


‘This book is an extraordinarily brave and enormously 
comprehensive attempt to re-energize an interest in the 
battered concept of humanism. Ken Plummer’s agenda for a 
new politics of humanity explicitly recognizes the manner in 
which past “humanisms” have been undermined by ethnocen-
trism and cultural insensitivity. These, and other impediments 
to a “critical humanism”, are courageously confronted in a 
volume that fully realizes its author’s intention to provide “a 
vision of something better”.’
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Imaginations: Only Connect

Only Connect. Tell the Stories.
Connect the machine to the action
And the action to the person.
Connect the person to the other,
And the other to the self.
Connect the self to the body,
And the body to the mind.
Connect the mind to the senses,
And the senses to the community.
Connect the community to the country,
And the country to the world.
Connect the world to the earth,
And the earth to the sky.
Connect the sky to the cosmos,
And the cosmos back to humanity.

Connect the particular to the general,
And the unique to the universal.
Connect the public to the personal,
And the personal to the political.
Connect the present to the past,
And the past to the future.
Connect the media to the reality,
And the reality to the truth.
Connect the knowing to the doing,
And the doing to the values.
Connect the generations to our dreams:
Of love and kindness and care.
Connect creativity to dignity and hope,
To a politics of better worlds for all.
Connect to rights and justice and flourishing.
Hear the Stories. Only Connect.





Introduction

What do we live for, if it is not to make life less difficult for 
each other?

George Eliot, Middlemarch (1871)

The year was 2007. I had been ‘born again’: a new human 
person, reconnected, full of life, energy and joy. I now had 
a new liver placed gently inside my body – donated by a 
seventeen-year-old girl, killed tragically in an accident. At 
any other time in history my life would have surely come to 
a fatal end. But in 2007, I was able to have a liver transplant. 
Over many years, I had developed chronic, fatal liver disease. 
The only way out now was full-blown transplant surgery. 
This saved my life. Recently invented, the transplant process 
brought together the altruism of the donor, the skills of the 
surgeon, the care of the nurses, the practical endeavours 
of hospital staff, the love of friends, partner and family, 
the intellectual brilliance of scientists – a full assemblage 
of humanity at work. Balancing on the edge of death for 
three and a half years and experiencing a successful trans-
plant most surely wants to make you celebrate the wonders 
of being uniquely alive, connected to the world and being 
complexly human.1

And yet. Even as I was slowly being returned to my 
fragile wider planetary home, this very world looked like 
it could do with its own transplant! It was 2008: just seven 
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years after the atrocity of the 9/11 New York twin tower 
slaughtering, we now had to face the enormous greed and 
corruption of the financial crash – casino capitalism – and its 
dishonest aftermath. Today as I write, in 2020, we confront 
a quite different order of crisis: a twenty-first-century plague, 
Covid-19, which has shaken everybody’s life and the very 
social structures in which we live.2 A new generational world 
experience is happening all around, like it or not.

Even as I recognize much of the extraordinary progress 
made in some parts of the world, I can also clearly see a world 
in woe, a much-mutilated humanity. We live in the chaotic 
flow of liquid modernity, a time of extraordinary volatility and 
change where life and the future have been rendered unsafe, 
insecure and at risk.3 The recent dominance of the West is 
now firmly in decline, and a new pluriversal world order is 
in the making.4 This is also an order with a tangible sense of 
the extreme harm we are doing to our environment. We build 
megacities of pollution in the middle of deserts. We cut down 
large swathes of forests all round the world, destroying both 
wildlife and the air we breathe. We elect leaders full of self-
pride and little concern for global humanity. We fail to prepare 
ourselves adequately for a world in which a long line of antici-
pated catastrophes and disasters (the Anthropocene and the 
Precipice) is lining up for us. We tip endless muck into the 
oceans and rivers, so life cannot survive. We turn all of human 
sensitivity and life into a deluge of digital dehumanization. 
And wherever we look – if we do look – we can see a morass 
of inequality: the rich and their unqualified ‘greediness’ doing 
so much more damage than the poor, who are forced to suffer 
so much. The deep structural divides over men and women, 
different ethnicities and sexualities, and more, are embedded 
in deep levels of violence. An unbearable suffering stalks the 
world in many places. Myanmar’s generals preside over the 
brutal ethnic cleansing of the Rohingya population; Syria’s 
President al-Assad wages bloody war, bombing civilians and 
targeting hospitals; and in Yemen, the Saudi-led coalition has 
killed and wounded thousands of civilians, bringing an entire 
country to the brink of famine.

