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ABSTRACT

The term* humanism” iswidely used in, especially, the liberal arts
and social sciences. Yet, it does not carry the same meaning in all
contexts. The problem with the termis that sometimesiit is used so
confusingly or even contradictorily, that one finds it difficult
determining the actual meaning of humanism. It is for this reason
that a research that clarifies the meaning of humanism becomes
very important. This article attempts such a clarification. It traces
the origin and development of humanism (particularly, in Western
philosophy where humanism as a philosophical movement
originated), and shows why the implications of some definitions or
conceptions of humanism are not only mistaken but also run counter
to the true import of humanism. It argues, for instance, in support of
the view that “ religious humanism” is an oxymoron.
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INTRODUCTION

Humanism could be defined asany philosophy that aimsat the promotion of
humanwel-beinginthislife Thisdefinitioniswheat thisarticleseekstomaintain
asthe core definition of humanism, even asit endorses Paul Kurtz's(1973)
gatement that theterm* humanism” isnow used in scientific, athelstic, religious
and ethical senses. For theorder that it would bring to thisarticle, thenumerous
definitionsthat areidentified inthisresearch aregrouped under thefour senses
mentioned by Kurtz (1973). What appears to account for the varied
conceptionsof humanismisthat different people emphasize different aspects
of the promotion of human well-being and, thus, employ what they each
consider to be the best approach to promote the well-being of the human
beingintheir activities.

Inthisregard, advocates of each category claim to uphold the central
humanistic tenet that “they are for man, that they wish to actualize human
potentialities, enhance human experience and contribute to happiness, socia
justice, democracy and peaceful world.. . that they are opposed to authoritarian
or totalitarian forcesthat dehumanize man ... professcompassion for human
suffering and commitment to the unity of mankind (Kurtz, 1973). Indeed, these
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aresomeof themgjor concernsof humanists. It needsto be stressed, however,
that from the above, humanistsare al so philosopherswho must be concerned
about thefreedom of man. Thee ement of freedomisdrawnfromtheideathat
humanistsare” opposedto” authoritarian and totalitarian forces, whose habit
itisto deny humanstheir basic freedom. It would, however, not be correct for
anybody to supposethat my emphasi son freedom hereisan attempt to suggest
that freedom isthe determinant of what ishumanistic. What israther the case
isthat, sinceit will bequitedifficult, if notimpossible, for ahuman being to
personally protect and promote hisor her interest without being free, anything
that infringeson thefreedom of humansistotaly regjected by humanigts. Inthis
respect, freedom isameansto an end, so far ashumanismisconcerned. It
may, neverthel ess, be objected that freedom could be an end for humanists
who, for ingtance, arestriving for the“release” of somepeoplefrom any form
of domination, especidly fromthe“cdaws’ of totaitarian or authoritarian forces,
inorder that happinessisbrought tothevictims.

Tothis, it could be responded that even though it cannot be denied
that some degree of happinessisbrought to these victims, in order to make
their “world” amore happier one—which, isstrongly believed, would bethe
wish of humanistsin thissituation—it would require that the victims make
effortsafter their “emancipation” to achieveprogressintheir generd conditions
of living. But, itisquiteimpossiblefor themto succeed inthis, evenif they have
thewill to succeed, without their continud livinginfreedom. Thisimpliesthat it
isnot for the mere sake of being free that humanists are concerned about
human freedom, but rather it has got to do morewith what free men can and
must dowiththeir freedom. Therefore, the concept of freedomisalso crucial
inthe philosophy of humanism.

Typesof Humanism

Thisarticlehasidentified anumber of definitionsof humanism, but hasdiscussed
them under thefour broad categoriesmentioned by Paul Kurtz. In hisopinion,
humanistscould professany of thefollowing:

a) Atheistic Humanism: There are some philosophers who think that
humanismisdrictly an athe stic phil osophy. Sincehumanistsin genera advance
among other things, that aperson’sright to befree springsabsolutely from his
human beingness, but not by the decree of any supernatural being, it hasbecome
quite easy for some philosophersto describe humanismand al humanistsas
anti-religion, anti-God and, thus, asatheistic. Humanistsare seen, especidly in
the West, asrevol utionistswho would do anything from merely disagreeing
withreligiousviews, to being violent toward men of God, in order to weaken
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the authority of religion. No wonder they were quite recently described as
“peoplewho met in scout hallsand sang hymns about not believing in God
(Herick, 2001). And, evenwhen somehumanigsings thet their faithisrdigious,
they aretill considered “amilitant minority whoserighteousindignation and
confessed reasonabl eness prompt them to confront organized religiousbodies
that cherish theistic beliefsand supernatural devotions (H.W. Schneider in
Kurtz, 1973). Moreover, itisareal wonder to Miriam Allen deFord how a
humanist could claimto beatruereligionist; she says* ReligiousHumanism
(pacethe‘liberd religionists’) isto memerely acontradictioninterms’ for,
religion, inall matters, givescons deration to thesupernatura while humanism
givesprecedenceto man.

So, sheconcludesthat “ bluntly and undiplomaticaly, Humanism...must
beatheistic or itisnot Humanism (Kurtz, 1973). Thisview isclosely shared
by MarvinZimmermanwho contendsthet “ dthoughtheir intellectua convictions
about God are identical with, and constitute the very foundations of, the
convictionsof thosewho call themsalvesatheists,” humanistsarereluctant to
call themsalvesatheists, and hethinks, thisin thelong run will only warrant
their “being described as confused, ambiguous, evasive, hypocritical and
dishonest” (Kurtz, 1973). Onthisshowing, credit must begiventothebravery
of Sartre, who identifieshimself asaproponent of what hecalls“existential
atheism,” by whichterm heemphasizeshuman freedom by describingthehuman
being or “humanredity” (in Heideggerianterms) as* abeing who existsbefore
he can be defined by any concept,” since God doesnot exist | et donedetermine
ahuman being'snatureor lifein advance (Sartre, 1957). However, itismy
view that, unless otherwise stated likein Sartre’scase, it istechnically not
difficult to suppose that all philosophies about human action, including
humanism, whose basi sdeviatefrom the thesisof the supremacy of thewill of
asupreme being is atheistic. An example is deFord’ s characterization of
humani sm as athel stic because* aphil osophy founded on the agreement that
‘manisthemeasureof dl things canhavenoroomfor belief intheintervention
of non-materid postulates’ (Kurtz, 1973).

However, the shortcoming of such asupposition isthat to say that
thereisasubject-matter in theworld of humans, such ashuman freedom or,
generaly, the enhancement of human well-being, that should not requirethe
involvement of any supreme being but humansalone, isnot to necessarily
assert that no supreme being exists; only that divinewill or involvement does
not matter. One can make sense of her comments in this and the above
paragraphsin only oneway: what she seemsto bethinkingisthat religion does
not deny that what isgood for humankind should bewhatever God requires.
And, sincein humanismtheconcernishumankind a one, she seemsto assume,
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just likeZimmerman, that thewill and* authority” of God, which, shethinks,
areindicativeof orimplicitin Hisexistence, aredenied smultaneoudy with His
exisence.

b) Scientific Humanism: This humanism wants humansto focus on the
natural world. With respect to the pursuit of good actions, it attemptsto avoid
being dead to humaninterests, by advocating the use of the eva uative method
that one “accepts as ultimate in all matters of fact and real experiencethe
appeal to the evidence of experienceaone (Anthony Flew in Kurtz, 1973).
For thisreason, abehaviourist, for instance, would mean by humanist anyone
“concerned for thefutureof mankind” asaresult of hisenvironmenta influences,
while humanistic psychol ogists maintain that “ a person can transcend his
environment ...that he determineswhat environmental forceswill act uponhim
—inaword, that hehasfreechoice (B. F. Skinner, inKurtz, 1973). Alsointhis
category isnaturaistic humanismwhich, inthewordsof CorlissLamont (1957),
regards humanism as*aworld-view inwhich natureiseverything, inwhich
thereisno supernatural...

