective, or promiscuous, nor need it lead to the breakdown of moral standards. Although we believe in tolerating diverse life styles and social manners, we do not think they are immune to criticism. Nor do we believe that any one church should impose its views of moral virtue and sin, sexual conduct, marriage, divorce, birth control, or abortion, or legislate them for the rest of society.

As secular humanists we believe in the central importance of the value of human happiness here and now. We are opposed to absolutist morality, yet we maintain that objective standards emerge, and ethical values and principles may be discovered, in the course of ethical deliberation.

Secular humanist ethics maintains that it is possible for human beings to lead meaningful and wholesome lives for themselves and in service to their fellow human beings without the need of religious commandments or the benefit of clergy. There have been any number of distinguished secularists and humanists who have demonstrated moral principles in their personal lives and works: Protagoras, Lucretius, Epicurus, Spinoza, Hume, Thomas Paine, Diderot, Mark Twain, George Eliot, John Stuart Mill, Ernest Renan, Charles Darwin, Thomas Edison, Clarence Darrow, Robert Ingersoll, Gilbert Murray, Albert Schweitzer, Albert Einstein, Max Born, Margaret Sanger, and Bertrand Russell, among others.

5. Moral Education. We believe that moral development should be cultivated in children and young adults. We do not believe that any particular sect can claim important values as their exclusive property; hence it is the duty of public education to deal with these values. Accordingly, we support moral education in the schools that is designed to develop an appreciation for moral virtues, intelligence, and the building of character. We wish to encourage wherever possible the growth of moral awareness and the capacity for free choice and an understanding of the consequences thereof. We do not think it is moral to baptize infants, to confirm adolescents, or to impose a religious creed on young people before they are able to consent. Although children should learn about the history of religious moral practices, these young minds should not be indoctrinated in a faith before they are mature enough to evaluate the merits for themselves. It should be noted that secular humanism is not so much a specific morality as it is a method for the explanation and discovery of rational moral principles.

6. Religious Skepticism. As secular humanists, we are generally skeptical about supernatural claims. We recognize the importance of religious experience: that experience that redirects and gives meaning to the lives of human beings. We deny, however, that such experiences have anything to do with the supernatural. We are doubtful of traditional views of God and divinity. Symbolic and mythological interpretations of religion often serve as rationalizations for a sophisticated minority, leaving the bulk of mankind to flounder in theological confusion. We consider the universe to be a dynamic scene of natural forces that are most effectively understood by scientific inquiry. We are always open to the discovery of new possibilities and phenomena in nature. However, we find that traditional views of the existence of God either are meaningless, have not yet been demonstrated to be true, or are tyrannically exploitative. Secular humanists may be agnostics, atheists, rationalists, or skeptics, but they find insufficient evidence for the claim that some divine purpose exists for the universe. They reject the idea that God has intervened miraculously in history or revealed himself to a chosen few, or that he can save or redeem sinners. They believe that men and women are free and are responsible for their own destinies and that they cannot look toward some transcendent Being for salvation. We reject the divinity of Jesus, the divine mission of Moses, Mohammed, and other latter-day prophets and saints of the various sects and denominations. We do not accept as true the literal interpretation of the Old and New Testaments, the Koran, or other allegedly sacred religious documents, however important they may be as literature. Religions are pervasive sociological phenomena, and religious myths have long persisted in human history. In spite of the fact that human beings have found religions to be uplifting and a source of solace, we do not find their theological claims to be true. Religions have made negative as well as positive contributions toward the development of human civilization. Although they have helped to build hospitals and schools and, at their best, have encouraged the spirit of love and charity, many have also caused human suffering by being intolerant of those who did not accept their dogmas or creeds. Some religions have been fanatical and repressive, narrowing human hopes, limiting aspirations, and precipitating religious wars and violence. While religions have no doubt offered comfort to the bereaved and dying by holding forth the promise of an immortal life, they have also aroused morbid fear and dread. We have found no convincing evidence that there is a separable “soul” or that it exists before birth or survives death. We must therefore conclude that the ethical life can be lived without the illusions of immortality or reincarnation. Human beings can develop the self-confidence necessary to ameliorate the human condition and to lead meaningful, productive lives.