Here is our cruel world of winners who get more and 
losers who get less. A world where women continue to be 
downgraded. A world where the humanity of some groups 
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who are ethnically, sexually or bodily different is denied. And 
despite years of accelerating warnings, a world in which many 
people live in full-blown and much-celebrated, irresponsible, 
cruel and violent ignorance. We dwell in what might be called 
anti-humanity: a deep disconnection from being human as 
we engage in mass dehumanization, mass expulsions, mass 
digitalism and mass extinctions. Much of the pluriversal 
world lives in deep ignorance of the complexity (and often the 
suffering) of the rest of the world. And everywhere, Covid-19 
has not made living any easier. So many people suffer; so 
many have been seriously let down by the human world in 
which they live.

From Humanism to Critical Humanism

So here we are. As agentic human beings we face the muddles, 
failures and tragedies of our world: some certainly more than 
others. How can our human world, one we have been building 
so artfully over the millennia, remain such a flawed place? 
Over the years we can see the uneven march of progress in the 
sphere of the technical. But in the ethical and human sphere, 
we linger behind. Advances in our ‘inner humanities’ do not 
match our scientific and technological awareness. Nearly 100 
years ago – only three or four generations – there was the 
most atrocious Holocaust. Science and power were put to 
use with the vilest of thoughts. Today, despite our ritualistic 
posturing ‘lest we forget’, many in the world are no longer 
even aware of it. Indeed, what have we learnt since then? 
In writing this book, I found for a while that the Holocaust 
overwhelmed me as a serious preoccupation (as it probably 
should in every human life at some time). How can it be that 
after all these thousands of years of so-called humanity we 
had learnt nothing and were capable of such cruel atrocities, 
often in the divisive language of humanity and nonhumanity? 
Humanity is in a mess. Why still write about a moribund 
humanism?

My interest in a sociological humanist stance goes back to 
the modern foundational works of William James, George 
Herbert Mead, Jane Addams and Herbert Blumer.5 As a 
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young gay man in the 1960s, then outlawed, stigmatized and 
apparently nonhuman, my earliest research on gay culture 
told me that the best way to understand the world was to be 
pragmatic: to get close to life as lived in its rich complexity 
and to listen to the diverse stories of unique human lives. Too 
much social science is done at a great distance from the lived 
human experience and its joys and pains. More: sociology 
should not just get done for its own sake. It needed to aim 
for social goals, social purpose, emancipation, connection 
and amelioration. Some forty years ago I wrote my first set 
of humanist claims, about using human stories to understand 
life, in the hope that we could move on. Today, many social 
scientists have long left humanism behind, if they ever even 
countenanced it. The worlds of big data, post-theory and 
academic capitalism have arrived.

There are very good reasons why some of my colleagues 
in the academic and political worlds have been critical of 
humanism. Political scientist Anne Phillips summarizes the 
objections well:

Humanism has come under attack from a number of direc-
tions in recent decades: for its essentialism of human nature; 
its tendency to read the course of human history as the steady 
progress towards realising the potential implicit in that nature; 
its misguided confidence in the powers of science and reason; 
its celebration of an autonomous self-determining subject; and 
so on and on.6

I have much sympathy with such critiques. There are many 
very good reasons to attack. But there are also many good 
reasons to defend and develop.

Critics argue that the very idea of humanism has become 
Westernized. It has led to the abuse and monstrosities of 
colonialism, slavery, femicide, class oppression, racism and 
exploitations of all kinds: ultimately, to genocides of the 
races. And they are indeed right. Yet, today we live in a 
world where anti-humanity is still rife. I will argue, somewhat 
ironically, that we now need the highly charged and contested 
term ‘humanity’ (or some equivalent) more than ever before: 
to help defend us and to give our lives, work and play some 
coherence, connection and common purpose. To act in the 
world for a more connected world. We need to find a fallible 
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universality out of our precarious particularity. And I ask: what 
else is there? At its fragile core, the invented idea of humanity 
has to suggest a collective social nature of being human that is 
connected, relational, valued. Ours is an embodied narrative 
species and a connective humanity. Through language and 
stories, we can act to share common good things with each 
other: creativity, love, kindness, hope perhaps. We can find a 
shared solidarity in caring for one another. There may even 
be a possible common worth, respect, even ‘dignity’, to be 
valued across our species. And there is a putative mode of 
feeling for our human interconnectedness with other species, 
life forms and even planets. To live well with other people, 
animals and things in the deep multiverse is surely a laudable 
goal. Maybe, too, our world can now come to thrive on inter-
dependent differences, be deeply pluralistic, learn from our 
connectivity. As times change and new debates appear, these 
all seem worthwhile aims for our different kinds of experience 
and activity in life. (Box 0.1 suggests a basic working set of 
terminologies, open to debate and change.) Ultimately, key 
questions become: How are we to live cooperatively with 
our diverse yet common humanity, not rendering it divisive 
or dehumanizing? How can we best live together with our 
differences?

