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    Many friends and foes of humanism maintain that it is a religion. I think that they are mistaken, but if humanism is not a religion, what is it? Unfortunately, there is no word in the English language adequate to describe it fully—though there are words in other languages that do. Humanism combines, as I will argue, a method of inquiry, a cosmic worldview, a life stance, and a set of social values. The Dutch, for example, have the word levensbeschouwing, which can be translated as “reflection on, consideration of, or view of life.” Dutch also has the adjective levensovertuiging, which is stronger than levensbeschouwing because overtuiging means “conviction.” Thus there are no religious overtones. Religion in Dutch is godsdienst, which means “service to God.” English has no such terminology.

    Accordingly, I think we will have to coin a new term in order to distinguish nontheistic beliefs and practices from other systems of beliefs and practices, a term that could be used in many languages. The best approach is to combine Greek roots. I have come up with the term eupraxsophy, which means “good practical wisdom.” Eupraxsophy is derived from the following roots: eu-, praxis-, and sophia. Eu- is a prefix which means “good,” “well,” “advantageous.” It is combined in words such as eudæmonia, which means “well-being” or “happiness”; it is also used in euthanasia, eulogy, euphoria, etc. Praxis (or prassein) refers to “action, doing, or practice.” Eupraxia means “right action” or “good conduct.” The suffix sophia is derived from sophos (“wise”) and means “wisdom.” This suffix appears in the term philosophy, combining philos (“loving”) and sophia (“wisdom”) to mean “love of wisdom.”

    In its original sense, philosophy, as metaphysics or “the science of being,” investigated the general principles and categories by which we can understand nature and interpret reality. The classical philosophers attempted to work out a system of nature in which certain principles were considered to be basic. Metaphysics has been in considerable disrepute in modern times, particularly in the hands of skeptical critics. At the very least, metaphysics analyzes and interprets the basic concepts of the sciences, attempts to make some sense out of them, and, if possible, to unify them. This is a very complex task today because of the continuing proliferation of new fields of learning and the enormous difficulty of any one mind being able to master the expanding corpus of knowledge.

    Philosophical inquiry also focuses on epistemology, the theory of knowledge. It is concerned with questions of meaning, truth, the principles of valid inference, inductive and deductive logic. There are many other branches of philosophy, including logic, æsthetics, ethics, the philosophy of science, political and social philosophy, and the philosophy of religion; indeed, almost any field can be approached philosophically.

    Synthetic philosophy attempts to offer universal or general principles and to develop an overall view, a cosmic perspective or Weltanschauung. This is sometimes called synoptic or speculative philosophy, but since the development of modern science in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, this approach has been seriously questioned on methodological grounds, for it cannot be done independently of science but only in relation to it. Nonetheless, philosophy, in this sense, is thinking about generalities; it is concerned with root questions and cosmic coherence. Analytic and critical philosophy, on the other hand, are far more modest in scope. Analytic philosophy is concerned with understanding the nature of meaning and truth, and in defining and analyzing the key concepts within any particular field of inquiry. Critical philosophy is evaluative; it strives for clarity, but it also seeks to appraise the validity of truth claims.

    These activities are primarily intellectual in purpose, and they are neutral in regard to their practical consequences. The Greeks distinguished contemplative from practical wisdom. Philosophy, as the love of wisdom, begins primarily in the theoretical or contemplative mode. There is another branch of normative philosophy, however, that strives for practical wisdom in ethics and politics. Here, classical philosophy sought to provide some guidance for the good life and the just society. Aristotle maintained in the Nicomachean Ethics that ethics has practical import and that we should study it in order to live well. He held that the development of character and virtue and the exercise of practical wisdom would contribute to the achievement of happiness. Many ethical philosophers, however, have focused primarily on the meta-analysis of concepts such as “good,” “bad,” “virtue,” “value,” “justice,” etc. This was expanded in latter-day Kantian philosophy to the definitions of “right,” “wrong,” “obligation,” “responsibility,” etc. Whether or not these terms can be defined has been hotly debated down to the present;1 objectivists believe that they can be defined, but there is a skeptical tradition which denies their definability. Be that as it may, classical ethics always had a normative purpose.

    A basic distinction can be made between customary morality, which refers to the moral conceptions that already prevail in a given cultural group, and ethics, which involves a reflective and critical component. Today, many philosophers concerned with ethics emphasize the need for ethical rationality—but virtually for its own sake; and many eschew making any concrete recommendations beyond this in dealing with problems that arise in customary morality. This is particularly true in universities and colleges, where philosophy is taught as an academic discipline, where philosophers do philosophical research and publish their disquisitions in scholarly journals, and where philosophy teachers have no clearly identifiable positions. They consider their primary pedagogical method to be the presentation of alternative philosophical theories and do not attempt to inculcate a set of beliefs or values; that is, they do not seek to persuade their students or the general public to accept their philosophical outlook. Since their task is pure inquiry, similar to that of other disciplines, such as history and the natural and social sciences, they can safely retreat into splendid isolation in an ivory tower—philosophers qua philosophers—and do not have to vindicate their personal positions. The virtue of this form of philosophy is that the professor imparts a love of wisdom and the skills of critical thinking without imposing his or her own biases on the student. The professor does not wish to indoctrinate or propagandize for a particular cosmic outlook. He or she wants to be “objective”; he may even be fearful of reprisals from those who support the conventional wisdom of the day. Yet this kind of philosophy does not satisfy the deeper queries of students and ordinary men and women. It presents no worldview; it does not defend a theory of meaning and truth; nor does it seek to persuade others of the comparative reasonableness of the philosopher's own considered normative or social ideology. Philosophy, as the love of wisdom, aside from being committed to fair-minded and objective critical analysis, must be neutral. It can take no position; it can draw no normative conclusions from its formal analyses. It is largely a cognitive enterprise; it involves no attitudinal or emotive component. Nor does it seek to arouse conviction or inspire commitment.

