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 Positive Humanism  

ORLDWIDE, there seems to be no consensus 
on what exactly humanism is. Both its conno-
tations and denotations vary over time and 

across different cultural contexts. Even today  – and if 
only looking, say, at the small country of the Nether-
lands – humanism displays a broad range of appear-
ances. It ranges from (1) radical atheism at one edge of 
the spectrum (“religion is a dangerous delusion, and it 
should be conquered”); through (2) a more tolerant 
freethinking, a little further on the spectrum (“we can 
do without religion, we are better off without it”); to 
(3) agnosticism, somewhat more to the middle of the 
spectrum (“we don’t know and we cannot know if 
there exists anything beyond”); to (4), still further on 
the spectrum, the so-called inclusive humanism (“al-
though I may not be a believer myself, the majority of 
the world population is religious in one way or another, 
so let’s keep the dialogue open to learn from one anoth-
er”); to (5) forms of religious humanism at the other 
edge of the spectrum. In the Netherlands, all these ‘hu-
manisms’ are represented in the Dutch Humanist Asso-
ciation. 

Remarkably, all forms of humanism just mentioned 
define themselves in relation to religion, and the most 
prominent among them do this in a negative way (a-
theism, a-gnosticism, the negative freedom in freethink-
ing). I will take a different direction by articulating and 
defending ‘positive’ humanism: a humanism on its own, 
defined from within itself. Of course, humanism is al-
ways related to, and therefore influenced by, other 
views, convictions, life stances, philosophies of life, and 
religions, but humanism’s approach to these should, in 
my view, be offered from its own powers. 

Yet, those ‘negative’ definitions do point at an impor-
tant feature of humanism: its fundamentally critical 
character. In my view, humanism is to be understood 
primarily as a critical tradition in Western culture. Ini-
tially claiming that humanism is a tradition does not 
exclude other, more general or abstract conceptions of 
humanism, such as humanism as a particular life stance, 
a philosophy of life, a worldview, an existential orienta-
tion, an educational practice (Bildung), a meaning 
frame, or a paradigm. On the contrary, humanism en-
compasses all these matters. I call these definitions ab-
stract, though, because they tend to waive the temporal, 
historical, developmental, dynamic, and interactive 
character of humanist tradition in favour of some 
steady essence or identity. That tendency is quite under-
standable from an apologetic perspective, in contexts or 
situations where humanism should be defended, for 
instance, from assaults from the orthodox religious 
fringes. 

HUMANISM AS A CRITICAL TRADITION 

LET us first look at humanism from a historical point 
of view. It is generally accepted that humanism origi-
nates from the Renaissance, although it can justifiably 
be claimed that its roots go back to Antiquity. The so-
called ‘Renaissance humanists’ such as Desiderius 
Erasmus (1469–1536), Thomas More (1478–1535), and 
Michel de Montaigne (1533–1592) took a critical posi-
tion toward the cultural conditions of their time, par-
ticularly toward religion. Roughly stated, one might say 
that their contributions included a correction to the 
dominant theocentric worldview toward a more an-
thropocentric worldview. Instead of total dependence 
on God’s grace, humans came to be seen as having a 
free will (Erasmus). Instead of being the only saviour, 
Jesus came to be seen as a valuable teacher. Instead of 
directed at life after death, human life in its earthly and 
bodily conditions came to be seen as worthwhile and 
beautiful in itself. Still, their critical stance toward 
church and religion did not allow these Renaissance 
humanists to be atheists in the modern sense. They con-
tinued to be Christian believers during their entire lives. 
Their humanism coexisted, so to speak, with their 
Christian faith. 

The main resource for their criticism was classical An-
tiquity. By digging up and dusting off classical literary 
and philosophical texts, and reviving attention to Ro-
man and Greek sculpture, painting, and architecture, 
they brought about enormous innovations in literature, 
the fine arts, and religion. The revitalising of classical 
sources not only explains the name of the historical 
period—re-naissance, or re-birth—but it is typical for 
humanism as a tradition. Tradition (from the Latin 
trans-dare) means the passing on, giving back, or giving 
further. A humanist tradition in a culture passes on 
something from sources of that culture, which may 
have become lost, forgotten, or unserviceable. Human-
ism revitalises cultural sources (such as texts and pieces 
of art), gains inspiration from them, and passes them on 
to the audiences of that humanism’s time period. 