c) Ethical Humanism: Reason asanatural endowment isexclusively to be
used by humansto search and identify, on their own, what choicesthey ought
to makein order to satisfy their needs or promote their interest. No other
judtification for human freedom or impediment to thisfreedomisgood news.
Ethical humanism, whichislargely founded on thisfeature of humans, urges
the human being to “learn to exerciseahigh ethical policy toward theearth on
which helives, toward the multitudinous plantsand animalsinhabiting it with
him, toward hisfellow humans—yes, and toward himself aswell —or ceaseto
survive(M. defFord, inKurtz, 1973). Onecanthusmention socidist humanism,
which springsfrom theideology of communism—that is, the socio-economic
philosophy that saysthat state control of themeansof production ensuresthat
the human being works not above his or her abilities and needs. Socialist
humanism considersthe making of god of private property, and the resultant
pursuit of it by humansasanti-human becauseit makesthem* daves’ of private
capital, and dienatesthem from themsealves. In other words, it makeshumans
concentrate on private property instead of onthemselves. Finally, Gyekye
(1995) observesthat the basis of Akan morality ishumanism.

d) ReligiousHumanism: Attempts have been madeto suggest that humanism
isapplicabletoreligion, or that religionisaform of humanism. Intheopinion
of, for example, Western religious schol ars and theol ogianswho sharethis
view, rdigionisanimportant part of thelifeof thehuman being and of humanism.
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Inthewords of Pope Paul V1, “true humanism must be Christian (See Pope
Paul V1's Christmas M essage 25th Dec., 1969; as also mentioned in Kurtz,
1973 p. 173- 174). Indeed, what the Popeis suggesting now isquite contrary
totheimpression created earlier inthisarticlethat humanismisanti-religious.
Taking about good lifefor humankind, humanigtic theism requiresthat humans
be“asGod-likeaspossible’ becauseinthewordsof Gardner Williams*...God
istheprincipleor essenceof thehighest good. Man'sfirst duty istoGod ... To
repudiateitin practiceismora depravity. Todeny itisatheism. Butitisneither
(Arigtotle, 1992). Theideabehind humanistic theismisthat with thisattitude
toward God, humanswould be promoting their well-being. Alsointhiscategory
istheistic existentialism which aims at getting humans over the hurdles
established by organized religionin order to, in effect, free them from all
intermediariesthat stand between them and their object of worship: God, to
beprecise.

Humanism isundeniably applied in the senses discussed above. We
caninfer fromour earlier discuss onsthat atheistic humanism, scientifichumanism
and ethical humanism maketheissue of God irrelevant in humanism. Inthe
West, for example, religion, as practised in that culture, isperceived to be
wheretheideaof Godisencouraged, so, religionistreated likewise by these
non-religioushumanists. However, sincethegoa sof humanism areextremely
cherishable and attractive, someWestern theol ogians and religious-minded
scholarshave advanced various argumentsto bring God and religion, intothe
gphere of humanism. But, do theviewsof thesetheol ogiansand scholarsmeet
thetrue, philosophical standard of humanism? Cantheir viewsbeincorporated
into the philosophical senseof humanism? Theseissueswill beexaminedin
somedetail shortly.

Fromtheforegoing, it can beseenthat humanismispracticaly avery
broad or multi-faceted concept. But this synoptic account of the casts of
humanism doesnot mean that the choiceof thedefinitioninthefirst paragraph
of theintroductionisinappropriate. Thereasonisthat thedefinition appears
for what gives the true meaning of humanism, that is, humanism in the
philosophical sense. Theevidencefor thisisembedded in history suchasin
theorigin or devel opment of the philosophy of humanism, in Westernthought,
asessentidly arationality-related one.

ThePhilosophy of Humanismin Western History

The devel opment of the concept of humanism hasalot to do with the question
of rationdity whichisdeemed by somephilosophersto bethemost ditinguishing
featureof thehuman being. Mg or Western philosopherswho identify humans
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with rationality include Aristotle (1992). Reason is portrayed by such
philosophersnot just asthe sole preserve of humansbut that humansaremostly
guided by itinall they do. Theargument, it appears, isthat since humanism
placesthe human being a the centreof everything, for anything to behumanistic,
that thing shoul d be capabl e of being justified by hisor her naturally endowed
faculty of reason or should beaproduct of arational deliberation—ameans
throughwhichthehumanbeingmainly and“ riably” promoteshisor her intered.