    How far philosophy has come from the Socratic vision of the good life! For Socrates, philosophy had direct relevance to how we should live. The unexamined life is not worth living, he averred, and he was even willing to die for his convictions. Spinoza's Ethics seems to have expressed both a philosophy and a eupraxsophy, at least implicitly. We might even say that many or most philosophical systems implicitly had a pragmatic function and that their task was to provide an alternative to religion and a guide to ethics and politics. Contemplative wisdom was often a mask for deeper utilitarian purposes. Marx clearly marked a break with the contemplative mode of philosophy, particularly when he said that the task of philosophy was not simply to interpret the world but also to change it! Philosophy in this sense has momentous significance—as it did for Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, Russell, Sartre, Dewey, and others. Alas, today it has become wedded to the academy and corrupted by narrow specialization. Philosophy has lost out to religion and ideology, which in competition for the souls of men and women now rule the day. That is why we need to take new directions and to carve out a new approach.

    Eupraxsophy differs from antiseptically neutral philosophy in that it enters consciously and forthrightly into the marketplace where ideas contend. Unlike pure philosophy, it is not simply the love of wisdom, though this is surely implied by it, but also the practice of wisdom. By that I do not mean that ethicists should not be interested in developing the capacity for critical ethical judgment or practical wisdom. That is an eminent goal. But eupraxsophy goes further than that, for it provides a coherent, ethical life stance. Moreover, it presents a cosmic theory of reality that seems reasonable at a particular point in history in the light of the best knowledge of the day. Humanist eupraxsophy defends a set of criteria governing the testing of truth claims. It also advocates an ethical posture. And it is committed implicitly or explicitly to a set of political ideals. Eupraxsophy combines both a Weltanschauung and a philosophy of living. But it takes us one step further by means of commitment; based upon cognition, it is fused with passion. It involves the application of wisdom to the conduct of life.

    Non-eupraxsophic philosophies are unwilling to affirm this conviction. They examine all sides of a question, see the limits and pitfalls of each, but are unwilling to take a stand on any. As I have said, this has some merit; for the open mind must recognize that it may be mistaken and that views may have to be modified in the light of new arguments or evidence. Thus, one needs to be skeptical—but not at the price of forfeiting all convictions. The eupraxsopher does make a choice—the most reasonable one in light of the available evidence—and this enables one to act. After all, theologians, politicians, generals, engineers, businessmen, lawyers, doctors, artists, poets, and plain men and women have beliefs, and they act. Why deny this right to the informed philosopher-eupraxsopher? Surely, however, one's beliefs should be based upon reason, critical intelligence, and wisdom. This is what the suffix sophy refers to. Wisdom in the broad sense includes not only philosophical and practical judgment, but also scientific understanding.

    Let us turn to Webster's Dictionary for a definition of sophia or wisdom:


    1. The quality of being wise; ability to judge soundly and deal sagaciously with facts, especially as they relate to life and conduct; knowledge, with the capacity to make due use of it; perception of the best ends and the best means; discernment and judgment; discretion; sagacity. 2. Scientific or philosophical knowledge.

    Explicit in this definition is a scientific component, for wisdom includes the best scientific knowledge drawn from research and scholarship in the various fields of inquiry. Unfortunately, the various scientific specialists often feel qualified to judge only matters within their own areas of competence, leaving out the broader questions that have a direct bearing on life. There is a crisis in modern science, for the specialties are growing exponentially, with many specialists feeling that they can talk only to those within their own disciplines. Science thus has become fragmented. Who is able to cross the boundary lines and draw meta inferences about nature, the human species, society, or life in general? The eupraxsopher deems it his mission to do so.

    Theoretical scientific research is morally neutral. The scientist is interested in developing causal hypotheses and theories that can be verified by the evidence. Scientists describe or explain how the subject under study behaves, without evaluating it normatively. There is, of course, a pragmatic element to science, particularly the applied sciences; for we constantly seek to apply our scientific know-how to practical technology. Moreover, the scientist presupposes epistemological criteria that govern his process of inquiry. He is committed to a set of values; truth, clarity, consistency, rationality, objectivity. But the scientist qua scientist does not go beyond that, and he restricts himself in the quest for knowledge to his specialized domain of inquiry.

    Humanist eupraxsophy, on the other hand, attempts to draw philosophical implications of science to the life of man. It seeks to develop a cosmic perspective, based on the most reliable findings encountered on the frontiers of science. It recognizes the gaps in knowledge and the things we do not know that still need to be investigated. It is keenly aware of the need for fallibilism and agnosticism about what we do and do not know. Yet it boldly applies practical scientific wisdom to life.

    Eupraxsophy, unlike philosophy or science, does not focus on one specialized field of knowledge; it seeks to understand the total impact of scientific knowledge on a person's life. Yet the areas of philosophy, science, and eupraxsophy are not rigid. Philosophers can assist scientists in interpreting their discoveries and relating them to other fields of inquiry, and in developing a broader point of view. Still, eupraxsophy moves beyond philosophy and science in seeking to present a coherent life view as the basis on which we are willing to act. It is the ground upon which we stand, the ultimate outlook that controls our view of reality.

    Accordingly, the primary task of eupraxsophy is to understand nature and life and to draw concrete normative prescriptions from this knowledge. Eupraxsophy thus draws deeply from the wells of philosophy, ethics, and science. It involves at least a double focus: a cosmic perspective and a set of normative ideals by which we may live.

    THE DEFINITION OF HUMANISM

    Thus humanism is a eupraxsophy. But it is not unique; for there have been other eupraxsophies historically. In the Greek and Roman world, Epicureanism, Stoicism, and skepticism were eupraxsophies. Each had a metaphysical worldview, each made concrete ethical recommendations about how to achieve the good life, and each had epistemological theories. There have been many other kinds of eupraxsophies: utilitarianism, Marxism, existentialism, pragmatism, perhaps even Confucianism and some forms of Buddhism; each contain various elements of eupraxsophy. Some of these schools, however, are concerned primarily with eupraxia (that is, with good practice) and they de-emphasize the sophia, the scientific and philosophic worldview. Some, such as Marxism and utilitarianism, focus primarily on social praxis.

    There are many variations of humanism: naturalistic, existential, Marxist, pragmatic, and liberal. We may ask, what is distinctive about the eupraxsophy of modern-day secular humanism? I wish to propose a definition of humanism that is thoroughly secular. This definition is not arbitrary, since it classifies a set of propositions held by many scientists and philosophers who consider themselves to be humanists. Nonetheless, it involves a prescriptive recommendation about how to use the term humanism. Humanism includes at least four main characteristics: (1) it is a method of inquiry; (2) it presents a cosmic worldview; (3) it contains a concrete set of ethical recommendations for the individual's life stance; and (4) it expresses a number of social and political ideals.