Most versions of humanism, of which this is one, are 
ultimately engaged with a human search for meaning. They 
usually tell a specific story of what it means to be human. In 
the Renaissance and Enlightenment of the West, a strong and 
unified storyline emerged. Here I take the stance of a critical 
humanist who appreciates this, but immediately sees how 
damaging this idea has been for much of the wider pluriversal 
world. We have to move beyond this to see the very ideas of 
humanity and humanism as themselves fragile: multiple and 
shifting over lives, time and place. Different humanisms bring 
contested claims about what it means to be human. These 
change over history as different (usually powerful) groups 
make different claims. Critical humanism engages with (and 
tells the stories of) the perpetual narrative reconstructions 
and conflicts over what it means to be human. Ultimately it 
does this with the goal of building on these contested under-
standings to find pathways into better futures and worlds. 
Critical humanism is an emerging project to remake sense of 
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Box 0.1: Defining humanity

The languages of both humanism and humanity are contested 
and muddled. That said, in this book I use certain key words to 
mean certain things while certainly acknowledging all these 
words need debating.7

The term human species (homo sapiens) is fairly straight-
forward. We are a biological species (hominin) and part of 
the evolutionary classification of domains of life. We make 
up about 0.01 per cent of life on earth,8 taking a small place 
in the grand encyclopaedia of living things. Humankind is a 
collective word to depict our bio-geo-historical existence.

The idea of human beings (or even persons)9 builds on 
the above but suggests the ways in which we differ from 
other animals. These terms bring a range of descriptive 
formal properties open for discussion. This includes (i) we are 
embodied with feelings and elaborate brains and cognitions; 
(ii) we are animals aware of our vulnerability; (iii) we develop 
language, consciousness, symbolic communications, we tell 
stories and create selves; (iv) we live in worlds of values, 
becoming moral animals; (v) we are agentic animals who act 
in the world; (vi) we have emergent potentials, capacities, 
capabilities; and (vii) we are creative animals. We could add 
more. These are only formal features of being human. The 
controversies start when we talk about their substantive 
content. What kinds of bodies, selves, vulnerabilities, values, 
capabilities? Some ideas – rights, dignity, equalities – are 
perpetually controversial because they straddle the descriptive 
formal and the evaluative substantive.

Humanities refers to the study of all things human – 
especially its arts, literature, languages, music, poetics.

Humanity is a more recent and more muddled idea. It can 
be taken (i) as a collective descriptive word for the entirety 
of human life. But it can also suggest (ii) a collective evalu-
ative word for human life, often implying those who show 
human sympathy with others. Often these two get muddled. 
(An emerging idea, (iii), is that we are actually all ‘little gods’, 
albeit little gods who shit! But we can leave that controversy 
to one side for the moment. See pp. 84–5.)

Finally, humanism itself has many meanings. Here I use it 
to signify all ideas that try to understand what it means to be 
human and to find ways of enhancing our being in the world.
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all this. Even as it will raise many problems, it enables us to 
ask questions about what kind of human world we want to 
live in, what kind of person we want to be in that world, and 
how it needs to be transformed.

The Book and Manifesto Ahead: A Politics of 
Humanity

I have written this book to help re-energize an interest in 
humanism. I examine how we are dehumanizing the world 
(through damage, division and atrocity) and how we might 
reconnect and humanize it (through narrative, values and 
creativity). I identify many humanist practices at work across 
the world, from dialogue and cosmopolitanism to creativity 
and ‘generational hope’, and aim to give them a rudimentary 
coherence. An opening section explains why I use the term 
‘critical humanism’; I outline its key claims and challenges 
(as a project, an agenda, a narrative). The middle core of the 
book looks first at the failings of humanity and then goes in 
pursuit of its successes. The closing (and final) part makes a 
direct link to a politics and education of humanity, suggesting 
things that could be done to make a connective world for all. 
I illustrate the importance of cultivating a generational hope 
and building on a multiplicity of existing world projects that 
work to make the planet a better place for all.