7. Reason. We view with concern the current attack by nonsecularists on reason and science. We are committed to the uses of the rational methods of inquiry, logic, and evidence in developing knowledge and testing claims to truth. Since human beings are prone to err, we are open to the modification of all principles, including those governing inquiry, believing that they may be in need of constant correction. Although not so naive as to believe that reason and science can easily solve all human problems, we nonetheless contend that they can make a major contribution to human knowledge and can be of benefit to humankind. We know of no better substitute for the cultivation of human intelligence.

8. Science and Technology. We believe the scientific method, though imperfect, is still the most reliable way of understanding the world. Hence, we look to the natural, biological, social, and behavioral sciences for knowledge of the universe and man’s place within it. Modern astronomy and physics have opened up exciting new dimensions of the universe; they have enabled humankind to explore the universe by means of space travel. Biology and the social and behavioral sciences have expanded our understanding of human behavior. We are thus opposed in principle to any efforts to censor or limit scientific research without an overriding reason to do so.

While we are aware of, and oppose, the abuses of misapplied technology and its possible harmful consequences for the natural ecology of the human environment, we urge resistance to unthinking efforts to limit technological or scientific advances. We appreciate the great benefits that science and technology (especially basic and applied research) can bring to humankind, but we also recognize the need to balance scientific and technological advances with cultural explorations in art, music, and literature.

9. Evolution. Today the theory of evolution is again under heavy attack by religious fundamentalists. Although the theory of evolution cannot be said to have reached its final formulation, or to be an infallible principle of science, it is nonetheless supported impressively by the findings of many sciences. There may be some significant differences among scientists concerning the mechanics of evolution; yet the evolution of the species is supported so strongly by the weight of evidence that it is difficult to reject it. Accordingly, we deplore the efforts by fundamentalists (especially in the United States) to invade the science classrooms, requiring that creationist theory be taught to students and requiring that it be included in biology textbooks. This is a serious threat both to academic freedom and to the integrity of the educational process. We believe that creationists surely should have the freedom to express their viewpoint in society. Moreover, we do not deny the value of examining theories of creation in educational courses on religion and the history of ideas, but it is a sham to mask an article of religious faith as a scientific truth and to inflict that doctrine on the scientific curriculum. If successful, creationists may seriously undermine the credibility of science itself.

10. Education. In our view, education should be the essential method of building humane, free, and democratic societies. The aims of education are many: the transmission of knowledge; training for occupations, careers, and democratic citizenship; and the encouragement of moral growth. Among its vital purposes should also be an attempt to develop the capacity for critical intelligence in both the individual and the community. Unfortunately, the schools are today being increasingly replaced by the mass media as the primary institution of public information and education. Although the electronic media provide unparalleled opportunities for extending cultural enrichment and enjoyment, and powerful learning opportunities, there has been a serious misdirection of their purposes. In totalitarian societies, the media serve as the vehicle of propaganda and indoctrination. In democratic societies television, radio, films, and mass publishing too often cater to the lowest common denominator and have become banal wastelands. There is a pressing need to elevate standards of taste and appreciation. Of special concern to secularists is the fact that the media (particularly in the United States) are inordinately dominated by a proreligious bias. The views of preachers, faith healers, and religious hucksters go largely unchallenged, and the secular outlook is not given an opportunity for a fair hearing. We believe that television directors and producers have an obligation to redress the balance and revise their programming.

Indeed, there is a broader task that all those who believe in democratic secular humanist values will recognize, namely, the need to embark upon a long-term program of public education and enlightenment concerning the relevance of the secular outlook to the human condition.