    A METHOD OF INQUIRY

    An essential characteristic of contemporary secular humanism is its commitment to a method of inquiry. This feature is so important that it may even be said to function as the basic principle of secular humanism. Questions concerning meaning and truth have been enduring ones in the history of philosophy, and they have come to the forefront since the growth of modern science. Epistemology is also pivotal to secular humanism.

    Humanist epistemology may be defined first by what it opposes. It rejects the use of arbitrary authority to obfuscate meaning or to legislate truth. Throughout human history there have been persistent attempts by institutional authorities to do precisely that. The church and the state have been especially prone to define, codify, and enforce orthodoxy. The need for social order is such that humankind finds it useful or necessary to regulate conduct. Custom ensures some stability in social behavior and enables human beings to function with a clear understanding of expectations and of the acceptable parameters of civilized discourse and conduct. The rules of the game by which we live and work together are established—in constitutions, bylaws, contracts, laws, and regulations—and they enable us to fulfill our cooperative aims. It is one thing, however, to lay down the rules of conduct by law and to enforce them by sanction, leaving opportunities for them to be modified and revised in democratic societies. It is quite another to uphold unchanging orthodoxy of belief in the sciences, philosophy, literature, the arts, politics, morality, or religion and to seek to legislate acceptable modes of personal behavior. Here the appeal to authority is illegitimate, for it substitutes a conformist faith for intelligently grounded knowledge. Establishing orthodoxy in belief stifles discovery and blocks inquiry. Transmitting the fixed beliefs of an early age to future ones prevents bold new departures in thought. Even the most cherished beliefs so lovingly defended in time may become archaic; blatant falsehoods persist as prejudice encrusted by habits.

    History is replete with pathetic attempts by past civilizations to enshrine their belief systems in perpetuity. Efforts to censor conflicting opinions have often led to violent social conflict. In worst-case scenarios such suppression degenerates into sheer tyranny over the human mind. Dictators, ecclesiastical princes, and vested oligarchs have tried to police the thoughts of everyone under their jurisdiction, using the Holy Inquisition, the Gestapo, or the NKVD to suppress dissent. In a weaker form, conformist pressures substitute public opinion or that of the leading authorities of the day for creative and independent inquiry. Abiding by conventional wisdom thus stifles new ideas. No one group can claim to have a monopoly on wisdom or virtue, and to proclaim one's fondest convictions as obiter dicta for everyone in the society is destined to fail. Even though power is the chief criterion for the perpetuation of a belief system, that is no guarantee of social stability, for the so-called authorities often disagree about truth. The reigning beliefs of one age may become the intransigent follies of the next. Thoughtless bigots wish to prevent any questioning of their revered articles of faith; they are fearful of change and challenge. Regrettably, all of the major religious orthodoxies historically have succumbed to the temptation to enforce their beliefs—when and where they had the power to do so—and to impose their practices upon the rest of society. Orthodoxies have allowed fanatic intolerance to prevail, and they have denied the right of those who disagree to voice their contrary faiths or dissenting opinions.

    The same narrow mindset appears in powerful political and economic elites, who fear any challenge to their privileged positions and thus seek to enforce by law what they consider to be the only legitimate system of belief. They strain to exclude outsiders who threaten their hegemony by declaring them political heretics or religious infidels.

    In religion, orthodox belief systems are rooted in ancient dogmas held to be so sacred that they are immune to objective examination. The claims made in the name of God are shrouded in privileged revelations received from on high. The claims to divine authority are shielded from critical scrutiny by popes, cardinals, bishops, rabbis, mullahs, gurus, and other defenders of the faith. In politics and economics dissident minorities are excluded from the corridors of power. There is no forum available for them, no opportunity to participate in open inquiry. Thus the so-called Higher Truth, so protected from investigation, lies beyond contest. A similar closed syndrome can be found in philosophy or science when it is held to be immune to free inquiry. Thomism, Calvinism, and Marxist-Leninism were considered official doctrines at various times in history by those who defended them in the name of an entrenched power elite. The same is true for Lysenkoism under Stalin or racist theories under the Nazis. In the battle for civil liberties in democratic societies political power has been wrested from repressive oligarchies. Unfortunately, the right to know has not been universally recognized as a basic human right in all societies, and there are wide areas—especially in religion and morality—that are still held to be immune to criticism.

    The first principle of humanism is a commitment to free inquiry in every field of human endeavor. This means that any effort to prevent the free mind from exercising its right to pose questions and initiate inquiry is unwarranted.

    But which methods of inquiry should be used? How do we evaluate truth claims? Philosophers have long debated the question “What is truth?” How we appraise knowledge claims depends on the subject matter under investigation, be it science, mathematics, philosophy, ethics, politics, economics, history, or the arts. Let it suffice for now to outline a minimal set of epistemological criteria that cuts across the various disciplines, without any lengthy explication in defense. I will focus on skepticism, the scientific method, and critical intelligence.

    Skepticism is a vital methodological principle of inquiry. I refer not to negative or nihilistic skepticism, which rejects the very possibility of attaining reliable knowledge, but positive, selective skepticism. This principle of skepticism implies that the reliability of a hypothesis, theory, or belief is a function of the grounds, evidence, or reasons by which it is supported. If a claim is not justified by objective validation or verification, we ought to be cautious in holding fast to it. The amount of supporting evidence will vary with the subject under scrutiny.

    Probabilism points to the degree of certainty by which we are willing to ascertain truth claims. We should not attribute to any belief absolute infallibility. We should be prepared to admit that we may be mistaken. Beliefs should be taken as hypotheses: they are tentative or hypothetical depending upon the degree of evidence or the validity of the arguments used to support them.

    Fallibilism is a principle which indicates that even when a claim is thought to be well supported, we should nonetheless be prepared to modify our beliefs if new arguments or evidence arise in the future which show either that we were in error or that our truths were only partial and limited. This applies in fields of formal knowledge, such as mathematics, as much as to experimental domains of inquiry. The skeptic should have an open mind about all questions and not seek to close responsible inquiry in any field. If after investigation there is insufficient evidence, the skeptic may say that the claim is unlikely, improbable, or false, or if further investigation is possible, he may wish to suspend judgment and admit that
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    In my philosophical outlook, one normative prescriptive principle has preceded all others. It concerns a key methodological principle in epistemology and the philosophy of science, namely, the criteria for judging truth claims. My views in political and social philosophy are likewise dependent on this key methodological rule.

