10

AMERICAN HUMANIST ASSOCIATION

SYMPOSIUM

ESSAYS IN THE PHILOSOPHY OF HUMANISM

PROGRAM and ABSTRACTS

San José,  June 3, 2010
PROGRAM

Essays in the Philosophy of Humanism Symposium

Thursday, June 3, 2009 
9:00am-6:00pm

Doubletree San José Hotel

Room: TBA

All speakers will have 20 minutes to present their abstract, plus a 5 minute Q&A. A 5 minute break will occur after each speaker so that the next speaker can prepare to go next.
9:00am-9:15am 
Welcome and Introduction of Topics and Speakers



Marian Hillar, Editor-in-Chief, Essays in the Philosophy of Humanism
Session I
The Foundations of Humanism and the Humanist Cosmology
Presiding: Tony Pinn, Rice University
9:15am-10:15am        
Inclusive Humanism 

Peter Derkx, University for Humanistics, Utrecht, the Netherlands 
Cosmology: A Blind Spot of Modern Humanism? On Evolution, Ecology and Humanism

                        
Henk Manschot, University for Humanistics, Utrecht, the Netherlands
10:15am

Break

Session II

Humanist Philosophical Traditions
Presiding:  Frederic March, Humanist Society of New Mexico 

10:20am-11:20am  
The Meaning of the Enlightenment for Humanism
Willeke Los, University for Humanistics, Utrecht, the Netherlands
Moral Philosophy and Religion Facing Science. Humanistic Synthesis 
Marian Hillar, Center for Philosophy and Socinian Studies
11:20am-1:30pm
Lunch

Session III

The Humanist Lifestance and Ethics

Presiding: Arthur Jackson, Silicon Valley Humanists

1:30pm-2:30pm
Autonomy, Resilience and the Meaning of Exemplary Persons for Humanism




Joachim Duyndam, University for Humanistics, Utrecht, the Netherlands
Humanist Ethology

Robert D. Finch, Humanists of Houston 

2:30pm

Break

Session IV

Humanism and Advances in the Sciences & Technology
Presiding:  Robert Finch, Humanists of Houston

2:35pm-3:35pm
A Very Brief History of Causal Thought as Evolutionary Source of 



Religion & Science

Frederic March, Humanist Society of New Mexico
Building Humanist Chapters
Arthur Jackson, Silicon Valley Humanists

3:35 


Break
Session V

Building and Managing Humanist Organizations
Presiding; Peter Derkx, University of Humanistics

3:40pm-4:40pm
Naturalism and Humanism

Guido O. Perez, University of Miami School of Medicine



The New Institute for Humanist Studies Think Tank 

Tony Pinn, Rice University
4:40pm

Break

Session VI

The Impact and Future of Humanism
Presiding: Joachim Duyndam, University of Humanistics

4:45pm-6:00 pm
Concepts for Humanists in the 21st Century

Warren J. Rose, American Humanist Association

An American Humanist Party?




Hugh Giblin, American Humanist Association




A Constructivist Epistemology for Humanists




John F. Crosby, University of Kentucky 

6:00 pm -6:15 pm
Closing Remarks
ABSTRACTS
Inclusive Humanism
Peter Derkx, Professor of Humanism and Worldviews, University for Humanistics, Utrecht, The Netherlands

Starting from the Renaissance and the Enlightenment as two defining periods in the history of Humanism this paper will have a new look at what constitutes the core of a humanist world view or meaning frame. Four main principles will be explained and argued for: 1) each and every worldview (whether religious or not; whether based on revelation or not) is a product of human experience and imagination; human beings in specific historical contexts bear the responsibility for maintaining and changing it; 2) all human beings  have to regard and treat each other as equals; each human being has a claim to human dignity; 3) each and every individual has the right and the duty to shape and determine the course of his or her own life; this principle not only refers to negative freedom (no interference) but at least as much to positive freedom and responsibility (what life to choose?); 4) life and politics are not only about the wellbeing of an abstract and generalized nation and humanity; humanists ultimately care for specific, unique, vulnerable and irreplaceable persons. This view of humanism has consequences for the relationship of humanism to other worldviews. Humanism includes some Christians, Muslims, atheists, Buddhists etc. and excludes others.
Cosmology: A Blind Spot of Modern Humanism? - on Evolution, Ecology and Humanism