Conclusion

Democratic secular humanism is too important for human civilization to abandon. Reasonable persons will surely recognize its profound contributions to human welfare. We are nevertheless surrounded by doomsday prophets of disaster, always wishing to turn the clock back—they are anti-science, antifreedom, antihuman. In contrast, the secular humanist outlook is basically melioristic, looking forward with hope rather than backward with despair. We are committed to extending the ideals of reason, freedom, individual and collective opportunity, and democracy throughout the world community. The problems that humankind will face in the future, as in the past, will no doubt be complex and difficult. However, if it is to prevail, it can only do so by enlisting resourcefulness and courage. Secular humanism places trust in human intelligence rather than in divine guidance. Skeptical of theories of redemption, damnation, and reincarnation, secular humanists attempt to approach the human situation in realistic terms: human beings are responsible for their own destinies.

We believe that it is possible to bring about a more humane world, one based upon the methods of reason and the principles of tolerance, compromise, and the negotiation of differences. We recognize the need for intellectual modesty and the willingness to revise beliefs in the light of criticism. Thus consensus is sometimes attainable. While emotions are important, we need not resort to the panaceas of salvation, to escape through illusion, or to some desperate leap toward passion and violence. We deplore the growth of intolerant sectarian creeds that foster hatred. In a world engulfed by obscurantism and irrationalism it is vital that the ideals of the secular city not be lost.

A Secular Humanist Declaration has been endorsed by the following individuals:

Although we who endorse this declaration may not agree with all its specific provisions, we nevertheless support its general purposes and direction and believe that it is important that they be enunciated and implemented. We call upon all men and women of good will who agree with us to join in helping to keep alive the commitment to the principles of free inquiry and the secular humanist outlook. We submit that the decline of these values could have ominous implications for the future of civilization on this planet.

(Institutions are for identification only.)
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Arthur Danto, Columbia University
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Roy Fairfield, Antioch University

Herbert Feigl, University of Minnesota

Joseph Fletcher, University of Virginia Medical School

Sidney Hook, New York University; fellow at Hoover Institution

George Hourani, State University of New York at Buffalo

Walter Kaufmann, Princeton University (deceased)

Marvin Kohl, State University of New York at Fredonia

Richard Kostelanetz, writer, artist, critic

Paul Kurtz, State University of New York at Buffalo

Joseph Margolis, Temple University

Floyd Matson, University of Hawaii

Ernest Nagel, Columbia University

Lee Nisbet, Medaille College

George Olincy, lawyer

Virginia Olincy

Willard Quine, Harvard University

Robert Rimmer, novelist

Herbert Schapiro, Freedom from Religion Foundation

Herbert Schneider, Claremont College

B. F. Skinner, Harvard University

Gordon Stein, editor, American Rationalist

George Tomashevich, Buffalo State University College

Valentin Turchin, Russian dissident; City College, City University of New York

Sherwin Wine, Birmingham Temple; founder, Society for Humanistic Judaism

Marvin Zimmerman, State University of New York at Buffalo
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Henry Morgentaler, physician, Montreal

Kai Nielsen, University of Calgary
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Yves Galifret, l’Union Rationaliste

Jean-Claude Pecker, College de France, Academie des Sciences

GREAT BRITAIN

Sir A. J. Ayer, Oxford University

H. J. Blackham, former chairman, Social Morality Council and British Humanist Association

Bernard Crick, Birkbeck College, London University

Sir Raymond Firth, University of London

James Herrick, editor, The Free Thinker

Zhores A. Medvedev, Russian dissident; Medical Research Council

Dora Russell (Mrs. Bertrand Russell), author

Lord Ritchie-Calder, president, Rationalist Press Association

Harry Stopes-Roe, University of Birmingham; chairman, British Humanist Association