    The basic epistemological presupposition that has ethical import is my commitment to “the methods of science.” I am using the term “methods of science” rather broadly to include empirical, experimental, and rational criteria. I am here referring primarily to the criteria for evaluating claims to reliable knowledge, not the process by which we discover truth. And the term “methods of science” that is used is plural, not singular. I am not talking about “the scientific method.” I am leaving the door open to a wide range of research tools and strategies of inquiry but am interested primarily in the standards of validation, confirmation, verification, corroboration, and justification that are used in the sciences—the natural, biological, behavioral, historical, social, and applied-policy sciences—and ordinary life. These methods include the use of mathematics and statistics, technological instruments from telescopes and microscopes to computer simulations, and the drawing upon multilayered coductive explanations from many specialties and fields. The methods of scientific inquiry entail various forms of rationality. That is why I have used, along with others, the terms “critical thinking,” “rationalism,” and “the method of intelligence” to characterize the quest for objective methods of justification. I reiterate that I have focused in this regard on the question of method rather than classical epistemological issues per se about the nature of truth and ultimate reality.

    I have been most directly influenced in this approach by the American Pragmatists—Charles Peirce, William James, but especially John Dewey and his students Sidney Hook and Ernest Nagel. The central question for me has always been: What methods have been most efficacious in developing, testing, and advancing our understanding of nature, the biosphere, human behavior and culture, and more precisely our ability to solve problems encountered within the natural and social environment? This question has intrigued me ever since the first course that I taught at Queens College (City University of New York) in 1950 as a graduate student at Columbia University, and it has been the bedrock of my entire philosophical career. The focus on method(s) is rejected by many philosophers, such as Richard Rorty, who claimed to be a Deweyan (though many would deny this because of his anti-Deweyan position on method), and the postmodernists, who are skeptical of science and any claims to objective knowledge, and also by those who held a spiritual-paranormal world view and likewise seek to reject or modify science, which they label as “materialistic.”

    I was influenced early in my philosophical development by the logical positivists, most notably by Nagel (I took almost every course that he taught at Columbia), but also a course that I took with A. J. Ayer, a visiting professor at NYU, and Carl Hempel (of Princeton), who taught a joint course with Nagel at Columbia on the nature of scientific explanations. I was attracted by the efforts of the positivists to use scientific inquiry as a model, especially as a critique of metaphysical (and theological) speculation that had no foundation in experimental verification or experience (following Hume). Clearly the principle of verifiability was too restrictive as a criterion of meaning; yet it was a normative rule that could be useful, particularly in disposing of much metaphysical bombast, because of a lack of clearly definable meaning.

    I hasten to add that I rejected the positivist critique of ethics from the start, for I thought that moral and political judgments were not simply reducible to expressive or imperative language and lacked any objectivity. I remember arguing one afternoon with A. J. Ayer (“Freddie,” as he was called), as an impudent undergraduate on a park bench at Washington Square Park in New York City, that there is a level of ethical discourse that does have cognitive meaning, and indeed had its own logic of justification. Time magazine had a story about the time of Ayer's visit to the United States, accusing him and the emotivists of a failure to provide a basis for criticizing Nazi moral imperatives—if ethical judgments were simply a matter of subjective taste, then anything goes. Ayer was offended by this critique, but it was clear to me that the emotive theory was profoundly mistaken. Ayer had modified this somewhat in a new preface to his influential doctoral dissertation, Language, Truth & Logic, but not enough in my view. Ayer said that you could argue with proponents of an ethical doctrine, pointing out logical inconsistencies or errors in empirical facts or the consequences drawn from them, but he still insisted that a person's basic values were emotive in essence and may not be open to modification.

    I was greatly influenced in my philosophical outlook by another great teacher at NYU, the indefatigable Sidney Hook, who at that time was almost alone in taking philosophical inquiry to the public square, arguing for normative propositions that he was prepared to defend contextually, especially his defense of democracy on empirical grounds against totalitarianism. He had of course been influenced by Dewey, his own teacher. When I enrolled at Columbia I tried to read anything and everything that I could of or by Dewey.

    My overriding interest was in showing that prescriptive and evaluative judgments were similar to descriptive and theoretical discourse encountered in the hard sciences; and that in any case the latter presupposed a set of methodological prescriptive rules that were normative in character. It was also the thesis of my doctoral dissertation, The Problems of Value Theory (Eagle, 1952), where I maintained that there were general normative standards that were commonly recognized by the community of scientific inquirers. For example, concepts had to be clearly defined (operational definitions), theories should be noncontradictory, scientists depended on peer review of publications, plagiarism was inadmissible, hypotheses should be tested experimentally, predictions are confirmatory, laboratory experiments should be replicable, theories should be modified in the light of new evidence and/or more comprehensive theories, etc. I also defended naturalistic ethics. I argued that although ethical judgments cannot be deduced from descriptive ones, the valuational base should include references to scientific inquiry in appraising their adequacy.

    My first philosophical paper published in the Journal of Philosophy was critical of G. E. Moore's thesis on “The Naturalistic Fallacy” (“Naturalistic Ethics and the Open Question,” Journal of Philosophy 52, no. 5 [March 3, 1955]: 113–28). I maintained that the sciences presupposed ethical assumptions, as did Moore himself in his theory of definition.

    Broadly conceived, by the methods of science, or critical thinking when used in cognate fields, I meant: rational criteria (logical consistency), empirical tests (observation and evidence), and experimental tests (under controlled conditions and in terms of predictive consequences that are reproducible). But it included other aspects: hypotheses should be taken as tentative and fallible (following Peirce), skepticism was a key rule of inquiry (unless we can justify beliefs objectively we should suspend judgment), there was a requirement of intersubjective corroboration (within the community of investigators), and the grounds for the hypothesis or theory should be reproducible (by other scientific inquirers). This methodology is comparative, self-corrective, and its rules of inquiry are not ultimate, fixed, or final.

