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Chapter 1:
Introduction

This book is written to provide a quick
overview of the philosophy of Humanism for the average Joe or Jane.
I don’t care which actually because I’m a Humanist and I don’t
judge people based on their gender or skin color or any other
arbitrary characteristic. So, let’s revise that introductory
statement. This book is for the average human, regardless of his or
her name, who wants to learn more about Humanism.

Humanism is one of the most influential and
yet most maligned philosophies of all time. Unfortunately, most
people don’t know anything about it. To make matters worse, there
are a lot of people who are already Humanists and just don’t know
it yet because no one has ever taken the time to properly introduce
them to the philosophy.

I intend to change that with this book.
Consider yourself introduced.

No Proselytizing

I am not out to proselytize for Humanism.
This is a philosophy. Some of you may agree with what is written
here and some of you may not. If you do, I hope this book will help
clarify your personal philosophy and that it will help you to be
more confident about positively declaring yourself as a
Humanist.

If, however, you read this book and it annoys
you and you find you don’t agree with anything in it, that’s fine.
Not everyone is a Humanist. I’m not out to change your mind. There
is no dogma to Humanism. This philosophy either makes sense to you
or it doesn’t. If it turns out this doesn’t make sense to you, what
I hope you take away from this book is a basic level of knowledge
about the Humanist philosophy so that you can better understand
what motivates us Humanists.

Finally, there are those who will agree with
only some of this book. Again, that’s fine too. Humanism is a
philosophy. You are free to take from it what you want and leave
the rest. Usually when this happens people agree with our morality
but disagree with our rejection of the supernatural. If this
describes you, you can consider yourself humanistically inclined if
that makes you happy.

What You Need To Know

This book is designed to be a short and
hopefully sweet introduction to the philosophy of Humanism, hitting
on all the important bits including:


	
what Humanism is



	
what we Humanists care about



	
how we go about solving our problems



	
why we believe our way of thinking about the world is
better than the alternatives. and



	
why, if you are a Humanist, you should probably admit
it to yourself and to others





Because Humanism arises in every culture and
in every time, there is, quite literally, more information than you
could ever possibly read to help you explore the philosophy
further. There are also national and local organizations of
Humanists that you can reach out to and get to know. In addition,
there are many online groups you can participate in. Whatever
floats your boat and works for you. You can also choose to do
nothing with the information you read in this book.

Just as an FYI, if you do want to explore the
philosophy in more detail, I suggest you buy my other book, The
Humanist Approach to Happiness: Practical Wisdom. It goes into more
detail about the practical aspects of what it is like to live life
as a Humanist. It’s an easy read and people like it, so check it
out.

I also created an Introduction to Humanism
video series, which is available on YouTube or as a DVD. Visit
www.jen-hancock.com for more
information on either of these resources.

But enough of the self-promotion. Let’s talk
about Humanism.
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Chapter 2:
What Is Humanism And Why Should I Care?

To put it simply, Humanism is one of the most
powerful forces for positive social change on the planet. Some of
the most famous and influential people in our society have been and
continue to be Humanists. The Humanist philosophy provided the
foundation for most of the social and civil justice movements of
the past century as well as providing the philosophical foundation
for democracy and science.

Quite literally, if it weren’t for Humanists,
Europe would still be in the Dark Ages. America would probably have
not been “discovered” by Europeans and everyone everywhere would
still be trying to cook with fire. And no, I’m not
exaggerating.

The modern world has been shaped and made
possible by the dominance of Humanist ideas. Which is exactly why
it’s so stunning that most people have no idea what it is.

So What Is Humanism?

One of the main reasons Humanism is so poorly
understood is that it has no standard definition. Yet, it is
instantly recognizable once you grasp its central ideas. It is a
very simple philosophy that has some very profound implications for
how you view your place in the universe. As one of my friends in
Saudi Arabia once pointed out, it isn’t rocket science. If you
spend just a little bit of time thinking about what morality and
ethics mean to us as humans without the prescriptions of religion
and divine revelation, Humanism is probably what you are going to
come up with.

Regardless, this is a book about Humanism so
perhaps I should provide you with something more concrete to wrap
your mind around.

Defining Humanism

The American Humanist Association defines
Humanism as “a progressive philosophy of life, that without
supernaturalism, affirms our ability and responsibility to lead
ethical lives of personal fulfillment that aspire to the greater
good of Humanity.”

In other words, it’s a way of thinking about
ethics that emphasizes both our personal development and our moral
obligations. As I like to say: live life, love other people and
leave the world a better place.

Or To Put It Another Way

According to the International Humanist and Ethical
Union’s Amsterdam Declaration of 2002, “Humanism is the outcome of
a long tradition of free thought that has inspired many of the
world's great thinkers and creative artists and gave rise to
science itself.” According the IHEU there are seven fundamental
elements of Humanism:


	
Humanism is ethical. Humanists have a duty to
care for all of humanity including future generations. 



	
Humanism is rational. Humanism advocates
the application of the methods of science and free inquiry to the
problems of human welfare.



	
Humanism supports democracy and human rights.
The principles of democracy and human rights can be applied to many
human relationships and are not restricted to methods of
government.



