Paul G:  “Why I became a Humanist?”
I found this simple request difficult to fulfil. The reason, I think, is that I never became a humanist. I suspect I always was one. I recall in my teens reading a piece in a Sunday supplement about humanism. To my delight the article neatly articulated my own, slightly muddled, adolescent views and gave them a label: humanism. The label was new: the ideas – that humans, rather than gods, should inform thought and action; that it was entirely possible to lead a useful and charitable existence without recourse to deities, religion and church – were not.

To some extent, therefore, any question such as ‘Why are you a humanist?’ seems to me a little pointless. One might just as well ask: ‘Why do you breathe?’ ‘Why do you get up in the morning?’ There are biological and sociological answers to these questions; but, because of their naturalness, their self-evidence, it seems unnecessary for anyone other than the specialist to dwell on them. Humanism, or being a humanist, falls into this category: it is, for me (and probably, at bottom, for the 70% or so of people who, in opinion polls, claim to have little or no religious feeling), so obvious that, like eating or sleeping, at a mundane level it needs no probing. Hence my hesitation in responding. 

For me, a more relevant question is probably not why I became a humanist but why I am a humanist. 

Humans are rational beings who behave irrationally. For this reason humanism, based on reason and rooted in the verifiable certainties of this life rather than the vague promises of an after-life, is the natural default position for humans. As rational beings, however, we have behaved irrationally and allowed ourselves over the centuries to be persuaded by advocates of nonsense, rather than sense, of insanity, rather than sanity; accordingly we have adopted religion as our default position. This is perverse. In so doing we deny our reason, one of the characteristics which distinguishes us from other species; we base our lives on illogicality (which in turn might explain some of the world’s ills); we become, in effect, a contradiction. In short: we cannot argue that we are rational beings if our lives are built on an irrational concept.

The challenge for humanists is to change the default position. In the way that public opinion on smoking has changed (non-smoking, rather than smoking, has become standard and accepted behaviour), so humanists need to help render reason, rather than religion, the norm. It is religionists who, like today’s smokers huddled outside office buildings, should be given a place beyond the door of polite and rational society. To effect such change is a tall order (although, as suggested above, it would seem a majority of people in Britain might not be unsympathetic). 

At a time when superstition, in the form of faith schools, creationism and so-called intelligent design, is mounting a fresh assault on reason, the need for a humanistic approach to life – this life, rather than an after-life; people, rather than popes – is as pressing as ever. It is because of this, as much as anything else, that I am a humanist. Even if there is little I can do, I can be; and simply being a humanist helps show those with whom I come in contact that there is logical, reasonable and coherent set of values on which useful and productive lives can be built.