    By way of contrast, other methods of knowing—intuition, revelation, mysticism, faith, emotion, custom, authority—have been much less effective in advancing the frontiers of knowledge. These objective criteria are themselves justified pragmatically by their long-range consequences. They have led to industrial and technological applications, which have had an enormous success in the past five hundred years in transforming the globe, opening up communication and travel, and enhancing human health and welfare. All of this has been for the amelioration and betterment of the human condition on the planet. It is thus vindicated, to use a term of Herbert Feigl. This is not a deductive or inductive proof, but nonetheless it appeals to our rationality. The background for this is the pragmatic outlook. Both so-called descriptive and prescriptive sciences ultimately fulfilled human interests and purposes: knowledge thus was a human construct, though it was warranted because it confronted a real world that delimited the kinds of explanations that were effective about nature.

    Thus my entire philosophical career was committed to justifying or vindicating the methods of objective inquiry. This was known as “naturalism.” Naturalism has many meanings, but its basic premise is “methodological naturalism”: we ought to test our beliefs, hypotheses, and theories by objective scientific/rational inquiry. This is distinct from what I later called “scientific naturalism,” a summing up of what we know about the universe, based on the sciences at any one period in history. Today “scientific naturalism” means a nonreductive account of nature, drawing its root categories and principles from the sciences. Thus naturalism can find no place for “spirits,” “souls,” “non-natural” or “supernatural entities,” since there was insufficient empirical evidence for them. This drew upon the “principle of coduction,” which I introduced in my book Decision and the Condition of Man (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1965; New York: Dell, 1968). This meant that we needed to draw from many levels of inquiry, and thus co-duce explanations. For example, both physicalist and intentional explanations are useful for understanding human behavior. E. O. Wilson in his book Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge (New York: Knopf, 1998) uses the term “consilience” (borrowed from philosopher of science William Whewell) to argue a similar approach: We need to develop empirical generalizations about nature and the biosphere, drawing upon different sciences. Wilson believes that we should strive to integrate and unify our knowledge, with which I concur.

    Methodological naturalism came under attack by changes within the philosophy of science (from Kuhn to Feyerabend). I never objected to Kuhn, for Deweyites had long held that scientific theories were related to the socio-cultural contexts in which they emerged, but I did object strenuously to Feyerabend, who denied that there were any objective methods of science at all. Similarly, I have objected to the postmodernists who emerged to contest scientific objectivity, claiming that science presents mythological narratives (Lyotard, Derrida, etc.) and was an extension of the power structure (Foucault)—undoubtedly true to some extent. My reasons were practical and pragmatic; namely, we have developed a body of reliable knowledge, which is progressively advancing (though constantly modified), and this knowledge is tested daily by impressive technological applications. If the principles of physics were simply “social constructions,” as some postmodernists have held, how does one account for the fact that astrophysicists can shoot rockets into outer space with precision, or that biogenetics can create new forms of food? (See my book New Skepticism [Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1992] for an account of my epistemological theories, and also Philosophical Essays in Pragmatic Naturalism [Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1990].)

    Thus my primary interest was in arguing that methodological naturalism not only applies to the sciences but also to ethics and social and political questions, though with far less accuracy and far more disagreements; nevertheless this was a “logic of judgments of practice” (see Dewey's Logic: The Theory of Inquiry [New York: Henry Holt, 1938]).

    I was distressed when pragmatic naturalism came under heavy attack or was ignored in the 1950s, '60s, and '70s, particularly in American philosophy, and Dewey went into eclipse. I am pleased that Dewey is currently undergoing a revival. I taught courses in American philosophy all those years and was dismayed that analytic philosophers had abandoned any study of the sciences and focused on language. Although analytic philosophy in its day undoubtedly provided powerful logical and linguistic tools, philosophy seemed to lack a subject matter. This was particularly the case with ethics, whose subject matter seemed to many English philosophers not to be practice but language about practice. This work was usually on the meta level, whereas I thought that philosophers had missed the main point—there did not seem to be any content to ethical judgments—and that they needed to descend to the concrete and messy world where we are confronted by real dilemmas, not contrived abstract lifeboat illustrations.

    Many philosophers prided themselves on the fact that they never bothered with the world of concrete particulars; nor would they make any recommendation. They simply wished to find out how ordinary moral language functioned and left it at that. During that period I was highly skeptical of the use of ordinary language as a guide in determining the rectitude of moral language. I wrote a paper criticizing Antony Flew—“Has Mr. Flew Abandoned ‘The Logic of Ordinary Use’?” (Philosophical Studies [October–December 1958]). We have been fast friends ever since.

    I was influenced by both John Dewey and Marx, who held that it is not enough to understand the world (a theoretical ivory tower or ideal utopia); one needs to enter into the world of praxis and allow cognition to change social institutions. For I was convinced that it was important to move from philosophy (the love of wisdom) to eupraxsophy (the practice of wisdom), and thus I have labeled myself as a eupraxsopher. I have maintained that we can and should bring the best philosophical and ethical wisdom and scientific knowledge to deal with problems of practice. A similar reticence is found in the sciences; for very few specialists in scientific disciplines are willing or able to interpret their findings to the public and/or make any judgments outside of their narrow fields of expertise. In retrospect, I should have perhaps used the term eupraxology—the suffix ology rather than sophy—because it is science that breaks new ground and gives us knowledge, not philosophy; so it is reliably tested knowledge that we need and not simply philosophical wisdom. Some philosophers have deplored what I do, since they wish to focus on technical philosophy alone—philosophers addressing philosophers—and I wished to relate it to praxis and the interests of men and women in ordinary life. I asked, why should religion or political and economic ideologies here provide all of the answers? Why not scientific and philosophical alternatives? Thus I have repeatedly claimed in public that we can live without religion, find life meaningful, wholesome, and significant without reliance upon received opinion. Hence my focus on normative philosophy became central to my activities.

    It was because of this in the late 1960s and 1970s that I decided to confront normative questions head on—because the public square was empty of philosophical wisdom and philosophers were largely ignored. Instead, politicians, religious preachers and prelates, business leaders, sports champions, and celebrities were the idols of public discussion—at least in America—and the exemplars of wisdom. Only Sidney Hook and Charles Frankel (both Columbia naturalists) seemed willing to deal with questions of public policy and moral conflicts, and a few scattered libertarians such as Robert Nozick.