Nicholas Walter, editor, New Humanist

Baroness Barbara Wootton, Deputy Speaker, House of Lords; University of London

INDIA

A. B. Shah, president, Indian Secular Society; director, Institute for the Study of Indian Traditions

V. M. Tarkunde, Supreme Court Judge; chairman, Indian Radical Humanist Association

ISRAEL

Shulamit Aloni, lawyer, member of Knesset; head of Citizen’s Rights Movement

NORWAY

Alastair Hannay, University of Trondheim

YUGOSLAVIA

Milovan Djilas, author, former vice-president of Yugoslavia

M. Markovic, Serbian Academy of Sciences & Arts and University of Belgrade

Sveta Stojanovic, University of Belgrade


The Declaration was published in Free Inquiry, Winter 1980.
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The Fallacy of the Undistributed Middle

Right-wing fundamentalists are waging a witch hunt to purge the American public schools of the influence of what they call the “religion of secular humanism,” which they maintain violates the First Amendment of the Constitution. The argument used by fundamentalists to prove that secular humanism pervades the classrooms perhaps only demonstrates that they sorely need a course in elementary logic.

They reason as follows: Secular humanists believe in the theory of evolution and see value in courses in moral education and values clarification. Many humanists advocate programs in sex education, courses in the social sciences and comparative culture, and the reading of contemporary novels in literature courses. Therefore those teachers and schools that advocate or teach such courses are teaching “secular humanism.”

But this argument is patently fallacious. In logic, it is known as the “fallacy of the undistributed middle.” For a syllogism to be valid, the middle term, the term common to both premises, must be distributed—that is, it must refer to the entire class it names—at least once. We cannot argue a necessary connection between two classes from knowledge of only part of some third class to which they are related. The fallacious argument is as follows:


All A are B.

Some C are B.

Therefore some C are A.



If all secular humanists (A) favor the teaching of evolution, etc., in the public schools (B) and many teachers favor the teaching of evolution, etc., in the public schools (B), it does not therefore mean that those teachers (C) who favor the teaching of evolution, etc., in the public schools are secular humanists (A) or are teaching secular humanism.

The first premise—that alt secular humanists believe in the teaching of sex education or moral education in the schools—is not necessarily true, since humanists represent a wide range of opinion. But, even if for the sake of argument we granted it to be true, this would not mean that those teachers in the public schools who favor the teaching of such courses are secular humanists or that they are teaching secular humanism.

If we argued in this way, then we might reason: Fundamentalists (A) advocate the teaching of the three R’s in the schools (B). Many teachers (C) advocate the teaching of the three R’s in the schools (B). Therefore many teachers (C) are fundamentalists (A) or teach the “religion of fundamentalism.”

The fallacy of the undistributed middle is a form of guilt by association. The fact is that many Protestants, Catholics, and Jews—along with secular humanists—believe in and teach the theory of evolution in biology courses. They see the value of instruction in moral education, values clarification, and sex education, and they are against the censorship of books in school libraries and classrooms. They want to provide our children and teen-agers with an enriched curriculum and an appreciation of modern science, ethics, the social sciences, and literature. These are significant fields of knowledge that can be studied without dependence upon a religious commitment or the lack of it. The fundamentalists would have us turn the clock back, repeal the modern world, and thus denude the curriculum. The chief victims of such an impoverished education would be our young Americans, the hope of the future.

As a secular humanist, I believe that the public schools should introduce courses in logic and reflective thinking. Many teachers also believe that courses in logic should be taught in the public schools. Are we therefore to conclude that those teachers who advocate or teach courses in logic and reflective thinking are indoctrinating the “religion of secular humanism"? That is pure nonsense.


This appeared in Free Inquiry, Fall 1981.
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Is Secular Humanism a Positive Alternative?

One thing that has become evident is the need to emphasize new directions for humanism. Although its opponents credit secular humanism with dominating modern society, humanists often consider themselves to be dissenters and iconoclasts, rejecting many of the sacred cows of society. Humanists have long been critical of fundamentalist religious institutions and beliefs, particularly when they are imposed upon society. Humanists have long argued for the freedom to develop conscience outside the context of a theistic world view, the tolerance of diverse life styles, and the separation of church and state. There has been a continuous struggle between a theistic view, in which only God can save mankind, and the naturalistic scientific one, in which humans must seek their own solutions. Radically different moral conceptions have flowed from these different views of the universe. Regretfully in these days of revivalism, all too few in the community, the press, or the media are willing to risk attacking biblical indoctrination.