Thisway, rationality is presented asnot having an opposing relation
with humanism, or asaconcept readily acceptablein humanism, whileanything
irrationa —such asrdigiousbdliefs—hasno placein humanism. That thisisthe
correct interpretation of the conviction of humanistson therel ation between
rationality and humanism isquiteevident intheway humanismasaphilosophy
isthought to have begun, intheway this philosophy has progressed over the
ages, and inwheat obyjectivethe pioneer humanistsand their most loyd followers
sought, and have been seeking, to achieve. Thefact that humanism hasnow
cometo denote severa other thingsin Western thought doesnot changethese
facts.

Fromthemoment when thefifth Century Athenian Sophigt, Protagoras,
said that “manisthe measureof all things,” he hasbeen regarded asatrue
humanist (Paul Edwards, 1967). Paul Edwards (1967) statement isdiscussed
asahumanistic philosophy. Socratessubgtantialy changesthefocusof thinkers
inAncient Greecefrom cosmology and, in some sense, thegodsto man. This
can, for example, be seenin hisfamous saying: "Know Thyself". Although
different interpretations have been given to thisassertion of his.“Manisthe
measure”, because the goodness or rightness or value of everythingisto be
measured by how well it affects the human being, or by the extent of
concentration theissue under consideration givesto the human being, and to
human interests. Thefull statement “ man isthemeasure of al things” also
requiresthat the human being be made the centre of being and knowledge.

Some philosophers have tended to interpret Protagoras differently.
For ingtance, John Burnet in hisGreek Philosophy (1950) indicateshissupport
for Plato and Demokritosin doubting theview that in hisstatement "man, the
measure,” Protagoras meant by man, "the concept of man,” instead, he seems
tothink that by the statement above Protagoras might have meant thereativity
of human pointsof view. It isdisagreed becausetheintellectual revolution
against supernaturalism which the Sophistswereactively involvedin points
moretothelikelihood of Protagoras humanity and not relativistic concerns. In
addition, thisphilosophy of Protagoras could mean that humans, being rationa
creatures, should beleft freeto measure” or, in actud fact, decidewhat things
aregood for them and what arenot. It doesnot really matter that his statement
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isnecessarily about therelativity of human pointsof view, but rather, it could
be seen as an attempt to di stingui sh the human being as onewho can pursue
hisintereststhroughintelligent procedure. Thisisaso anindication of theidea
that reason occupiesaprominent position in hishumanism. Not only this itis
also to be noted that sincethe Sophistsinfifth Century Athenswere, among
other issues, concerned with staging arevol ution against religion, seeking to
make humans, their interests and their world paramount, while, at the same
time, making religiousbeliefsabout thewill of thegodsand beliefsabout the
gpiritua world of the godsdoubtful and irrelevant, hishumanism had muchto
dowith using reason to diminatereligion from the human-oriented.

The prominence of reason in humanism, and reason as an effectual
tool for curtailing theinfluence of religion on humans, wasalso maintainedin
medieva humanism. For instance, the Renai ssance movement was regarded
asahumanist one becauseit madetherationa human being the determinant of
hisor her own destiny. The movement cameinto being becausehumans, inthe
MiddleAges, wasobserved to havein diversewayslost their natural freedom
totakecontrol of their lives, particularly under theauthority of the churchand
the Pope. And, themovement’ sattemptsto reversethethen ungppealing Stuetion
wrought the need for what, in ancient Greece, wasreferred to as* paideia: the
education favoured by thosewho considered thelibera artsto beinstruments,
that is, disciplinesproper to manwhich differentiatehim fromtheother animals
(Edwards, 1967).

In other words, the humaniststhought it prudent to employ the study
of thelibera artsasameansof equipping mantorevolt agains religion, andits
other-worldly inclinations. Thiswasindeed the case because, as confirmed
elsawhere, * European humani sts during the Renai ssance had sought to shift
intellectual authority from the church and the Papacy and toward ancient
humanistic sources (Eze, 1997). However, that the strugglewas, in asense,
aso againgt theauthority of theempireand feuddism. Theshift toward paideia
wasa so dueto thebelief that thisform of education had asmashing success
rateat filling humanswith the*® spirit of freedom,” which they needed (at that
time, apparently, to promote hiswell-being) in both society and nature.