    In 1967, when I was offered the editorship of the Humanist magazine, I decided to take it. The explicit editorial policy I enunciated was that we would deal with concrete moral questions of wider concern to the public. At about the same time, I edited a volume for Prentice-Hall primarily on that topic—Moral Problems in Contemporary Society: Essays in Humanistic Ethics (1969). I was amused by the fact that my good friend Rollo Handy, then chairman of the philosophy department at SUNY at Buffalo, and a strong naturalist, urged me not to assume the editorship. I was an active member of the American Philosophical Association in my early years, and he did not think my colleagues would find it philosophically respectable to do so. But I thought that philosophers had withdrawn from treating two vital areas of basic human interest: first, a generalized account of nature based on the sciences (formerly known as metaphysics) and second, a normative outlook in the ethical and political realm based on scientific naturalism, not ancient theological doctrines.

    I have devoted the lion's share of my intellectual life to the application of philosophical analysis to concrete moral and social questions. Students at the universities would ask questions such as “What is the meaning of life?” “How ought I to live?” “What is the just society?” Marxists, Leninists, and Maoists were offering a critique of capitalist societies—Marcuse was especially influential among students of the New Left. As a former student of Marcuse at Columbia, I was perplexed as to how a rather mild Hegelian scholar could be lionized by the students, and how he reveled in it.

    The great religions also had answers for the students. Many or most of my philosophical colleagues were skeptical of the regnant religious and ideological dogmas. Many of them taught courses in the philosophy of religion, ethics, or political philosophy. But they rarely took positions. Usually they would present all sides of a question and leave the students in the dark about what their own views were. They simply would provide an analytic presentation of a philosopher's position and then offer criticisms made in the history of philosophy; and not make normative recommendations themselves other than by polite suggestions.

    There were two main reasons for this. First, as teachers they did not believe that they should indoctrinate, rather they sought to teach the methods of analysis and leave it at that. They had their own strong views, which they were reluctant to express inside or outside class. They would teach the history of philosophy but they would not themselves deal with current burning issues. Second, there was general fear of the repercussions. I decided to take a different approach, to take philosophy to the real world, and to become engagé in the real world (like Sartre in France and Russell in the UK), leaving the ivory tower behind, and descending into Plato's cave. My life ever since has not been the same. I have by and large eschewed university committee meetings (the true definition of “academic freedom” is “freedom from committee work!” I quipped). I had really embarked upon a eupraxsophic career, though I had not defined it as yet; it meant the concretization of normative recommendations in practice (praxis), offering normative guidelines based on science and philosophy.

    Thus I concentrated on normative questions. By “normative” I mean formulating judgments of value in which we evaluate and recommend alternative courses of action, and descending from the meta to the concrete level of moral choices. Valuational judgments are broader than moral or ethical judgments; judgments may be wise or unwise, effective or ineffective, useful or useless, good or bad, and these are not necessarily ethical, but may be economic, political, æsthetic, technological, or instrumental. Such judgments are made in the applied sciences and ordinary life. Indeed, we are called upon all the time to make concrete choices—it is what defines us as human beings. For many individuals freedom and self-determination are burdens, and they seek to escape from choosing. But choices are so essential for life that we need to constantly make and remake them. Thus we ask the question “How shall we choose in any concrete situation?” The root questions for eupraxsophy are these: “By what process shall we decide?” “What are the criteria by which we judge?” and “What values should we accept as intrinsically worthwhile?” At one point, I used the term act-duction; we infer actions that are most appropriate to a context, drawing upon the valuation base. (See my Philosophical Essays in Pragmatic Naturalism, Part II, 1990.)

    As a eupraxsopher I was especially interested in the existential questions “Does life have meaning for the secular humanist, atheist, or agnostic who rejects traditional religion?” “Can one choose to live and live well without God?” The dominant religious traditions were undergoing a revival at the end of the twentieth century and so these were live questions, not merely of academic interest. Religious institutions—Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, etc.—are among the oldest in human history offering general commandments. They purport to answer the meaning question “Human life had meaning because God, a divine or spiritual reality, bestows meaning on it, including some forms of salvation and immortality.” “Our choices,” they say, “only assure meaning in a divine framework.” Or “the trials and tribulations of this life could be overcome in the next only by a divine lawgiver.” These claims needed to be contested by eupraxsophers. Therefore, the first task for the eupraxsophist is to map out secular alternatives to the spiritual-paranormal-theistic conceptions of reality and to show how and why a meaningful life can be lived without dependence on God. Moral choices only take on meaning for human persons capable of decision. It is the challenge of choosing that provides the stimulus for human adventure, exploration, and fulfillment.

    PROMETHEUS REVISITED

    Here and directly to the point of this volume, the Prometheus myth provides a significant normative alternative to the mythological figures of theism—Jesus, Moses, and Muhammad. None of the latter have a monopoly on truth, nor can the historic claims of revelation survive scrutiny. They are, I submit, fictionalized tales told by ancient poets, who became apologists for faith as elaborated in the Gospels of the Old and New Testaments and the Koran. They are usually encased with impregnable barriers to critical examination. They are held to be inerrant, absolute, and inviolable by many religious believers. Without a detailed discussion, suffice it to say that I have spent decades investigating religious claims and have found them seriously deficient. They lack adequate scientific corroboration and are false in what they purport to be our human destiny (see my The Transcendental Temptation: A Critique of Religion and the Paranormal [Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1986]). The Gods of theism are anthropocentric and anthropomorphic projections of human hopes and fears. They have no basis in reality.

    The poets Aeschylus, Goethe, Shelley, and Byron understood the insight and power of the Promethean myth. Literary metaphors have the power to extend ideas to large sectors of intellectual culture. And they are still useful today as a competitor with the reigning theistic orthodoxies. The one difference is that secular humanists know that they are dealing in myth, whereas theists do not, and they are consumed by self-deception.

    The naturalistic outlook has been explicated philosophically, drawing upon scientific discovery of the world and the evolution of the human species. Perhaps it is time to clothe it in elegant metaphorical terms in order to dramatize its message. This is the powerful role that the Promethean legend has played historically: a heroic Titan steals fire from the Gods and endows it along with the arts and sciences to human beings. Prometheus provides primitive men and women—huddled in caves, overtaken by fear and foreboding—with the means to create a better life. Hence he is the bestower of culture, and it is this capacity that distinguishes the human species from all others. No longer dependent on their biological drives and instincts to gather food from trees and plants, to procreate at will, to flee from or protect themselves from wild beasts, they can now hunt and fish, create agriculture—and forge the tools to fulfill their ends. They can use reason to formulate their purposes and invent new means for realizing them. They can build shelters and fashion clothing to ensure themselves from the vicissitudes of fortune; and they can develop a division of labor, out of which grows the arts and crafts, the economy, and other institutions.

