Nigel:  What does Humanism mean?

Richard: I take it to be a view of the world which rejects religious beliefs - belief in a god or gods and belief in an after-life.  It asserts that this is the only life we have and that we are responsible for making the most of it.  And it maintains that we can find from our own resources, in human nature and human relationships, the means to live good lives – both in the sense of lives which are morally good and in the sense of lives which are fulfilling and meaningful.

Nigel:  Why do you reject the idea that God exists?

Richard: I believe that the onus is on those who believe in the existence of a god to provide reasons for that belief.  (This is a point which the philosopher Antony Flew has well made.)  I can’t prove that there is no god, but in the absence of good reasons for believing that a god exists, I live my life without belief in a god.  In particular, the success of scientific explanations of the natural world makes religious explanations redundant.  It’s in that sense that there is a tension between science and religion.  The two are not logically incompatible, but the more we succeed in discovering well-founded scientific explanations of the origins of the cosmos, the origins of living species, and so on, the more the explanations in terms of a divine creator become redundant.  They add nothing.

Nigel:  Why is there such an emphasis on being positive in humanism? It seems to me that much of the wishful thinking in religion is focussed on things turning out well and people being basically nice. Shouldn't those who recognise that there is no God also recognise humanity's darker side and the possibility that things may turn out very badly for us?

Richard: It’s important for humanists to acknowledge humanity’s darker side, and they have not always done so.  There was a tendency especially on the part of some earlier generations of secularists to suppose that it only needed the rejection of superstition and the triumph of reason to usher in the new millennium.  The horrors of twentieth-century history have made any such naïve optimism impossible to sustain.  But that’s not a reason for despair.  It makes no sense to maintain either that human beings are inherently corrupted, or that everything is guaranteed to turn out well (and Christianity seems to me to be an uneasy attempt to combine both those theses).  We can find innumerable examples in human experience of the terrible things that human beings are capable of, but also of the inspiring achievements of which they are capable – cultural and artistic achievements, struggles for social justice, and so on.  Humanism needs to be positive only in the sense of having a positive vision of what is possible.

Nigel: Is there really a need for Humanism today? 

Richard: In a world in which no one held any religious beliefs, there would be no need for people to label themselves ‘humanists’ or to give humanism an institutional presence.  But that’s not the world we live in, and in our actual situation there are two main reasons why it’s important for the humanist position to be articulated and supported.  The first is to challenge and criticise religious privilege – and there’s still a lot of it about.  I mean the privileged political position which the Church of England still enjoys, with guaranteed representation in the House of Lords, I mean the government’s encouragement of ‘faith schools’ which give a privileged position to religion in the educational system, its tendency to court and consult faith communities, and the tendency of the media to look to religious leaders for opinions and guidance on moral questions.  A classic example of improper seeking for religious privilege is the pressure from some of the churches to be exempted from legislation prohibiting discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation.  In other words, some of the churches want to be able to go on discriminating against gays – the Roman Catholic Archbishop of Birmingham has just today made a statement to that effect.  Why should churches claim a special position?

The other reason why there is a need for organised humanism is to encourage those who are humanists to identify themselves as such.  Roughly a third of the population of this country have no religious belief.  Of course they are not today a persecuted minority, but they are still marginalised in the sense that they are encouraged to think of themselves as the misfits.  It’s important that they are helped to identify what it is that they believe, and to recognise that they share it with millions of other people.  The reaction of many people who come across the British Humanist Association and organised humanism is to say ‘I realise now that I’ve always been a humanist, I just didn’t know what to call it.’

Nigel:  For me one of the greatest contributions of Humanism, and particularly the British Humanist Association, has been in delivering non-religious funeral services. So many funerals are insincere. Do you agree with this? Is there any other way in which Humanism makes a practical difference to people's lives?

Richard: I agree.  I remember my grandmother’s church funeral, which was all about ‘the Resurrection’ and not at all about her.  To be fair, religious funerals are often better than they used to be, they’re more about the sharing of grief and memories and the celebration of a life – and I think that the change has come about partly because of the example of humanist funeral ceremonies.  And of course there are also humanist baby-naming ceremonies and humanist weddings (including gay weddings).  As for the other ways in which humanism can make a practical difference to people’s lives: see above.

Nigel: Is there any danger of Humanism becoming a secular religion with all the faults that religions have apart from their (false) belief in the existence of a God or gods?

Richard: People who have shed their religious faith are sometimes reluctant to subscribe to another ‘-ism’ – they don’t want to be labelled, or expected to conform to an alternative creed.  They don’t want another ‘package’, they want to be able to assess beliefs one by one on their merits.  But humanism in fact has no creed or dogmas, just a shared perspective.  The greater danger is perhaps that people find it too vague and woolly.  So the challenge for humanists is to define humanism as a distinctive position, but one which is open and undogmatic.

Nigel: Do philosophers in particular have anything important to offer Humanism?

Humanism is philosophy.  I don’t like the view of academic philosophy as a self-contained technical discipline.  The central problems of philosophy, as discussed in the literature, all derive ultimately (though not always obviously) from ordinary people’s attempts to understand what the world is like, what kinds of things exist, what kinds of explanations count as good explanations of why things are as they are, and how we can decide how we ought to live.  It’s important for academic philosophy to be reminded of its roots.  So humanism actually has something important to offer philosophy.

Nigel: Thank you very much.
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