
HE early Humanists were generally 
scientists and philosophers. In the 
East, Confucius and the Buddha (both 
6th century BCE) were teachers who 

promoted an ethic based on human values 
rather than the supernatural. The same applies 
to many ancient Greek Humanists, including  
Thales of Miletus, Xenophanes of Colophon 
and Protagoras, who formulated the dictum 
that man is the measure of all things – there is 
no objective standard or ultimate truth outside 
human values – was also a teacher and 
philosopher. According to Diogenes Laertius, he 
said: “As to gods, I have no means of knowing 
either that they exist or do not exist. For many 
are the obstacles that impede knowledge, both 
the obscurity of the question and the shortness 
of human life”. Other philosophers included Anaxagoras 
who claimed that the sun was a mass of blazing stone not a 
god, and Democritus, a thorough materialist who suggested 
that the physical world was made up of atoms. 
      Socrates (470-399 BCE) is important because his 
method of teaching through question and answer fulfils the 
Humanist principle of free inquiry: “The unexamined life is 
not worth living”. He encouraged questioning the gods. As 
Cicero said, he “called philosophy down from heaven to 
earth”. He was charged with corrupting youth and denying 
the gods and sentenced to death by a drink of hemlock.
      Epicurus (341-270 BCE), also a philosopher and often 
regarded as the archetypal ancient Humanist, believed that 
the universe is eternal and infinitely extended and that the 
purpose of philosophy was to attain a contented, tranquil 
life. Good conduct was therefore that which promotes 
human happiness. The good life he defined as a life of 
pleasure and friendship, absence of pain, and peace of 
mind, which require ‘moderation in all things’. We 
shouldn’t fear the gods because they pose no threat; we 
shouldn’t fear death because there is nothing after death; 
and what is good is easy to get because we need very little 
to make us happy.
      Yet Greek Humanism was not confined entirely to the 
musings of philosophers. It was also expressed in politics 
and art. For example, the famous Funeral Oration delivered 
by Pericles in 431 BCE as a tribute to those who died 
during the first year of the Peloponnesian War makes no 
mention of gods or souls or an afterlife. Instead, he 
emphasises that those who died did so for the sake of 
Athens and that they would live on in the memories of its 
citizens. He also eulogises the city as an open society with 
its humanistic values of democracy and equality before the 
law. The Greek dramatist Euripides (c.480-406 BCE) 
satirised not only Athenian traditions but also Greek 
religion and the nature of the gods who played such a big 
role in many people’s lives. As Coleridge suggested, he “is 
never so happy as when giving a slap at all the gods 
together”. We cannot expect much help from them, since 
they make us their playthings, and must sort out our lives 
on our own. But agnostically he leaves life as a great 
mystery. In the Hippolytus the chorus of Old Huntsmen 

sing: “Surely the thought of the gods hath balm in 
it always, to win me far from my griefs; and a 
thought, deep in the dark of my mind, clings to a 
Great Understanding”. 
       The ancient Romans also developed a 
Humanist tradition. Lucretius (100-55BCE) was 
one of the earliest Humanist poets. He wrote ‘De 
Rerum Natura’ (On the Nature of Things), which 
tells of an immense period of time during which 
the sun, moon and stars appeared, then animals 
and then human beings – and all this came about 
without design. The highlight of the poem is an 
extended argument that human beings are purely 
material things and so they cannot survive the 
physical destruction of their bodies. Religion, 
which teaches otherwise, is therefore a damaging 
superstition. One line of the poem reads: “to such 