This had to be a short book so there is much ground I 
have not covered. That said, there is a website (kenplummer.
com/criticalhumanism) with substantial guides to readings, 
websites and other material concerning critical humanism.

As I write, Covid-19 has arrived; wildlife is in serious 
decline; the world is literally and metaphorically ablaze. 
The global hazards so long predicted are becoming the stuff 
of everyday life. So much suffering in the world and the 
widespread failure of many key institutions. So much unnec-
essary suffering for so many, wrought often by so few. We 
could do so much better as a species. (And I could do so much 
better as a person.) Very many have had such thoughts before 
me. Why have we not put our enormous learning into better 
practice? I make the claim here that we need ‘humanity’ as 
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a narrative to guide us, a literacy to learn with and a tool to 
act with. Human beings can be creative. They can create a 
common empathic and dialogic world of human connections. 
They can build a world that will flourish over the generations 
by creating strong, caring, just and loving institutions so we 
can live well, if fragilely, with each other and our differences. 
But still, I sometimes ask myself: am I just a foolish dreamer?



PART I
Rethinking the World: 
Connecting Humanity

Critical humanism:

• a narrative that provides changing, connective, critical and 
contested stories of how we become human in the universe;

• a dialogue between contrasting and contested meanings 
about what it is to be human in the universe;

• a project that aims to repair the damaged world and 
cultivate its flourishing;

• a connection between life and earth, people and commu-
nities, societies and the world: and the cosmos beyond;

• an imagination that thinks like a planet, ‘only connects’ 
and creates a generational hope;

• an imaginary that builds grounded projects for a better 
world for all;

• a politics of humanity that works for positive transforma-
tions of the world in a multitude of ways;

• a theory to make sense of all the above.





1
Critical Humanism

The status of human is something we claim and enact rather 
than something we uncover.

Anne Phillips, The Politics of the Human (2015), p. 131

Humanism and humanity have fallen on hard times. They need 
to be reimagined and reconnected. As Anne Phillips points out, 
our human status must be enacted, not simply discovered. Three 
or four generations ago, their death was being firmly announced 
by European philosophers.1 More recently, a posthuman era 
has been ushered in. This ‘ending’ of humanism happens 
periodically; the sociologist Marcus Morgan nicely calls it ‘the 
phoenix of humanism’.2 Humanism has its fates, fatalities and 
foes; yet it rises back up again and again. Humanity seems to 
keep calling us. At its best, as John Dewey once remarked, it is 
‘an expansion, not a contraction, of human life, an expansion 
in which nature and the science of nature are made the willing 
servants of human good’.3 Each generation finds its new 
responses. This book is one such response.

Critical Humanism as a Project

Critical humanism suggests a fallible, worldwide, contested 
narrative about the collective, connecting and changing ways 
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of being ‘human’. Just what this ‘human’ signifies is itself a 
long tale: of searching for the meanings of vulnerable life in a 
precarious plural world. The very idea of ‘humanity’ becomes 
a debated and contested one.

Critical humanism becomes a project shaped by many 
controversies. It highlights the plurality of our lives and 
humanisms, the connectivity and contingency of life and the 
narrativity of humanity. It argues for a humanism that is 
truly worldwide and not just an argument for some narrow, 
culture-bound version. It can learn from a wide range of 
different humanisms that have existed. And all this leads 
to the thorny problem of universalism and essentialism, a 
problem that haunts all discussions of humanism. As such, it 
is clear that a deep tension arises between the various claims 
for the generalities of a universal humanity in a world where 
lives are also and always lived in context-specific particu-
larities, a ‘radical contextuality’.4

Critical humanism, then, is an open project not a closed 
theory. It is an ever-changing endeavour to rethink and 
remake a narrative of a world humanity. Different groups 
have struggled throughout history over just what it means 
to be a human being in a fragile universe. The task now is to 
connect: to imagine ‘like a world’ and build a rich planetary 
agenda of diverse and multiple critical projects that bring us 
together to re-create a better world for all. Box 1.1 sets out 
the basic agenda, which is then pursued in the rest of the 
book. By the final chapter, it will have somehow transformed 
itself into a political manifesto.