Henk A.M. Manschot, Professor Emeritus of Philosophy, esp. Ethics; Director Kosmopolis Institute, University for Humanistics, Utrecht, The Netherlands
Are we at a crossroads in the Earth’s evolution? Modern global phenomena such as an historically unparalleled population explosion, the massive transformation of rural ways of life into urban, mega polis lifestyles and the wide scale of ecological destruction produced by techno-industrial consumerist behavior, confront us with unforeseen effects of modernity and its human-centered presuppositions. 

In the early 21st century, consolidated human behavior is overshooting the self-restorative capacity of the earth by a wide margin of 30 to 40%.  

This paper critically evaluates some aspects of these anthropocentric dimensions of modernity and proposes a transformation from a human-centered to a cosmos-centered worldview. This proposition is explored along three lines:

1) An evolutionary perspective on the planet as an interdependent life support system of which humans are an integral part;
2)  The extension of human responsibility for the preservation of all life on earth; 

3) The development of a ‘cosmological story’ from a humanist perspective 

In my view, Humanism, just as all other religions and world views, is faced with a task of re-imagining and reconceptualising a cosmology that gives meaning and direction to current times. Perhaps this challenge applies even more strongly to Humanism since the diagnosis of our current times attributes new significance to the responsibility of human beings, who are of course at the centre of Humanism.
The Meaning of the Enlightenment for Humanism

Willeke Los, Assistant Professor of the History of Humanism, University for Humanistics, Utrecht, The Netherlands

Within modern humanism the Enlightenment represents an important frame of reference. However, there are large differences in the way in which humanists refer to the Enlightenment. Whereas some humanists regard the Enlightenment as the foundation of modern humanism or at least as an important source of inspiration, others criticize the Enlightenment for its emphasis on rationalism and universalism (neglecting human emotions and differences). The question I want to address in my paper is how these different humanist appraisals of the Enlightenment are connected with Enlightenment historiography and how recent changes in the interpretation of the Enlightenment may affect the meaning of the Enlightenment for modern humanism.
Moral Philosophy and Religion Facing Science: Humanistic Synthesis

Marian Hillar, Professor of Philosophy and Religious Studies, Center for Philosophy and Socinian Studies, Houston, TX
The first attempts at explanation of our behavior and attitudes versus other humans were formulated in the form of mythical narratives as attested by the oldest written documents from the Mesopotamian, Mediterranean, and Far Eastern regions of the World. 

On the other hand, more rigorous philosophical speculations attempted to give more critical and organized explanations. We observe a continuous thread of attempts starting with ancient thinkers ending with modern philosophical speculations. Following Darwin, however, modern studies in primatology, psychology, and anthropology propose that people are born with a “moral grammar” wired into their neural circuits by evolution. This grammar generates at the basic level moral judgments which are instantaneously inaccessible to the conscious mind. It is generate moral behavior and not a list of specific rules. The rules are arrived at by a process of abstraction and classification. Basic rules are the same in every society, but the grammar allows for cultural variations, since cultures can put different emphases on its elements.

This proposal has strong and far-reaching implications. The question arises now, what validity does moral philosophical speculation and religious injunctions have in view of scientific theories and the evidence behind them. This paper will evaluate scientific models for the behavioral patterns and attempt to correlate them with the past philosophical speculations developing a new synthesis. 

Autonomy, Resilience, and the Meaning of Exemplary Persons for Humanism

Joachim Duyndam, Associate Professor of Philosophy, esp. Humanist Anthropology, University for Humanistics, Utrecht, The Netherlands

Worldview traditions can be significantly characterized by exemplary persons representing such traditions. The ideas, values, imagination, and inspiration that make up a worldview are embodied in historical and contemporary, real and even fictitious personalities with outstanding character, career, heroism, or influential ideas. Unlike most worldviews (e.g. Christianity, Jewry, Buddhism), however, humanism seems to underestimate the importance of its exemplars. What is more, except for Erasmus and other Renaissance humanists, it is far from evident who can actually be considered to be emblematic humanist exemplars: Socrates? Marx? Darwin? Mandela? 

