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Editorial

In the sixteenth century the word humanist was coined to signify one who taught or worked in the "studia
humanitatis," or humanities- that is, grammar, rhetoric, history, poetry, and moral philosophy, as
distinguished from fields less concerned with the moral and imaginative aspects and activities of man, such
as mathematics, natural philosophy, and theology. At that time, these studies focused on classical, and above
all Latin, culture; and they put great emphasis on learning to speak and write good Latin. Scholarly humanists
recovered, edited, and expounded many ancient texts in Greek and Latin, and so contributed greatly to the
store of materials and ideas in the European Renaissance. These humanists also wrote many works
concerned with educational, moral, and political themes, based largely on classical writers such as Aristotle,
Plato, and above all, Cicero. In the nineteenth century a new word, humanism, came to be applied to the view
of human nature, the general values, and the educational ideas common to many Renaissance humanists, as

well as to a number of later writers in the same tradition.

Typically, Renaissance humanism assumed the dignity and central position of human beings in the universe;
emphasized the importance in education of studying classical imaginative and philosophical literature,
although with emphasis on its moral and practical rather than its aesthetic values; andinsisted on the primacy,
in ordering human life, of reason (considered the distinctively human faculty) as opposed to the instinctual
appetites and the "animal" passions. Many humanists also stressed the need for a rounded development of an
individual's diverse powers, physical, mental, artistic, and moral, as opposed to a merely technical or

specialized kind of training.

In our time the term "humanist" often connotes those thinkers who base truth on human experience and
reason and base values on human nature and culture, as distinct from those who regard religious revelation as

the warrant for all truth and values. With few exceptions, however, Renaissance humanists were pious
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Christians who incorporated the concepts and ideals inherited from pagan antiquity into the frame of the
Christian creed. The result was that they tended to emphasize the values achievable by human beings in this
world, and to minimize the earlier Christian emphasis on the innate corruption of human beings and on the
ideals of asceticism and of withdrawal from this world in a preoccupation with the world hereafter. It has
become common to refer to this synthesis of classical and Christian views, typical of writers such as Sir

Philip Sidney, Edmund Spenser, and John Milton, as Christian humanism.

The rapid advance in the achievements and prestige of the natural sciences and technology after the
Renaissance sharpened, in later heirs of the humanistic tradition, the need to defend the role of the humanities
in a liberal education against the encroachments of the sciences and the practical arts. As Samuel Johnson,

the eighteenth-century humanist who had once been a schoolmaster, wrote in his Life of Milton:

The truth is, that the knowledge of external nature, and the sciences which that knowledge requires or
includes, are not the great or the frequent business of the human mind. . . . We are perpetually moralists, but
we are geometricians only by chance.... Socrates was rather of opinion that what we had to learn was, how to

do good, and avoid evil.

Matthew Arnold, the notable proponent of humanism in the Victorian Period, strongly defended the central
role of humane studies in general education. Many of Arnold's leading ideas are adaptations of the tenets of
the older humanism-his view, for example, that culture is a perfection "of our humanity proper, as

distinguished from our animality," and consists of "a harmonious expansion of all the powers which make the

',
s

beauty and worth of human nature"; his emphasis on knowing "the best that is known and thought in the
world," with the assumption that much of what is best is in the writings of classical antiquity; and his

conception of poetry as essentially "a criticism of life."
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In the 1890s the German philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey developed a highly influential distinction between the
natural sciences, which aim at a re- ductive "explanation" of the world, and the "human sciences" (the
humanities), which aim to achieve an "understanding" of the full, concrete world of actual experience-the

lived human world, for example, that is represented in works of literature.

In our own century the American movement of 1910-33 known as New Humanism, under the leadership of
Irving Babbitt and Paul Elmer More, argued strongly for a return to a primarily humanistic education, and for
a very conservative view of moral, political, and literary values that is grounded mainly on classical
literature. (See Irving Babbitt, Literature and the American College, 1908; and Norman Foerster, ed.,
Humanism and America, 1930.) But in the present age of proliferating demands for specialists in the
sciences, technology, and the practical arts, the broad humanistic base for a general education has been
greatly eroded. In most colleges the earlier humanistic view of education survives mainly in the requirement
that all stu- - dents in the liberal arts must take at least six hours in the group called the humanities, which

comprises literature, philosophy, music, languages, and sometimes history.

Editor
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