In recent years, humanists have been especially critical of the claims of the paranormal (astrology, UFOlogy, psychic phenomena) and of the bizarre cults of unreason that have proliferated in our society. Humanists more often than not have been out of step with the reigning political or ideological prejudices of their day—whether expounded by hypocritical apostles of free enterprise, nationalistic chauvinists, or defenders of racist doctrines of superiority. Generally affiliated with the “party of progress,” humanists have rejected tyrannies committed in the name of progress and have attacked ritualistic liberalism and totalitarian Marxism as readily as conservative intransigence. Indeed, humanists have been their own best critics: self-righteous humanists may on occasion be as strident or dogmatic as their foes. No one has a corner on truth or virtue.

Sometimes humanists are identified with liberalism or radicalism, especially when they are critics of the social order and are working for reform. Other times they are viewed as conservative apologists for the status quo, as when they defend civil liberties or reject so-called “progressive” solutions that may do more harm than good. The salient point is that humanism is committed to free inquiry. Its first principle is to use reason and critical intelligence in testing claims to truth or morality and in modifying beliefs and principles, even the most cherished ones, in the light of their consequences. Humanists are wont to expose the gullibility of others and point out the fallibility of human judgment. They are willing to engage in controversy when they believe it has social merit, for truth is often discovered in the give and take of critical debate.

This sometimes leads friends as well as adversaries of humanism to mistakenly infer that humanism is basically negative. Key questions must be raised: Does secular humanism have a constructive role to play? Can it add significantly to the fund of human good? Will humanism ever supplant the theological or paranormal systems of faith that have no foundation in fact? Can humanism provide “spiritual” sustenance and transcending ideals that can stir conviction and commitment? Does life have genuine meaning, and is it worth living? Does humanism represent a viable alternative for society? Can it present significant options?

The humanist believes that the answers to these questions can be in the affirmative and that the humanist moral outlook is positive. Humanism emphasizes creative fulfillment as the end of life; it is committed to the shared joys of family life, love, work, and career. The humanist wishes to maximize individual freedom and to create a society in which the widest degree of autonomy of choice is present. Humanists have been sympathetic to libertarianism, insofar as it cultivates the conditions that enable individuals to develop and excel. Humanism is not to be equated with irresponsible hedonism; it expresses a genuine moral concern. It is not self-centered or egoistic, but has consistently encouraged an appreciation for the needs of others. This entails the basic ethical principles of democracy: equality and fairness. Humanists have sought to extend this compassionate concern not only to their relatives and neighbors within the same community, but to the entire community of humankind. The ideal is to consider humanity as a whole.

The critics of humanism vehemently maintain that humanism is unable to provide an adequate justification for moral obligation and responsibility, but humanists deny this. Moral decisions may be tested objectively by reference to their consequences in action. Ethics is autonomous, and any effort to deduce morality from religion or theology loses the distinctive qualities of the moral experience. Historically, in any case, religious believers have not been demonstrably more ethical than nonbelievers.

That is one reason why humanists have argued that moral education be taught in the schools. In promoting moral development, or values clarification, the teacher is not necessarily imposing on students the “religion of secular humanism.” We believe both in the separation of church and state and in the neutrality of the schools. Ethical inquiry is as old as Western civilization itself and is a field of learning, like mathematics or history, that should be taught.

Yet the question is raised: Can secular humanism itself—free of any illusions about human destiny—provide sufficient inspiration for individuals, for young people adrift, for those seeking purpose in life, for average people who hunger for a deeper meaning to human experience? This is the issue that secular humanism must confront directly: Can humanism help open doors so that individuals, singly and in cooperation with others, can create lives that are rich in enjoyment, eloquent, and meaningful? Humanism as a general philosophical outlook is surely much broader in influence than institutionalized humanism; yet the ultimate test of a philosophical perspective is its relevance to praxis, to the concrete experiences of human beings as they are lived.