	
Humanism insists that personal liberty must be
combined with social responsibility. Humanism ventures to
build a world on the idea of the free person responsible to
society.



	
Humanism is a response to the widespread demand
for an alternative to dogmatic religion. Humanism recognizes
that reliable knowledge of the world and ourselves arises through a
continuing process of observation, evaluation and revision.



	
Humanism values artistic creativity and
imagination. Humanism affirms the importance of literature,
music, and the visual and performing arts for personal development
and fulfillment.



	
Humanism is a life stance aimed at maximizing our
personal fulfillment through the cultivation of ethical and
creative living. It offers an ethical and rational means of
addressing the challenges of our time.





Keep It Simple Stupid

By now your head is probably spinning. One of
the problems we Humanists have in explaining our philosophy is that
it is deceptively simple, yet wonderfully complex. There is no easy
way to describe it.

Regardless, I will give you a synopsis in
plain English, understanding that we will be going into more detail
on these basic elements in the following chapters.

Humanism is a philosophy that is primarily
focused on how we as individuals can be good human beings. We seek
to be ethical, moral and compassionate people in all that we do.
However, we also understand that good moral reasoning requires us
to think clearly and rationally about the problems we face. So
Humanists are as much concerned with how we think, as we are
concerned with what we think about. To that end we practice the
related skills of freethought, critical thinking and logic.

Humanists are firmly convinced that we are in
control of our own destinies and that we can choose to act in a way
that will improve our lives and the lives of others. In other
words, we refuse to be victims of fate. For this reason, Humanism
is a philosophy that focuses on the future. We are not content with
the status quo as we are always pushing ourselves to make things
better.

How we define “better” is critical to
understanding the philosophy of Humanism. Humanists judge outcomes
using a compassion-based morality and we are totally unapologetic
about that. If it helps humans, it is a good outcome. If it hurts,
it is bad. Absent from our thinking and reasoning is anything that
could be considered supernatural or religious.

We do not consider religious or supernatural
ideas to be a sound basis for moral reasoning. Our concern for the
welfare of others is sufficient and we have no need for any
external or supernatural sanction for our moral values. We are, in
fact, convinced that religious reasoning, however well intentioned
it may be, tends to cause more harm than good because it encourages
dogmatic adherence to a set of rules instead of acknowledging the
necessity of judging each situation on its own merits.

In other words, without supernaturalism,
Humanists seek to lead ethical lives of personal fulfillment that
aspire to the greater good of humanity. And we do this by applying
reason and logic to our feelings of compassion with a determination
to actively work to make things better not just for ourselves, but
for everyone.
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Chapter 3:
A Short History Of Humanism

The next question is: how long has Humanism
been around? The answer is that Humanism has probably been around
as long as there have been humans. And as long as it has been
around, there have been people who demonize it. Which is
interesting because, really, it’s not like Humanism is some radical
idea. Well, actually, it is. More on that later.

My point is that people keep re-inventing
Humanism for themselves. All it takes is for a compassionate person
to spend some time thinking about morality, the universe, and
everything without religion and he or she will usually come up with
something that is either Humanism or closely related to it. And
this process is happening all the time and has probably been
happening throughout human history.

The problem is that we don’t really have
historical records going back to the dawn of humanity. What we know
about Humanist philosophies is limited to the historical era,
otherwise known as the last 7,000 to 10,000 years.

Here’s what we know. In every culture that is
studied, including those that rely on an oral tradition (as opposed
to written), we see evidence of Humanist thought. We see it in the
writings of the ancient Sumerians and of the ancient Egyptians and
in the oral traditions of American Indians and Arctic nomads.

However, when we get to about 600 BCE (Before
the Common Era), we start to see specifically Humanist writings
begin to appear all over the world. This development is probably
more a function of us actually having these writings to refer to
rather than the lack of such thinkers earlier.

For a really great resource, check out
www.humanistictexts.org which
provides a wonderful collection of Humanistic writings from various
time periods and from all parts of the globe.

Let’s review some of the main forms of
Humanism that have developed over time.

Ancient Humanism

In India:

There are two major philosophies that came
out of ancient India that are either Humanist or Humanistic in
nature. Carvaka and Buddhism.

Let’s start with Carvaka. This philosophy
arose in India around 600 BCE and is both a skeptical and
rationalistic philosophy. It rejected the supernatural and the
Vedas and emphasized that this was the only life we have, so make
the best of it.

While life is yours live joyously;

No one can avoid Death's searching eye:

When this body of ours is burnt,

How can it ever return again?

Buddhism is often considered a Humanistic
philosophy and many modern Humanists practice Buddhist meditation
as a way to train and calm their minds. The aspects of Buddhism
that are most like Humanism are its emphasis on finding balance and
on compassion.

Happiness comes when your work and words are of
benefit to yourself and others.

There are only two mistakes one can make
along the road to truth: not going all the way, and not
starting.

In China:

In ancient China, there were at least two
great Humanist teachers whose knowledge survives to this day. As in


From The Great Learning:


From the Analects:













The Greeks:












Fast Forward


The Golden Age Of Islam






The Renaissance




The Reformation



Enlightenment




Modern Age






So What Has Humanism Done For You Lately?
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