Starting from the assumption that the future of a strong and convincing humanism depends highly on the recognition of credible humanist exemplars, my contribution discusses the meaning of exemplars in humanism, by exploring theoretical concepts of exemplarity, both hermeneutical and biological, related to two core concepts of humanism: autonomy and resilience. The latter (in Dutch: ‘geestelijke weerbaarheid’) originates from the great Dutch humanist Jaap van Praag. By studying the meaning of exemplary resilience and autonomy, my paper aims to revise and to actualize Van Praag’s concept.

Humanist Ethology

Robert D. Finch, Emeritus Professor, Humanists of Houston, Houston, TX

Some of our behavior predates our becoming human but still has survival value.  Since our line branched off on the road to humanity our ethology has been based on systems involving both emotion and reasoning.  Such values and social systems give structure to our behavior.  Dewey argued that we proceed by evaluating situations, and making changes to eliminate problems.  Julian Huxley realized that Humanism itself evolves and this is its distinctive feature.  We obtained a deeper and more fundamental understanding of the change with the elucidation of the Popperian ethic.  Still further improvements have come from the work of Kurtz, Singer and Habermas. We have realized that our instincts, values and principles still have to meet the practical limitations of our situation at different times and places.  We have to stay committed to ethical communities i.e. organizations that foster learning and evolution of our culture and we are responsible for finding visions that inspire both individuals and societies. 

A Very Brief History of Causal Thought: Evolution’s Source of Religion & Science
Frederic March, Humanist Society of New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM    
By 50,000 years ago, a small African community had evolved modern minds capable of fully developed human language that enabled sophisticated causal thought. This in turn enabled survival skills far exceeding those of less-evolved human species that ultimately vanished. Such skills accelerated the learning and the technical capabilities enabling worldwide dispersal of descendants who survived in virtually every earthly ecological habitat. My presentation illustrates the causal thought from our ancestral community to the present that created our cultures including art, science, and religion. It shows that human causal thought has been both “material” and “spiritual” throughout history. Until recent times virtually all the material causal thought that underlies science was framed by inferences of spirits believed to possess ultimate powers over material reality and especially over the personal fates of humans and their communities. Humanists who champion the extinction of spirit causality in the human species pursue an impossible mission that harms the humanist movement. They should refine their understanding of how religion and science actually operate in human minds and cultures. While I do not elaborate here, my purpose is to stimulate an understanding through education about how humanism can benefit from these cognitive science insights.
Building Humanist Chapters 

Arthur Jackson, Silicon Valley Humanists, San José, CA

For me Humanism must include concern about the future of humanity using our past to guide our future. We need a paradigm shift of major proportions to ensure the perpetuation of our species which I believe is the fundamental idea upon which any valid moral system must be based.
 My personal conclusion on the best way to accomplish the above is to develop organizations with the goal of helping every person achieve their full positive potential. This is necessary if the human species is actually worthy of being maintained.
I desire to be part of an informal fellowship of individuals functioning within the naturalistic realm of science committed to the goal of developing practical models to build a world satisfactory for all of us to live in. These models would have the openness, flexibility, and rational/experimental grounding to assist anyone anywhere in the world in living a joyful, purposeful life.
Some preliminary efforts for this have been brought together in my unpublished book, “How to Live the Good Life: A User’s Manual for Modern Humans,” and my book, “The Humanist Chapter of the Future and the Future of Humanism.” Ideas from the latter will be shared in my presentation.
Naturalism and Humanism
Guido O. Perez, Emeritus Professor of Medicine, University of Miami School of Medicine, Miami, FL.
Naturalism is a worldview that rejects supernatural events and affirms that a complete account of reality can be given by entities and processes that occur in the natural world. It has a political, moral and spiritual dimension compatible with the Humanist Manifesto. In this paper, I present a description of Naturalism based on recent developments in Physics and Biology. In my view, Naturalism is based on scientific realism and accepts indeterminism as postulated by Quantum mechanics. Because I cannot prove that only physical entities populate the world, I embrace Methodological rather than Ontologic Naturalism. I believe that complex systems exhibit behaviors such as Emergence and Chaos that can only be explained by non-reductive physicalism. We don’t know the origin of life or the universe but there are many plausible theories under investigation. The theory of evolution is the best explanation we have for the amazing variety and complexity in the living world. It is unclear how brain events cause mind events; I suspect that mind is an emergent property of neural circuits in the brain. Religious beliefs have a social-evolutionary origin; I am an agnostic who rejects positive atheism and agrees that science may be compatible with Deism, Pantheism and some liberal religions.