    The meaning of Prometheus for the secular humanist is that humans possess the power to create a better life and thus reap the benefits of socio-cultural development. They can achieve happiness here and now for themselves, their loved ones, for their children's children, and for generations to come. The world that was formerly enshrined for the primitive mind in mystery and awe, controlled by fearful demons and deities, is gradually understood by philosophers and scientists. The world that seemed so intractable is now malleable to suit human desires, not only by satisfying our basic need to survive and reproduce, but also to build a culture that enables us to enjoy the fineries of civilized taste.

    Prometheus graphically illustrates a turning point in human history. For Prometheus proclaims his independence from the Gods. No longer fawning in pious servitude and supplication, he declares his liberation from the false illusions of salvation and dependence upon unseen power, and he decides to build a better life for himself and his fellow humans. His first act is his declaration of independence, but this could only occur because of his courage, the courage not simply to be (Paul Tillich) but to become what he wills, and to exert the energy and resolve to achieve his goals and realize his aspirations.

    In my book The Courage to Become (Westport, CT: Greenwood/Praeger, 1997), I argue that there are three basic humanist virtues that are Promethean in origin and come into play. The first is courage. This expresses the will to endure on one's own, using one's own resources. It is an affirmation of life; and only when it occurred in some mythical past could human history begin. The human species had a biogenetic evolutionary past in which blind and unconscious forces were at work. Human history properly began when men and women defied nature and the unknown Gods that sought to keep them in bondage. They sought to understand and master the forces that would dominate them and to create their own futures.

    Given what we know about the extinction of millions of species on our planet, the human species lives in constant danger. It is not unlikely that our species may one day become extinct. Thus we are not talking of the death of any particular individual, but of the possible entire death of the tribe, society, nation, or race of humans at some point in the future. Thus courage is an essential virtue for humans, in the present as much as in the past.

    A second humanist virtue concomitant with courage is cognition. This refers to human reason and to the rational powers that can be developed in order to bend nature to our purposes. At root this refers to our coping capacities. They are the practical tools that we invent and that enable us to survive and to thrive on our own: the discovery of fire, the wheel, the axe, the knife, and the sword, and later the more complex forms of social life, the village, the city, and all the adornments of cultural experience. Reason and science have their origins in practice and technology—enabling humans to solve the problems that beset them and to cope with fires, floods, plagues, storms, wild beasts, and marauding tribes. Humans invented walled cities, the chariot and ship, bridge and reservoir, the steam engine, electric generator, the flying machine and automobile, the computer and rocketship—all promising new capacities and powers. Theoretical science and philosophy, which later developed, added new potentialities for human achievement; for in better understanding nature, we can better forge new tools to cope; thus oral and written language was a supreme invention. The creation of mathematics and the elaboration of theoretical principles of scientific explanation and prediction played a key role in enabling humans to flourish. Both Plato and Marx understood how civilization developed and the importance of the division of labor for that.

    In my book, Forbidden Fruit (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1988), I argue that humans need to eat of the fruit of two trees in the Garden of Eden. The first is the tree of knowledge of good and evil, transforming blind obedience to God's commandments to rational choices, using the second virtue of cognition. The second is the tree of life and the hidden powers it provides for realizing the good life. This is the first virtue, the courage to become—to seize control of one's life and to live it fully.

    But there is still a third humanist virtue that exerts a profound role in the development of human history. Courage and reason would be misspent by the lone individual unless he shared what he learned in his own lifetime and transmitted this knowledge of techniques and strategies to others. Thus caring (benevolence and compassion) enables humans to share the fruits of their endeavors with present and future generations. Man is thus not an arrogant egocentric self-interested being; he is capable of altruistic feelings of empathy. Learning and education are the transmission belt for social-cultural evolution, which now accompanies our biogenetic evolution. For the present generation, humans can engage in biogenetic engineering, which enhances and extends our Promethean powers enormously. Aristotle observed that man is a social animal and that outside of society he would be either a beast or a God. Thus morality lays down the rules of the game. The common moral decencies are learned by every society that wishes to survive and flourish. The above three cardinal humanist virtues are Promethean in origin.

    PRAGMATIC NATURALISM AND HUMANISM

    Unquestionably, the core philosophical ideas fundamental to my work have been pragmatic naturalism and humanism. There has been an intimate relationship of my thought to the pragmatism of John Dewey and his students. I have been influenced by Dewey's focus on inquiry, problematic situations, the unity of means-ends, the use of cognitive appraisal in evaluating value judgments, and so much else. Dewey was interested in transforming experience by means of the “intelligent,” “creative,” and “persistent development of the goods of human experience.” He sought to discover within experience the regulative norms to guide us. These were best realized by education and democracy and by the “self-corrective method of intelligent inquiry.” Here the emphasis is on the process of self-corrective inquiry, where we seek comparative judgments that can be warranted, not ultimate certainties.

    Perhaps one aspect of my philosophical career that sets me apart from virtually all other pragmatists is my conviction that the beliefs of pragmatists need to be implemented in action; they may lose their effectiveness unless they are applied. This is not entirely the case for most pragmatists, who are removed from the world, though both Dewey and Hook were deeply involved in the social and political controversies of their day and along with others helped to establish new organizations or issue public statements. I have taken this further, in one sense, as the primary test of my own ideas; for I have said that insofar as ideas have consequences, they will grow in importance only if they are concretized in conduct. I have battled tirelessly in the trenches not only in order to judge whether “x is warranted or worthwhile,” but to see whether x could be put into practice, evaluating its efficacy by its personal and social effects.

