
Editorials 

The Affirmations of Humanism: 
A Statement of Principles and Values 

We have been on the barricades in 
recent years, defending the secular 

outlook and the values of a free society 
from unrelenting attack by a bewildering 
alliance of biblical fundamentalists and 
ultraconservatives. Indeed some of our 
readers have criticized FREE INQUIRY for 
being too defensive. We therefore feel it is 
time to restate our belief that humanism 
provides a constructive, benevolent alterna-
tive to absolutistic theologies that subvert 
confidence in the power of human reason, 
good will toward those with different beliefs 
or cultures, and the ability to build a more 
peaceful and prosperous world. 

Humanism is not a dogma, nor is it a 
creed. It is an outlook, a method, a stance 
that affirms our attachment to nature and 
life. Its roots go back to classical times: 
Many of the values we cherish—democracy, 
freedom of speech, the scientific method, and 
economic progress—were sired by human-
istic thought, which rebelled against the 
divine right of kings, oppressive cultural rule 
by chosen elites, and the occult obscurantism 
that the churches passed off as knowledge 
of the cosmos. The now-almost-limitless 
horizon of our world was achieved by the 
rationality and courage of our humanistic 
predecessors. 

While those who oppose free thought 
have unfairly maligned secular humanists, 
attributing to them a doctrinaire set of be-
liefs, history has shown that the humanist 
agenda is complex and continually evolving. 
What is perhaps most notable about human-
ism is that it seeks to reconcile the ever-
more-perplexing riddles of our modern 
world by a process of rational inquiry. Tra-
ditional theologies have shown themselves 
to be incapable of solving the problems that  

emerge on the frontiers of knowledge and 
social change. The puzzles created by ex-
panding medical technology and biogenetic 
engineering can hardly be resolved by quot-
ing biblical clichés from an earlier epoch in 
human history. Although there is no one 
humanist position on many of the issues in 
medical ethics, there are rational methods 
for examining them, of tolerantly consider-
ing opposing arguments. Humanist debate, 
unlike religious debate, is open-ended. 

Humanism does not provide absolute 
answers, but is a method of discovery and a 
means of constructive dialogue. The evolu-
tion of scientific understanding illustrates 
this clearly. For example, when in the early 
days of this century Einstein's physics chal-
lenged Newton's, there were no pickets, no 
condemnations, no battles. Neither dogma 
nor religiosity could resolve what scien-
tifically obtained evidence and a mutually 
acceptable formulation of the problem could; 
similarly for all other fields of inquiry in the 
social and biological sciences, and in prob-
lems of values where hypotheses are con-
sidered and tested by reason and evidence. 

I n spite of the tentative and constantly 
expanding character of humanism, we 

do have a set of principles and values, which 
it would be well to reaffirm at this time: 

• We are committed to the application 
of reason and science to the understanding 
of the universe and to the solving of human 
problems. 

• We deplore efforts to denigrate human 
intelligence, to seek to explain the world in 
supernatural terms, and to look outside 
nature for salvation. 

• We believe that scientific discovery and 
technology, if used wisely, can contribute  

immeasurably to the betterment of human 
life on this planet. 

• We believe that an open and pluralistic 
society assures freedom and opportunity for 
the greatest number of people and that 
democracy is the best guarantee of protecting 
human rights from authoritarian elites and 
repressive majorities. 

• We are committed to the principle of 
the separation of church and state and 
actively resist efforts to impose dogma or 
ideology by political power. 

• We cultivate the arts of negotiation 
and compromise as a means of resolving dif-
ferences and achieving mutual understand-
ing. The resort to force and violence is 
anti-humanistic. 

• We focus on what we can do to make 
the world a better place in which to live. 
We are concerned with securing justice and 
fairness in society and with eliminating dis-
crimination and intolerance. 

• We believe in supporting the disadvan-
taged and the handicapped so that they will 
better be able to help themselves. 

• We attempt to transcend divisive paro-
chial loyalties based on race, religion, 
nationality, creed, class, or ethnicity, and 
strive to work together for the common good 
of humanity. Although we appreciate the 
rich diversity of nations and cultures, we 
recognize that we are all part of the world 
community. 

• We are captivated by the beauty of 
nature. We want to protect and enhance the 
earth, to preserve it for future generations, 
end to avoid inflicting needless suffering on 
other species. 

• We believe in enjoying life here and 
now and in developing our creative talents 
to their fullest. We also believe that living 
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the good life means developing moderation, 
temperance, and the ability to prudently 
balance our needs, desires, commitments, 
and values. 

• We believe in the cultivation of moral 
excellence. It is our conviction that it is 
possible to achieve a joyous and happy life 
for ourselves and our fellow human beings 
and to improve the conditions of human 
life for the benefit of all. 

• We respect the right to privacy. Mature 
adults should be allowed to fulfill their 
aspirations, to express their sexual prefer-
ences, to exercise reproductive freedom, to 
have access to comprehensive and informed 
health-care, and to die with dignity—in 
short, to live as free persons, so long as they 
do not infringe on the rights of others. 