However, the ideas of the inborn rationality of humans and the
subsequent resort to paideia for the restoration of the spirit of freedomin
humansinitially sound abit confusing. For, onewould liketo ask: isit not
mainly by reason that humansknow?And, isit not because of their intelligence
that they are deemed to know what isgood for them and what isnot? Since
either question can be answered yes, thefina possible question that demands
acareful answer could bethis: if humansarerational by nature—and for that
matter know where, when and by what their welfareisenhanced —and isthus
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not expected to accept what they know isnot intheir interest, then, why again
didthey havetoresort to or requirepaideiatofill themwiththe spirittofree
himsdf from an anti-human situation?By thisquestionin mind, asituationwhere
the placeinvolved timeand theimpact of theanti-human activitiesin question
aredirectly experienced by humans.

Isit possiblefor the human being who would naturally liketo befree
not to want to be afree being, or not to “be freedom” ?—to borrow Sartre’'s
phrase. To start with, itisafeature of the human being not to want freedom,
unlessit can be affirmed that freedom isnot one of thegoodsof (therationa)
human being. In spite of this, the casefor paideia as something which the
human being needed in order to befilled with the spirit to free himself or
herself from the authority of the church should not lead oneto erroneously
doubt or deny theinnaterationality of the human being. Thisisbecauseinthe
practical life of man where paideia was seen as useful, the way he or she
behaves—whether rationdly, irrationaly, bedecided for, or even beinfluenced
through paideia—doesnot ater thefact that the human being hasarational
disposition. If the human being could be said to have indeed required the
influence of paideiato make someright choices, then, this, at most, can only
lead oneto raise questions about whether the human being doesalwaysact in
accordancewith hisor her rational nature (since paideiawould not have been
requiredif the human being could dwaysact rationdly) and not, rather, whether
he or sheisindeed rationa by nature.

However, one can question whether man really ever lost his
unquenchable quest for freedom? Sincewhen did helosethat spirit towarrant
the Renai ssance humanists' proclaimed need for paideia?Paideiarealy did
thetrick infilling man with the spirit of freedom as such. A more appropriate
way to describethe situationisthat pai deia was amethod of education that
encouraged the manifestation of the spirit of freedom that manisnaturdly filled
with. Even so, historical records bring to the fore the achievements of the
Renai ssance humanists, and credit them with theliberation of man from the
authority of religion, something they achieved, generally, through*joining the
revolution against the other worldlinessof themedieva church (Janaro, 1975).

Itisthissameideaof avoiding religion and itsother-worldly doctrines
and prescriptions that appears to have motivated some modern Western
humani st phil osophersto arguethat atrue discuss on of humanism must bethe
onethat necessarily includestherejection of religion. To effectively achieve
this, they would a so placereason at the base of humanism. A caseinpointis
Guthrie' sview that theintellectua revolutioninthefifth Century Athens, thet is,
at thetime of Socrates, which was partly led by the Sophists, was* one of
consciousreactionagaing rdigion, of humanisminthefull sense(Guthrie, 1965).
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Duetothesereasons, itisawaysdifficult for Western philosophersto define
humanismwithout telling what it cannot be or what it doesnot include—that is,
religion and the supernatural orientation or issuesthat religion presentsor
represents. Evidence of thiscan a so befoundin the naturalistic definition of
Lamont, which statesthat “ ... .Humanism, initsmaost accurate philosophical
sense, impliesaworld-view inwhich Natureiseverything, inwhichthereisno
supernatura (Lamont, 1957). Theissueof rdigion or itssupernatura orientation
isunderstandably brought into the definition of humanism becauseitistruethat
sometimes, asit isin thisinstance, one can describe athing more accurately
when one spellsout what that thing isnot. A definition of thiskind, just to
clarify my argument, can be seeninthe Dictionary’sdefinition of theword
“gpecies’ initshiological sense. One can consider thevaue of theunderlined
portion of the definition of theafore-mentioned word, given as.