Humanism does so if and when such is thought neces-
sary for the sake of humanity, in the sense of humane-
ness (humanitas in Latin). The Renaissance humanists 
propagated the meaning and beauty of human life—
using long-forgotten sources from Antiquity—to 
counter the dominant thinking of abstract, rigid, and 
theocentric medieval scholasticism, because this kind of 
thinking and its ideas were thought to fall short of what 
human life is all about according to the humanists: hu-
maneness. We return to this important notion of hu-
manity or humaneness in the next section.              –––>
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The lost, forgotten, or unserviceable sources that hu-
manism revitalises not only include ideas from texts 
and works of art that historically existed at one time 
but also ideas that express meanings and values belong-
ing to humanity as such, according to humanism, 
whether they have actually been realised or not. These 
also need to be passed on. In the 18th century Enlight-
enment, another important period in the history of hu-
manity and in the history of humanism, humanists 
championed the individual’s ability and right to think 
for oneself—autonomy in the context of various het-
eronomies. The nineteenth-century (particularly Ger-
man) Bildung-humanism advocated freedom and edu-
cation (paideia) in an age of industrialisation where 
many people were exploited or enslaved. Freedom, au-
tonomy, and dignity are values that, from a humanist 
point of view, have to be passed on whether or not they 
have been fully accomplished and to what extent. To-
day, autonomy should be defended by humanism 
against the pressure of heteronomous influence from 
the media and the markets – currently increasingly 
dominant.  

THE POSITIVE CLAIMS OF HUMANISM 

TAKING humanism to be a critical cultural tradition 
that uncovers and interprets sources from that culture 
does not yet specify the meanings and values to which 
humanism is committed. 
The concept of tradition 
does not imply the content 
or the substance that is 
passed on in a tradition. 
However, our primary def-
inition of humanism indi-
cates that it is for the sake 
of humaneness that the 
humanist tradition strives, including in its critical char-
acter. To discuss the content of humanism, let me start 
with the latter. 

Inherent to the critical character of humanism is that it 
is also self-critical, for criticism can only be credible 
and plausible if it includes self-criticism. Criticising 
from an immune position makes no sense. This applies 
even more strongly to humanism, which is always part 
of and rooted in the culture that it criticises. That self-
critical character is related to the essential object of 
humanist criticism, which is dogmatism. All varieties of 
humanism mentioned already—radical atheism, free-
thinking, agnosticism, the so-called inclusive human-
ism, and even religious humanism—criticise in one way 
or another, and with different degrees of passion, the 
dogmatic aspects of religion. Dogmatism is understood 
here as taking a principle, idea, conception, or belief for 
granted as incontrovertibly true and unquestionable, 
without consideration for evidence, arguments, or the 
opinions of others, and legitimised by the authority of 
power, prejudice, custom, peer pressure, and so on. Ba-
sically, in my own words, dogmatism takes an answer 
for granted without pondering the question that could 
have led to that answer, or possibly to other answers. 
Humanism does persistently ask the questions behind 
the given answers of culture. Of course, this applies 
also to the answers of humanism itself. They should 
also be questioned. 

Regarding its critical and self-critical character, human-
ism resembles philosophy. Philosophy is generally un-
derstood to mean the systematic study of concepts, 
premises, and principles underlying people’s primary 
relationships—that is to say people’s relationships to 
themselves, to others, and to the world around them. 
More specifically, philosophy includes the systematic 
study of the practices of science and has an integrative 
duty toward them. Like humanism, philosophy oper-
ates as a critical tradition that reassesses, reinterprets, 
and rejuvenates the thinking of earlier philosophers in 
response to cultural, social, and scientific developments. 

For example, today’s philosophy is reviving Descartes’ 
early-seventeenth-century dualism, which despite many 
twentieth-century refutations is very much alive thanks 
to current neuroscience. Brain research poses a funda-
mental challenge for both humanism and philosophy of 
the 21st century. Although humanism (as an intellectual 
and artistic tradition) and philosophy (as a systematic 
academic discipline) cannot be equated, there is a key 
parallel between humanism and philosophy in their 
performance as critical, self-renewing traditions. Both 
are interpretative. Both are forward-looking precisely 
because they are traditional, in the sense that they pass 
on something valuable to the culture in which they op-
erate. Humanism transfers valuable knowledge by criti-
cally reviving earlier humanisms with an eye to safe-

guarding humaneness in the 
21st century.  

Depending on time and 
context, humanists consis-
tently articulate, explore, 
and call attention to the 
values that constitute hu-
maneness. But humanists 

also personify and demonstrate those values. The way 
that the humanist tradition can be articulated through 
exemplars who personify and demonstrate these values 
is discussed in the third section. 

Humanism and philosophy resemble each other not 
only by operating as traditions but also by offering 
their anti-dogmatic incentives. Dogmatism is the natur-
al enemy of both philosophy and humanism. Therefore, 
both are per se self-critical. Philosophy not only ques-
tions social and natural reality but itself as well. Indeed, 
a feature distinctive to philosophical questions is the 
way that the question is itself part of the question. A 
philosophical question, directed at any domain of reali-
ty, always also asks about whether this is the best pos-
sible question to acquire what we want to know, what 
kind of answers come into view by this question, and 
which possible answers are thereby excluded. For in-
stance, the seemingly obvious question, ‘what is … ?,’ 
usually taken as the primary and most fundamental 
question to be asked, is actually directed at fixed 
essences. The world opened up by a ‘what is?’ question 
consists of ‘things with properties,’ including humans as 
special things with special capacities, such as reason. 
This limited ontology can be circumvented by asking the 
meta-question: Is that ‘what is’ question the best possible 
question to be asked about human life, values, history, 
tradition, as so forth? Not asking this meta-question 
would be dogmatic because, precisely as a              –––>
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consequence of not asking, it takes one (customary) 
answer to this meta-question for granted: the answer 
that ‘what is?’ is the best question. Philosophy and hu-
manism share their anti-dogmatic spirit and conduct. 
Related to their anti-dogmatism, they also share their 
hermeneutic character. We have seen already the 
hermeneutic character of humanism’s critical stance 
toward culture. And among all philosophies, hermeneu-
tical philosophy is particularly alert to dogmatism.  