wickedness can men be driven by religion’.
      The greatest forerunner of European liberal Humanism 
was Marcus Tullius Cicero (104-43 BCE). He used the term 
‘humanitas’ to describe an ideal style of thought and living 
based on individual human needs and values, not religious 
dogma, and guided by the light of literature and learning. 
For Cicero, education was the route to a better world: “A 
mind without instruction can no more bear fruit than can a 
field, however fertile, without cultivation”.
       Humanism as an influential philosophy was destroyed 
by the Roman conversion to Christianity. The Dark Ages 
were so called because the medieval church placed a ball 
and chain around the human mind and the arts were 
dominated by religious themes and doctrines. Humanism 
did not resurface until the Renaissance, when writers and 
artists now played the leading role. Francesco Petrarch 
(1304-1374), the man labelled as the ‘Father of 
Humanism’, is best known for his creation of the sonnet 
form of poetry and his love poems to Laura. He also 
criticised medieval scholasticism as arid and useless and 
instead looked to the ancients for guidance, especially 
Cicero because of his commitment to the liberal arts.
      ‘Renaissance’ means rebirth, and what was reborn was 
not only an interest in classical learning but also the rebirth 
of humanity itself. In contrast to the medieval vision of man 
as a depraved, sinful, helpless creature, the Renaissance 
viewed man as a being of immense possibilities. This new 
vision was given its most powerful expression in 
Michelangelo’s statue of David, completed in 1504. The 
great Florentine didn’t merely free ‘the angel in the marble’; 
in this humanist tour-de-force he chipped away the whole 
medieval conception of humanity.  Here was the new 
liberated man, at once beautiful and sublime, real and ideal, 
active and contemplative  – man as indeed the measure of 
all things, the pinnacle of creation.
       David also displays the humanist quality of rationality.  
By depicting his hero before the fight, Michelangelo is able 
to present him as a thinking human being who is making a 
conscious choice to commit himself to act. He stands, with 
furrowed brow, anxiously yet resolutely gazing over his left 
shoulder into the distance at Goliath. He is preparing to 
kill, not by savagery and brute force but by intellect and !
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skill. This David possesses the power to solve problems 
and achieve great things through the application of 
reason and the scientific method. He represents the 
Humanist ideal of the man who can become godlike by 
his own intelligence and strength of will. There is no 
indication of the nature of the battle because in a sense it 
is eternal and in every individual. 
      The essence of the Renaissance was self- 
emancipation. The result, as in ancient Greece, was an 
effusion of intellectual, scientific and cultural inquiry. We 
may immediately think of the scientists and 
mathematicians like Copernicus, Kepler or Galileo, but 
in the arts their counterparts included Erasmus, More, 
Bruegel, Montaigne and Shakespeare. In literature and 
art, writers addressed the human condition in all its 
varied tapestry. There are no heroes in the paintings of 
Pieter Bruegel (c.1525-69) or, rather, the real heroes are 
working, struggling, suffering, playing humanity in 
everyday life (he devotes a whole painting to Children’s 
Games). And Bruegel is the sympathetic and humane 
observer of it all. 
     In literature, the Renaissance reached its peak in 
Shakespeare, who united poetry and philosophy in 
exploring the dilemmas of real people. In Hamlet he 
created a Humanist prince thrust into a Machiavellian 
world of power politics. He is fresh out of Wittenberg 
University, where he has imbibed all the essential tenets 
of Humanism: freedom of thought and the autonomy of 
the individual; reason overcoming passion and 
superstition; the importance of truth; a humane and 
loving ethic; and an open-minded yet sceptical attitude. 
But the existing society is far removed from these ideals. 
Shakespeare poses the question: can Humanism triumph 
in such a corrupt world?  The entire Shakespearean 
drama is a monumental literary attempt to lead man 
towards a more desirable reality by confronting him with 
the stark nature of his errors and failings thus far.
      This quintessentially humanist project has been at the 
heart of culture and civilisation for the last 500 years. It 
has at times been threatened and destroyed by barbarism 
and religion. The Reformation and Counter-Reformation 
were destructive forces which plunged Europe into 17th 
century wars of religion, but the 18th century 
Enlightenment reversed the decline. This ‘Age of Reason’ 
challenged ignorant beliefs, oppressive priests, 
unscientific opinions and repressive governments and 
instead promoted freethought, a critical attitude, and 
tolerance. The motto, as Kant declared in a famous essay, 
What is Enlightenment?, was “Dare to know!” 
       With a few exceptions, such as Voltaire’s novella 
Candide, the Enlightenment thinkers expressed their 
opinions directly through essays, pamphlets and books of 
philosophical or historical inquiry rather than indirectly 
through works of fiction or art. It is only in the last 200 
years that the arts have recovered the humanist 
dimension that they possessed in Renaissance times. One 
of the earliest modern expressions was in the music of 
Beethoven. His work, in particular the 9th symphony, is 
used to mark the epochal events and ideals of the 
modern era, from the Fall of the Berlin Wall to the 
Anthem of the European Union and the Olympic Games. 
And for good reason, because Beethoven, who had no 
formal religion, used humanist themes such as heroic 
endeavour, triumph over adversity and the brotherhood 
of man, throughout his music and especially in his 
symphonies from the Eroica on. When his friend 