I have no easy answers about whether secular humanism—which many of the intellectual leaders of our day believe to be an appropriate alternative—will eventually succeed in fashioning symbols and ideals that can inspire commitment and dedication in the ordinary person. Yet it is a decisive challenge. Whether secular humanism will continue as a force in the civilization of the future will depend on how well it can respond to this need.


This article was published in The Humanist, Nov./Dec. 1978.
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Humanism and the Moral Revolution

Humanists have been debating for years the proper definition of humanism. It is clear that humanism is not a dogma or creed and that there are many varieties of, and meanings given to, humanism. Nevertheless, one may suggest at least some characteristics that contemporary humanists emphasize.

Humanists have confidence in human beings, and they believe that the only bases for morality are human experience and human needs. Humanists are opposed to all forms of supernaturalistic and authoritarian religion. Many humanists believe that scientific intelligence and critical reason can assist in reconstructing our moral values. Finally, humanism is humanitarian, in that it is concerned with the good life and social justice as moral ideals.

Humanism as a movement is wide enough to include many people who will agree with some of the above points, but not all. What characterizes an increasing number of people is a commitment to a moral point of view in which humankind is viewed as a whole. Such a characteristic does not make one a humanist by itself. Yet it is an ideal that most humanists share. Humanists may honestly disagree about their political beliefs and about many social questions. There is no humanist party line. What humanists today share in common, however, are a concern for humanity, a belief that moral values must be removed from the mantle of theological dogma, and a conviction that our moral ideals must be constantly reexamined and revised in the light of present needs and social demands.

The present epoch is a revolutionary one, involving a radical questioning of basic foundations, structures, beliefs and values. In the present context humanism has become especially identified with the moral revolution. It is this aspect that I wish to focus upon.

There have been many kinds of revolution in human history: political, economic, social, scientific. The revolution that we are experiencing today is a moral revolution. Although it has many dimensions, at its roots the revolution is humanistic. It involves a critique of religious, ideological, and moralistic philosophies that tend to deny or denigrate the most genuine qualities of human existence. And it is an attempt to recover those human aspects of life that have been lost in postindustrial society.

The overthrow of customary morality has occurred in large part because of an explosive technology that has rapidly transformed our culture. A sharp disparity has emerged between the new technology and our inherited moral codes. The latter were encased in custom, enshrined in sacred tradition and supported by the sanction of law. The moral tradition was taken as absolute—unquestionable and beyond the range of critical inquiry. The strains between the received morality and the demands of modern life were too great; the moral “virtues” were out of touch with the world, and practice deviated widely from professed ideals.

Suddenly, the dam has burst and the old moral mythology is now being lampooned. There is a long-overdue demand for reappraisal and modification. A moral reconstruction is proceeding at an accelerated pace.

There are both negative and positive aspects to the current moral reformation. It involves a devastating critique of the hypocrisy and injustice of the Establishment, but it also involves a creative effort to develop new moral ideals more appropriate to the world in which we live. Several ideals are being proclaimed at the same time. These are often unclear and confused.

The basic assumption of the new morality is the conviction that the good life is achieved when we realize the human potential. This means that we ought to reject all those creeds and dogmas that impede human fulfillment or impose external authoritarian rules upon human beings. The traditional supernaturalistic moral commandments are especially repressive of our human needs. They are immoral insofar as they foster illusions about human destiny and suppress vital inclinations.

The moral revolution rejects those impersonal bureaucratic organizations that smother individuality and restrict human autonomy. The new morality is appreciative of the fact that modern technology has provided great benefits for the good life—that it has helped to eliminate the scourges of disease, hunger, drudgery, and misery. But the new morality is especially critical of the dehumanizing and depersonalizing aspects of technology. It attacks the fact that man increasingly tends to lose his sense of responsibility and his appetite for creativity in the highly complex society in which we now live. Human alienation is accentuated by the banality of a consumer-oriented, manipulative economic system that conditions false desires and needs.