The New Institute for Humanist Studies Think Tank 

Tony Pinn, Rice University, Houston, TX

Concepts for Humanists in the 21st Century

Warren J. Rose, American Humanist Association

In writing two papers for EPH (one published, one in review), I have seen the need for Humanists to have at their disposal a set of concepts that would help them gain the overarching perspective that they need to try to help meet challenges of overpopulation, resource depletion, global warning, and the enduring obstinacy of ignorance and self-interest.
The AHA’s basic descriptions of what humanism is, is very good, but, as humanists, we will find it necessary to work and converse with people who, though they may not disagree with those descriptions, might see them as not offering them much help in dealing with the lives they have in front of them. I would envision presenting 25-30 concepts, including the following:

· Between heaven and earth

· Throwing poop

· The irrationality of rationality

· Being a humanist without being Humanist

· The balkanization of knowledge and ‘The Human’

· Killing Darwin

· The profligate accident [consciousness]

· Distributive ethics

I would intend the presentation to be as much Swiftian (Jonathan) as it is eschatological, and as much mental explosive device as doctrinal dissertation.

An American Humanist Party?

Hugh Giblin, American Humanist Association

Since the 1933 Humanist Manifesto we’ve enrolled just 20,000 members in our major Humanist organizations. Yet, we continue to talk, as if, inevitably, our day will come, as if some Humanist Rapture will miraculously occur. Let’s face reality. We can write our Manifestos, hold our conferences, talk about Humanism in our small chapters, write about it in our publications and websites, but we are communicating to ourselves not the public. 

The Liberation Party grew by grassroots political effort from a handful of people in 1971 to the third largest political party now garnering millions of votes, but much more importantly, educating tens of millions of people as to what Libertarianism is all about. I propose a political platform based on social policies dictated by science and reason, not Left-Right ideology, a platform, which would include non-belief in supernaturalism. With an estimated 40 million adult non-believers in the U.S. we have a potential massive following.

 Would we win elections? Not big ones for some time, but we would, through basic grassroots political techniques, be finally educating many people on the meaning, value and promise of Humanist philosophy. Let’s try it. We have nothing to lose but our irrelevance.

A Constructivist Epistemology for Humanists
John F. Crosby, University of Kentucky  
The Humanist Manifesto of 2003 states: “Humanism is a progressive philosophy of life…without supernaturalism…”   If Epistemology asks “How do we know what we think we know?”, on what grounds do we rule out appeal to the supernatural without ourselves becoming part of the epistemological problem?

Using the principles of radical constructivism I shall attempt to illustrate that knowledge of ultimate truth, by any name or description, is beyond the pale of human existence.

We are constantly constructing truth that I designate as First Order Truth.  First order truth is personal truth in that it is our attempt to create and invent reality according to our varied perceptions and the beliefs and constructs that result from these perceptions. 

Truth of the second order, or Second Order Truth, has never been accessible to human beings.  Observation, experimentation, and rational thought combine to proclaim that truth of the ultimate source is unknowable in any final, scientific, observational, or rational inquiry.  In this sense there is a parallel between second order truth and Kant’s noumena.  No revelation has ever been scientifically verified or validated.  No human has ever returned from the grave, and no hypothesis or theory regarding the nature of reality has ever been granted the status of ultimate truth.

The epistemological problem is humankind’s never ending penchant for making a leap of logic whereby the individual boldly proclaims that his/her construct of first order truth is actually the way things really are, i.e. that (my) first order truth is identical to universal second order truth.  This equating of first order truth with second order truth constitutes the epistemological fallacy which has become a scourge upon humankind because it gives rise to turmoil, misery, warfare and genocide.