Moscheles at the end of his arrangement of Fidelio in 
1805 wrote, “Fine, with God’s help”, Beethoven added, 
“O man, help thyself”.
          Nor has Beethoven been alone. Both Berlioz And 
Brahms composed church music but often stated in their 
letters that they were non-believers. So, too, was Debussy 
and he had a purely secular funeral. Ravel, another 
atheist, disliked the overtly religious themes of composers 
such as Wagner and looked to classical mythology for 
inspiration. The agnostic Bertrand Russell described 
Vaughan Williams at Cambridge as ‘the most frightful 
atheist’. Delius wrote: “The whole traditional Christian 
concept of life is false. Throw those great Christian 
blinkers away and look around you, stand on your own 
two feet and be a man”. 
        If some of the greatest music in modern times was 
created by Humanists and atheists, the same is true of the 
cinema. Humanist cinema is not confined to those films 
with overtly anti-religious themes, such as Bunuel’s 
Viridiana or Terry Jones’ Life of Brian. For being a 
Humanist is much more than just being a secularist or 
atheist; it also relates to what is in our hearts and how 
we view our relationship with others. It is these aspects 
of Humanism that pervade much of classic Italian 
cinema, for example. It is why Bicycle Thieves is such a 
great humanist movie, as are Cinema Paradiso and Io 
Non Ho Paura (‘I’m Not Scared’). The last named 
actually filters the main Humanist values of 
existentialism, freethought, reason, love and compassion 
through the mind and actions of a ten-year-old boy.
     The same is true of the novel. We can all think of 
overtly humanist or atheist novelists like George Eliot, 
Kafka, Sartre, Camus or EM Forster. But in a more 
meaningful sense any novel that seriously addresses the 
human condition without invoking supernaturalism is 
broadly humanist. Indeed, we can go further and state 
that Liberal Humanism is the dominant ideology of the 
modern western world in both politics and the arts.
       It is tempting to see Humanism as simply the light of 
reason driving out the darkness of superstition. But that 
is at best a half-truth, for Humanism is about the whole 
person. The composer Schumann said that the duty of 
the artist is to send light into the darkness of men’s 
hearts. 
      Humanists are not just ‘dry rationalists’, and the 
Humanist tradition is not the sole preserve of 
philosophers and scientists. It exists also in Euripides and 
Lucretius, Michelangelo and Bruegel, Shakespeare and 
Beethoven, Sartre and Thomas Mann, Satyajit Ray and 
Federico Fellini. And many more. All great artists seek to 
expand our consciousness, awaken us to people and 
experiences other than our own, deepen our insights, 
make us laugh, bring  joy, create beauty, and even incite 
us to indignation. 
      In a word, art develops our ‘spirituality’. In his great 
book on The Civilisation of the Renaissance  in Italy, 
Jakob Burkhardt summarised the heart of Renaissance 
Humanism as the time when “man became a spiritual 
individual, and recognised himself as such”. Spiritual 
here does not mean ‘religious’, but rather it refers to 
those great qualities of the human spirit that bring 
happiness to ourselves and others. And that is why 
Humanism will always be intimately engaged with the 
arts of humankind.          

                         