Thus the humanistic revolution seeks to rescue the positive qualities of life experience; it seeks to rediscover joy and love, creativity and growth, shared experiences and fraternity, uniqueness and diversity, achievement and excellence. These are human values that must be cultivated anew if we are to overcome the blind forces that threaten the quality of life. A significant life, which fuses pleasure and creative self-realization, is possible, says the humanist, and people can again discover ways of enriching experience, actualizing potentialities and achieving happiness. But if human experience is to flower it is essential that normative principles prevail in our social life.

Thus the new morality believes in moral liberation and freedom. This demand for moral freedom is part and parcel of the libertarian ethic; it has roots deep within the liberal tradition of Locke, Paine, Jefferson, and Mill. Classical liberalism tended to focus primarily on political and civil liberty. It defended the rights of individuals to express their beliefs, choose their representatives in government, and influence public policy.

Implicit in a system of values that places freedom high on the scale of human values, however, should be an equal concern for moral freedom. A just society is one that ought to allow individuals to satisfy their tastes, follow their careers, fulfill their moral and aesthetic visions and guide their own destinies as they see fit, without undue social pressure or governmental restriction.

Moral libertarianism expresses itself in many ways. There is today a more tolerant attitude toward sexual freedom and a demand that laws against abortion, birth control, and voluntary sterilization be repealed. There is a change in public attitudes toward pornography and obscenity, an increased acceptance of nudity on stage and in the cinema—especially where artistic values are involved—and a conviction that society should not impose narrow standards of censorship. There is also a more liberal attitude toward the vagaries of sexuality. Sexual relations between consenting adults should be beyond the range of the law.

Moral libertarianism can be positive in impact, for it suggests that a mature society should be tolerant of the wide diversity in human values and that it should avoid the uniform imposition of narrow puritanical restrictions upon all humans. It is interesting to note that both conservatives and radicals have found a common meeting ground in espousing the ideal of libertarianism.

The libertarian demand may assume ridiculous form. If pushed to extremes, it may lead to a flaunting of all standards of decency and propriety; freedom may degenerate into irresponsible and uncivilized behavior. But moral libertarianism need not degenerate. The principle can play a vital role in emancipating individuals from group oppression and in helping to create a humane society. If used with moderation and balance, the principle allows for the development of a reasonable and responsible approach toward life. A mature person recognizes that he can tolerate divergent life styles without necessarily approving of them. In so doing, the horizons of his own personality may be broadened and enriched.

Another principle that is pivotal in the present-day moral revolution is the demand for equal rights, the search for community. It is clear that an individual’s freedom can be seriously impaired if he is denied equal treatment by society. Many minority groups have been oppressed and discriminated against, are unable to share in the goods of the affluent society, and have had their freedom of choice and fulfillment impaired. Thus the principle of equality is appealed to in order to help the poor achieve some measure of happiness. It has also been invoked to gain equal treatment for women, students, prisoners, homosexuals, and other groups in society who have been denied equal rights.

The principle of equality is a basic principle of the democratic ethic. Those who appeal to it in a society that professes to be democratic, yet often is not, indict the disparity between democratic ideals and actual deeds. No individual can be free if he is denied certain elementary human rights. An unjust society is one in which obstacles are placed in the path of human realization. When this condition exists, the only recourse may be social reform.

A paradox of the moral life is that the equality principle, like the libertarian principle, can be misused. There is often great confusion as to what the principle implies and how it should be interpreted. If it is abused, individual liberty may be destroyed. The principle of equality should not be equated with egalitarianism. It does not maintain that all men are born equal in talent and capacity. Rather it recognizes the existence of biological and cultural inequalities and it admits differences in individual ability. The principle is not descriptive of what men are, but prescriptive and normative of how they should be treated in the future.

