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2. HUMANISM DEFINED

Humanism has had a long and notable career, with roots
reaching far back into the past and deep into the life of civi-
lizations supreme in their day. It has had eminent represen-
tatives in all the great nations of the world. As the American
historian Professor Edward P. Cheyney says, Humanism has
meant many things: “It may be the reasonable balance of life

that the early Humanists discovered in the Greeks; it may be
merely the study of the humanities or polite letters; it may be
the freedom from religiosity and the vivid interests in all

sides of life of a Queen Elizabeth or a Benjamin Franklin; it
may be the responsiveness to all human passions of a Shake-
speare or a Goethe; or it may be a philosophy of which man
is the center and sanction. It is in the last sense, elusive as it
is, that Humanism has had perhaps its greatest significance
since the sixteenth century.” 3

It is with this last sense of Humanism that this book is
mainly concerned. And I shall endeavor to the best of my
ability to remove any elusiveness or ambiguity from this
meaning of the word. The philosophy of Humanism repre-
sents a specific and forthright view of the universe, the na-
ture of human beings, and the treatment of human problems.
The term Humanist first came into use in the early sixteenth
century to designate the writers and scholars of the European
Renaissance. Contemporary Humanism includes the most
enduring values of Renaissance Humanism, but in philo-
sophic scope and significance goes far beyond it.

To define twentieth-century humanism briefly, I would say
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that it is a philosophy of joyous service for the greater good
of all humanity in this natural world and advocating the
methods of reason, science, and democracy. While this
statement has many profound implications, it is not difficult
to grasp. Humanism in general is not a way of thinking
merely for professional philosophers, but is also a credo for
average men and women seeking to lead happy and useful
lives. It does not try to appeal to intellectuals by laying claim
to great originality, or to the multitude by promising the easy
fulfillment of human desires either upon this earth or in some
supernatural dream world. But Humanism does make room
for the various aspects of human nature. Though it looks
upon reason as the final arbiter of what is true and good and
beautiful, it insists that reason should fully recognize the
emotional side of human beings. Indeed, one of Humanism’s
main functions is to set free the emotions from cramping and
irrational restrictions.

Humanism is a many-faceted philosophy, congenial to this
modern age, yet fully aware of the lessons of history and the
richness of the philosophic tradition. Its task is to organize
into a consistent and intelligible whole the chief elements of
philosophic truth and to make that synthesis a powerful force
and reality in the minds and actions of living persons. What,
then, are the basic principles of Humanism that define its
position and distinguish it from other philosophic view-
points? There are, as I see it, ten central propositions in the
Humanist philosophy:

First, Humanism believes in a naturalistic metaphysics or
attitude toward the universe that considers all forms of the
supernatural as myth; and that regards Nature as the totality
of being and as a constantly changing system of matter and
energy which exists independently of any mind or con-
sciousness.

Second, Humanism, drawing especially upon the laws and
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facts of science, believes that we human beings are an evo-
lutionary product of the Nature of which we are a part; that
the mind is indivisibly conjoined with the functioning of the
brain; and that as an inseparable unity of body and personal-
ity we can have no conscious survival after death.

Third, Humanism, having its ultimate faith in humankind,
believes that human beings possess the power or potentiality
of solving their own problems, through reliance primarily
upon reason and scientific method applied with courage and
vision.

Fourth, Humanism, in opposition to all theories of univer-
sal determinism, fatalism, or predestination, believes that
human beings, while conditioned by the past, possess genu-
ine freedom of creative choice and action, and are, within
certain objective limits, the shapers of their own destiny.

Fifth, Humanism belicves in an ethics or morality that
grounds all human values in this-earthly experiences and re-
lationships and that holds as its highest goal the this-worldly
happiness, freedom, and progress—economic, cultural, and
ethical—of all humankind, irrespective of nation, race, or re-
ligion.

Sixth, Humanism believes that the individual attains the
good life by harmoniously combining personal satisfactions
and continuous sclf-development with significant work and
other activities that contribute to the welfare of the commu-
nity.

Seventh, Humanism believes in the widest possible devel-
opment of art and the awareness of beauty, including the ap-
preciation of Nature’s loveliness and splendor, so that the
aesthetic experience may become a pervasive reality in the
lives of all people.

Eighth, Humanism believes in a far-reaching social pro-
gram that stands for the establishment throughout the world
of democracy, peace, and a high standard of living on the
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[oundations of a flourishing economic order, both national
and international.

Ninth, Humanism believes in the complete social imple-
mentation of reason and scientific method; and thereby in
democratic procedures, and parliamentary government, with
full freedom of expression and civil liberties, throughout all
areas of economic, political, and cultural life.

Tenth, Humanism, in accordance with scientific method,
believes in the unending questioning of basic assumptions
and convictions, including its own. Humanism is not a new
dogma, but is a developing philosophy ever open to experi
mental testing, newly discovered facts, and more rigorous
reasoning.

I think that these ten points embody Humanism in its most
acceptable modern form. This philosophy can be more cx-
plicitly characterized as scientific Humanism, sccular Hu-
manism, naturalistic Humanism, or democratic Humanism,
depending on the emphasis that one wishes to give. What-
cver it be called, Humanism is the viewpoint that people
have but one life to lead and should make the most of it in
terms of creative work and happiness; that human happiness
is its own justification and requires no sanction or support
from supernatural sources; that in any case the supernatural,
usually conceived of in the form of heavenly gods or immor-
tal heavens, does not exist; and that human beings, using
their own intelligence and cooperating liberally with onc an-
other, can build an enduring citadel of peace and beauty
upon this earth.
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