The major subdivision of a genus or subgenus, regarded

asabasic category of biological classification, composed

of related individual s that resemble one another, are able

to breed among themsel ves, but are not able to breed with

members of another species (Webster's Encyclopedic

Unabridged Dictionary 1996).

We seethat, that whichisnot true of “ species’, theunderlined, isso crucia
that without it, or if itisnegated, wewill either make* species’ vague, or will
not betalking about “ species’. To dedl with theunderlined, then, islogicaly to
deal withwhat ispart of thedefinition of “ species.” Similarly, what humanism
cannot include — that is, religion — being so crucial, thus becomes an
indispensable part of the definition of Western humanism. We caninfer from
thediscussonssofar that humanism, asevident indl ages, isaphilosophy that
wasessentially devel oped to opposerdligion, because of thelatter’sperceived
supernatural or other-worldly inclination and doctrines. Thisisthesensein
which humanism can begivenitstrue philosophical meaning.

And, the concerns of these mainstream humanists, adequately
summarized becomenoathing different from thedefinition of humanismwhichis
the most appropriate; that it isaphilosophy that promotesthe well-being of
thehumanbeinginthislife. And, by ‘thislife’, itismeant lifeinthe physical or
natural world. One objection that comes up iswhy thereiswhat istoday
referredtoas” rligioushumanism” intheWest. For, thefact that this* humanism”
iscontrary to the true sense of humanismiswell captured in thefollowing
observation of Kurtz:

Originally Humanism was a revolutionary weapon in the
hands of free thinkers who demanded freedom from
authoritarian ecclesiastical control. Subsequently,
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Humanism was refined and expanded to express a this-
worldly concern for human happiness and for a just and
humane society. Today its bitter critics are apparently
reconciled with it, for they express agreement with its moral
excellencies. Humanism has reached its nadir in that almost
everyone pays a lip service to its ideals and few will dare

admit that they do not have a humanistic concern. A graphic

illustration of this was the message from Pope Paul VI

wherein he proclaims that... ‘People today talk of

Humanism...without Christ there is no true Humanism...

True Humanismmust be Christian’ (Kurtz, 1973 p. 173 - 174).
Intheopinion of Kurtz and other Western philosopherswho share hisview,
the Pope' s position would be correct only if he can deny the statement that
human beingswill best servetheir interestsif they obey God and do only
things that can send them to Heaven other than Hell. But it istheseideas
of God'swill, Heaven and Hell, and other other-worldly prescriptionsof religion
(which the Pope cannot reject) that mainstream Humanistsoutlaw or forbidin
humanism. Indeed, to associate with Kurtz' spositionandtoinsist that inits
origina philosophica sense, Western humanismisanti-religious.

From the discussion above, it can also be seen that humanismisnot
only aconceptua problem. It haspractical dimensonand relevance. Humanism
provides some guidelineswith which humans can act and can be assessed.
The concept of humanism hasits own means of deciding or making some
actionsof humans acceptable and othersinappropriate, thereby providing a
generd framework for ahuman being to know what, inrdationto thepromotion
of hisor her interest (or theinterests of others), isrequired of him or her and
that whichisnot. And, intelling how man can pursuethat whichisin hisinterest,
humanistsresort to therational method.

CONCLUSION

Thisstudy hasshown different definitionsof humanism. It hasa so argued that
the proper understanding of humanism can only beattained by considering the
historical background of humanism. Fromthehistorical perspective, therefore,
theaim of humanistsand their optimism about the human potentia isbrought
tolight. Thiscan, for instance, be seenintheir position that with anaturally
endowed faculty of reason, humans should be able to improve upon their
lives, maketheir only world (the natura world) better, or generaly, promote
their well-being. The point isthat thereisno need for humansto go through
any difficultiesinlifewith thehopeof receiving somebenefitsinanext life. This
original sense of humanism encourages humansto concentrate onthisworld
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aoneagang theteaching of reigion (particularly, of Chrigtianity whichWestern
humanistslargely roseagainstinthe past). Thisarticle has, indeed, confirmed
theview that humanism, initscoreWestern sense, isathis-worldly philosophy
that necessarily excludesrdigion.
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