The principle of equality involves at least three ancillary principles: first, that we should grant all human beings equality of consideration and equality of treatment; second, that we grant equality of opportunity by removing all false barriers impeding individual and group advancement; and third, wherever possible, that we satisfy the minimum basic economic and cultural needs of all human beings.

The principle of equality should not necessarily imply a leveling down. It should be sensitive to the plurality of human needs and to the diverse means that may be required for their satisfaction. Nor should the principle mean the destruction of standards of excellence. Thus, for example, while all men and women should have equal opportunity to apply for admittance to a university or college (and, in my judgment, receive free tuition if they so qualify), this does not guarantee their admission if they lack talent, nor does it ensure everyone the “right” to graduate—unless, that is, they demonstrate their competence in performance. The danger of the equalitarian principle is that it will be indiscriminately misapplied by well-meaning moralists, and in the process destroy other meaningful moral principles and values. If properly understood and used, however, the principle can contribute immeasurably to the humanization of life and the development of a genuine community based on trust and cooperation.

Another important principle that has a powerful appeal today is participatory democracy. According to this principle, individuals ought to have some decision over their lives, that is, power ought to be extended to those who are affected by it. “Power to the people” is a slogan that has usually been applied to political democracy; it has meant that governments ought not to govern without the consent of the governed. The moral revolution has now extended the democratic ethic and the ideal of participation to other institutions in society: to the school, church, economy, voluntary associations, and organizations of all kinds. It claims that we need to democratize our institutions, to make them amenable and responsive to the views of those within them. Participatory democracy has thus become a new frontier for social reform.

The principle of participatory democracy was perhaps the most significant contribution of the Port Huron Statement (1962) of the Students for a Democratic Society, which, at its inception, was full of humanistic idealism. Unfortunately, moral ideals often degenerate into mere rhetorical slogans; and participatory democracy has suffered this fate. The demand for participation needs to be balanced against the need to maintain standards of excellence. Democracy should not be construed as preventing those who have talent and competence from exercising leadership. To say this does not commit one to an antidemocratic “elitist” position. How participation works out—in the university, the hospital, the corporation—must be determined in each separate institution, in its own way, so as not to destroy the ability of the institution to function.

Participatory democracy, like liberty and equality, is a vital moral principle. It recognizes that the more a human being can take part in his own institutions, the better will be the quality of his life experience, and the less chance of alienation.

A word of caution: Moral principles when first enunciated may give way to uncritical fervor and passion. There is a tendency for men to be misled or trapped by their moral commitments, to be overwhelmed by fashionable sloganeering. There is always the danger of a new religious romanticism being proclaimed indiscriminately, without reference to the complexities, subtleties, and nuances involved in moral choice. There are many moral principles other than those I have discussed that have claims upon our conscience: peace, cooperation, excellence, achievement, reason, courage, and tolerance are some of them. Any one set of principles must be evaluated and balanced in relationship to other principles and values that we cherish. Principles must be judged by how well they work in practice, how they function in the concrete situations of life experience. In the last analysis, rhetoric must not become a substitute for clarity, nor passion for thought.

Surely we need to reconstruct the moral conceptions we have inherited from a previous age. This reconstruction should be humanistic, that is, it should be predicated upon a concern for individual human beings and their needs. But we must guard our new moral principles to prevent their degeneration into forms of moral mysticism or absolutism.

Compassionate feeling is an essential human good that has a rightful place in human affairs. But it should not be in opposition to reason, rather in unity and harmony with it. A critical morality is one that questions basic assumptions, yet is committed to the use of critical intelligence. Accordingly, moral principles should be treated as hypotheses, tested by how they work out in practice, and judged by their actual consequences. They need to be hammered out on the anvil of reason, not fed by the fires of neoprimitive passion. If so approached, the moral revolution can truly help to create a better life for all men and women.


This essay is from The Humanist Alternative, ed. Paul Kurtz (London: Pemberton Books, 1973).
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