    Thus I consider myself to be a practitioner of pragmatism, not simply a theoretician about it. If an idea is a “plan of action,” following Charles Peirce, then in a broad sense I have encouraged the formulation of new plans of action appropriate to the post-postmodern world, and I have helped to create new institutions to fulfill these ends. The methods I have used are entrepreneurial and experimental; that is, encouraging new ideas beyond traditional conceptions. I have said that we may need to introduce daring proposals and novel departures, constantly testing them by their effects upon practice. We need always to be willing to abandon strategies that do not work and to try out new ones. In that sense I consider myself to be the pragmatist's pragmatist, testing pragmatism itself in pragmatic terms.

    My main interest throughout has been: Can the human personality live a full life without religion, and can society overcome the traditional beliefs and values framed in the infancy of the species? It is one thing to speculate about the possibility of building a new civilization without transcendental religion; it is another thing to test alternatives in the light of practice. It is not simply enough, and surely destructive, to destroy ancient beliefs and customs by negative criticism. It is another thing to develop viable ideals and practices to fill the vacuum. One unintended result of skeptical criticism may be nihilism and cynicism; another, and one that I have always aimed to realize, is to develop constructive, affirmative, and positive new directions. Merely to show that the claims of traditional religion and the other cultural nostrums of paranormal hope and conjecture have no basis in fact or are incoherent is not sufficient. Because even if the existing beliefs are false or nonsensical, we surely need to fill the vacuum and to assuage the hunger for meaning, truth, and value; and we need to test new departures in ideals and practices not simply cognitively, but in terms of human needs, attitudes, and emotions. We need always to ask, what will take its place, and will this be experientially viable? This is not a question of speculative theory but of action taken to achieve normative ends.

    Many noble and ignoble social experiments were tried on a mass scale in the twentieth century—from socialism, anarchism, social democracy, or libertarianism to communism and even fascism. These were often concerned with gusts of great expectation; many of them failed abysmally. I have always deplored utopian schemes per se as dangerous, especially when they sacrifice human freedom or the principles of moral decency, or compromise means to achieve ideal ends. Instead, I have attempted first to test out naturalistic and secular humanistic ideals on a more limited scale. Can men and women of all ages, children, adolescents, college students, singles, married people, and retirees, once they abandon the transcendental temptation, find life sufficiently rich with significance, capable of stimulating creative intensity, able to throb with motivation, intensity, excitement, and joy, and is it able to slake their passionate thirst for meaning? That is the great test, and it is worthy of our continuing efforts to build a world that leaves ample space for the creative exercise of our diverse idiosyncratic individual tastes and talents, but also allows for mutually shared experiences in small face-to-face democratic communities and on the global scale. This is a vital pragmatic standard by which we need constantly to measure our ideal goals in practice; and that is why I consider eupraxsophy as the next step beyond the philosophical. The public square—often naked of wisdom—needs to be filled by eupraxsophers, men and women of intelligence and knowledge, but also of genuine good will, moral empathy, and caring. Can they bring about significant and enduring change? I submit that eupraxsophic pragmatic naturalistic humanism is unique and different from other philosophical schools that have preceded it.

    EUPRAXSOPHY

    The key point of the concept of eupraxsophy is the centrality of praxis or conduct; not philosophy, not the love of wisdom, but the practice of wisdom. Eupraxsophers thus descend to the world of concrete facts, real existential situations, the blood and guts of lived experience; they enter into the world to try to work out courses of action, applying the principles of sophia (meaning by that scientific knowledge), whereas philosophers are not practitioners; and it is the latter that we need, a new specialty of doers and agents in the world, not separate from it, willing and able to make moral recommendations and to act upon them, not one stage removed on the meta level. By this interpretation neither Kant nor Hegel nor Spinoza were eupraxsophers, though Marx, Dewey, and Russell were.

    Philosophers regrettably often withdraw from the world in secluded isolation (usually the universities), whereas eupraxsophers are out there hobnobbing with the facts, the nasty facts! We need both theoretical and experimental physicists, both research scientists and applied engineers. Eupraxsophers are the engineers of applied science. Truth is, however, we need both philosophy and eupraxsophy, and it is the abdication of the former that I have sought to redress. Unfortunately, philosophy by itself is not enough, having been displaced by science. Philosophy is largely unable to present the principles of sophia, upon which we may act; for its pronouncements are often so abstract and general, and they lack concrete content. They seek to offer principles of logic or dialectic—Hegel is the best illustration of this—whereas eupraxsophy needs to draw upon detailed empirical studies in psychology and economics, politics and anthropology, sociology and the policy sciences, in order to decide what to do in specific contexts under analysis. Eupraxsophers need to get their hands dirty, in the muck of things. Today, priests, ministers of the cloth, psychologists, counselors, and physicians do this work; eupraxsophers need to do it as well. Why? Because religion plays an inordinate role in ministering to human needs, most usually based upon false theologies of hope; they distort the truth, and in the place of sound advice they offer the pabulum and balm of ancient religious nostrums. The great clash in the world is between competing religious worldviews—Islam, Christianity, Hinduism, and Buddhism still persist, whereas scientific naturalism and humanism have been overlooked. Hopefully, eupraxsophers, armed with the tools of ethical philosophy and science, can provide alternative remedies for wise conduct.

    One complaint often heard against humanism is that it is too vague and amorphous and that it does not apply its ideal principles to practice. One recommendation is that it become politically involved and that it enlist political activists to the cause (as did the Religious Right and the Roman Catholic Church in the United States or Islam in Muslim theocracies). I am not objecting to this per se, since I think that individual humanists need to be politically involved, but we have a far more basic task as eupraxsophers. We need to “minister to the soul” (if I may use a metaphor). We are practitioners of eupraxsophy and of meaning. As an alternative to the medicine men of the past, gurus and spiritualists, soothsayers, rabbis, mullahs, and priests, we need to demonstrate that life can be lived and lived well without the illusions of religiosity, that it can be rich with significance and overflowing with joy, and that concrete choices can be made wisely and satisfactorily. This is the first task of eupraxsophy as practitioners of a different life stance, a life-enriching eupraxsophy of the good life. No doubt philosophers, insofar as they seek to educate students in colleges and universities, may perform these tasks, but often once removed they remain on the abstract metaphysical and historical level. They need to guide their students and society at large, first by rejecting the false ideologies of salvation upon which humankind is still fixated, and second by embracing the positive reaches of human discovery and experience and finding new meaning and purpose. Eupraxsophy in this sense is positive and life-affirming, and it can play a meaningful role. And as such this can have significant social and political consequences for the future of humankind.
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