THE CONTENT OF HUMANISM 

Having discussed its critical character, we now come to 
the content of humanism. Our conception of humanism 
as a critical tradition gives a clue to why it substantive-
ly matters. It is for the sake of humaneness that human-
ism criticises what falls short of this standard. Although 
the concept of humaneness does not lend itself to an 
unambiguously positive description and its meaning 
presumably varies through time and across cultures, we 
still can operationalise it into a concrete understanding. 
At the University of Humanistic Studies, humaneness is 
defined in terms of meaning in life and humanisation. A 
humane life is a meaningful life in just circumstances. A 
meaningful life can be conceptualised as a life in which 
basic needs for meaning are jointly fulfilled, such as 
purpose, moral worth, self-worth, competence, com-
prehensibility, connectedness, and excitement. The hu-
manist way of making meaning is characterised by four 
core convictions : 1

1. the principle that all humans are entitled to 
human dignity and that, based on this, people 
should treat each other as equals; 

2. the belief that all religious and worldview ori-
entations in knowledge and deed are context-
sensitive constructs—even if those orientations 
themselves do not acknowledge this—and are 
as such hermeneutically accessible products of 
culture; 

3. the responsibility of people to use their free-
dom to develop themselves in relation to oth-
ers (Bildung) and to seriously engage in caring 
for themselves and others, as well as for nature 
and the environment, and in so doing develop 
their personal abilities and talents; and 

4. the belief that life is ultimately all about the 
fate of specific, unique, physically and mental-
ly vulnerable, and irreplaceable people, who 
can love and be loved and are trying to find 
meaning in life. 

From these basic principles, we can better understand 
how humanist traditions are focused on humanity or 
humaneness. This focus is developed and motivated by 
certain values that make up the building blocks of hu-
manist tradition. Humanism stands for values such as 
liberty (understood as autonomy and resilience), re-
sponsibility (understood as the duty to care, for which 
one is answerable), justice (understood as upholding 
institutions and arrangements that protect people from 

exploitation and humiliation), solidarity (understood as 
spiritual and material care for one another), pluralism 
(understood as the right to individual and group identi-
ty), art of living (understood as refined moral conduct 
toward oneself and others), and sustainability (under-
stood as long-term care for the inhabitability of the 
planet). Taken together these values lay down the road 
map, so to speak, to humaneness. 

Based on these (operationalised) values, humanism 
holds an open worldview, a stance of critical thinking, 
and the virtues of self-reflection and dialogue—ac-
knowledging and promoting the autonomous and re-
sponsible role of humans in shaping their lives. While 
humanism has its own views on humaneness, it claims 
no monopoly on it. Humanism’s critical stance implies 
that humaneness is continually rediscovered, reassessed, 
and defended in a dialogue with other domains of cul-
ture: literature, arts, philosophy, worldviews, and reli-
gions. 

A beautiful example of a humanist tradition that demon-
strates all the features and values just mentioned is the 
essay tradition in—and, in a way, between—literature 
and philosophy. Since the Renaissance philosopher 
Michel de Montaigne, the essay has become a genre ex-
ercised and practised by many authors from different 
countries. In the Netherlands, for example, Multatuli 
(1820–1887) and Rudy Kousbroek (1929–2010) sus-
tained a humanistic essay tradition since Montaigne.  

While the humanist tradition has no holy books of its 
own, the essay can be considered a typical humanistic 
genre. Although there is not one essential quality to 
define the essay, the genre can be circumscribed by a 
‘family resemblance’ of qualities: critical, open argu-
mentative, truth-seeking, examining, creative, morally 
interested, challenging boundaries, more narrative than 
systematically reasoning, concrete and detail-oriented, 
and, most of all, exemplifying a specific style such as 
ironic, humorous, self-mocking, polemic, or persuasive. 

The example of this humanistic essay tradition shows 
how the idea of a ‘humanist tradition,’ while indicating 
the humanist tradition since the Renaissance (or since 
Antiquity), basically refers to a variety of smaller-scale 
traditions, which in the end may cohere in a greater, or 
in the great, humanist tradition.                                         q        
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of Humanism and Philosophy at the University of Human-
istic Studies in The Netherlands. His research departs from 
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as ‘Hermeneutical Mimesis’, ‘Humanism, Resilience, and 
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between Wishful Thinking and Realism’, and ‘Empathy and 
the Potential Body of Imagination’.  See also: Duyndam, J. 
(2017). ‘Humanism as a Positive Outcome of Secularism’, in 
Ph. Zuckerman & J.R. Shook (Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of 
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