• We believe in the common moral de-
cencies: altruism, integrity, honesty, truthful-
ness, responsibility. Humanist ethics is 
amenable to critical, rational guidance. 
There are normative standards that we dis-
cover in working and living together. Moral  

principles and values are not God-given but 
are tested by their consequences in human 
life. 

• We are deeply concerned with the 
moral education of our children. We want 
them to be wholesome, loving, and responsi-
ble human beings. We want them to reach 
their highest potential as individuals, to 
make wise judgments, to have control over 
their lives, to function as productive citizens 
in society, to expand their horizons of learn-
ing, and to be sensitive to needs of others. 
We want to nourish their ability to reason 
and be compassionate. 

• We are engaged by the arts no less 
than by the sciences. Poetry, music, drama, 
and the fine arts are a source of heightened 
awareness and significant enrichment. 

• We are citizens of the universe, im-
pressed by the great adventures in modern 
science. As we probe into the nature of sub-
atomic particles, evolving life forms, and 
distant galaxies, we are excited by the possi-
bilities of discoveries still to be made in the  

cosmos. 
• We are skeptical of untested claims to 

knowledge, but we are open to novel ideas 
and seek new departures in our thinking. 

• We affirm humanism as a realistic 
alternative to theologies of despair and ide-
ologies of violence. This life need not be a 
tragic vale of tears devoid of meaning and 
hope. Humanism is a source of rich personal 
significance and of genuine satisfaction in 
service to others. Humanism is progressive, 
adventurous, outgoing, creative, and exu-
berant. 

• We believe in optimism rather than 
pessimism, hope rather than despair, learn-
ing in the place of dogma, truth instead of 
ignorance, joy rather than guilt or sin, toler-
ance in the place of fear, love instead of 
hatred, compassion over selfishness, beauty 
instead of ugliness, and reason rather than 
blind faith or irrationality. 

As humanists we believe in the fullest 
realization of the best and noblest that we 
are capable of as human beings.—Paul Kunz 

We, the People of the United States, in 
order to form a more perfect Union, 
establish justice, ensure domestic tranquil-
ity, provide for the common defense, pro-
mote the general welfare, and secure the 
blessings of liberty to ourselves and our 
posterity do ordain and establish this 
Constitution for the United States of 
America. 

This year, Americans are celebrating the 
two-hundredth anniversary of one of 

the greatest secular-humanist documents of 
all time—the U.S. Constitution. Written in 
1787, adopted in 1789, and amended by the 
Bill of Rights in 1791, it represents much 
that is the best in humanist thinking. 

The Constitution is nontheistic in that it 
assumes that men and women can solve their 
problems without the assistance of divine 
intervention. It prescribes that legislative, 
executive, and judicial office-holders "be 
bound by oath or affirmation to support 
this Constitution," but makes explicit that 
this oath is to a human community, not to 
any higher power: "No religious test shall 
ever be required as a qualification to any 
office or public trust under the United 
States," a promise that was extended by the 
First Amendment, which enjciins Congress  

to "make no law respecting an establishment 
of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise 
thereof." 

The framers of the Constitution, who 
included George Washington, Alexander 
Hamilton, Benjamin Franklin, and James 
Madison, recognized the potential for good 
that exists in all of us, but followed their 
rational skepticism by incorporating safe-
guards to prevent any of us from gaining 
too much power. They established guidelines 
and principles but had confidence that future 
generations would be able to work out 
details through local statutes and congres-
sional legislation. And in order to ensure 
that the legislative and executive branches 
could not abuse their authority, they estab-
lished the judiciary as an equal branch of 
government and opened the door for the 
practice of "judicial review," which has al-
lowed the Supreme Court to strike down 
unconstitutional laws. 

The very process of drafting the Con-
stitution emphasized the humanist virtues 
of negotiation and compromise rather than 
adherence to dogmatic or eternal authority, 
a fact well documented by James Madison's 
Debates in the Federal Convention of 1787. 
Inevitably, some compromises were more 
successful than others. The most notorious  

ones resulted in those provisions that led to 
the counting of a slave as three-fifths of a 
person. It took a civil war to rectify this 
evil, but without such a compromise the 
Constitution would probably not have been 
accepted. Another negotiation assured that 
all states, regardless of the size of their 
populations, would have fair representation 
in Congress. 

Although the framers of the Constitution 
could not anticipate the technological and 
economic changes of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries that led to a world quite 
unlike the one in which they lived, wrote, 
and worked, their genius was to make pro-
visions for what they could not know. So 
when Attorney General Edwin Meese looks 
to the "intentions" of these great men as a 
way of sponsoring reactionary policies that 
threaten our most basic rights, he violates 
the Constitution's spirit in a profound and 
shameful way. 

To be sure, the most serious threat to 
this skeptical, pragmatic triumph of human 
reason comes from the same kind of absolu-
tist and doctrinaire groups the framers re-
belled against—and they now threaten the 
very existence of secular humanism as well. 
We can gain comfort, perhaps, from the fact 
that in the past most such groups have either 
disappeared or given way to a kind of 
grudging tolerance for the views of others. 
Let us hope that this will happen again. But 
in the meantime we must emphasize the 
secular-humanist elements of the Constitu-
tion whenever and wherever we can.— Vern 
Bullough 
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