Humanist Sociology and Critical Humanism

To be clear at the outset, critical humanism is not new. It 
draws on a range of past humanisms, especially a flexible 
humanist sociology, but takes it further. A humanist sociology 
is one that builds on pragmatism. It recognizes and appre-
ciates the value of every grounded, down-to-earth and 
uniquely different active human life. It listens to their stories 
and search for meaning. It appreciates the significance of 
their vulnerability, suffering and joy in life; aims at building a 
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Box 1.1: Connecting humanity: the critical humanist 
project

Critical humanism suggests an opening eight-point agenda to 
get us going. I explore all these in the chapters that follow.

1. Critical humanism What is this thing called ‘critical 
humanism’? Why do we need it? Where is it heading? 
What are its challenges?

2. Damaged humanity How have we come to construct such 
a mutilated, disconnected world? How might we repair it?

3.  Divided humanity Why is humanity so divided? How can 
we learn to live well together with our amazing and vast 
array of differences?

4. Traumatized humanity How can we make sense of the 
atrocities of our past? Why have we treated each other 
so badly and with such cruelty? How can we build narra-
tives and institutions of reconciliation, justice, truth and 
accountability with one another?

5. Narrative humanity How has humanity been assembled 
through narrative? We have become the distinctive, even 
distinguished, storytelling animal. So how can we cultivate 
stories that will encourage a better future, a flourishing 
world? Can there be a narrative of worldwide connection?

6. A valuing humanity How have we built a long and distin-
guished history of human values? We have become the 
distinctively ‘moral animal’ that dwells in a culture with 
‘values for living’. Can there be worldwide values that will 
bring us together?

7. Transformative humanity What kind of futures do we 
want? We have become the creative creatures: we bring new 
things into the world. Can we create ways of making a better 
future that will connect all peoples, life and the earth?

8. A politics of humanity How can we act in the world to 
bring about change? How can we use creative political 
actions to bridge the local and the universal? And reconnect 
us all to earth, life, world and the cosmos. Can we create a 
globalization of better worlds for all?

Critical humanism establishes a politics of humanity. It asks 
(a) How can we reduce the human harm and hazards in the 
world, especially for the vulnerable, exploited and marginal? 
(b) How can we connect lives to the continuity and richness 
of the earth we live on? (c) How can we build creative and 
flourishing human worlds for all?

We look for harm reduction, connectivity, flourishing.
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sympathetic human knowledge; connects to wider structural, 
historical issues; provides a conversation about human values; 
suggests transformations that aim to make better worlds; and 
confronts an emancipatory politics head on.5 It has many 
kindred spirits.6 Nowadays, this has to be a global argument 
not a local one: after all, although Bangladesh, Brazil, China, 
India, Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan and Russia rank 
as the largest and most populated countries in the world, they 
typically get little mention in the many works on humanism. 
It is part of the movement to de-Westernize, decolonize and 
repolarize the world. A new and important idea here is that 
of the pluriversal world: there are many ‘worlds of worlds’ 
living alongside one another. Ours is a plural world.7

Critical humanism becomes both a worldly project of 
human connectivity and a global narrative that expands on 
this. It claims a critical stance by appreciating that humanity 
and humanism act as a narrative that shifts over time and 
space, bringing about historically grounded ‘projects’ as 
humans go in search of meaning. It can never be a pure 
universal constant. But it will most surely show slender 
threads of ‘fallible continuities’ – ways of making broad but 
tentative connections. There is no fixed meaning of humanism 
or humanity: they operate as a narrative that draws from a 
widely held pragmatic view of the workability, yet fallibility, 
of the everyday world.8

The idea of humanism is not always seen in quite this 
way. (More commonly it is seen as a fixed universal linked to 
some version of human nature.) But I think this more critical, 
long narrative view is helpful: it shows how the very idea 
of humanity and humanism, indeed the words themselves, 
signifies changing historical understandings developed in 
different contexts by different groups. What is claimed to 
be human at one moment in history may not be so claimed 
at another, even if slender threads hold them together. Our 
narratives are multiple in form, producing claims that are 
contested by (usually political) groupings. In all this, I draw 
from both classical humanism and a humanist sociology, but 
move beyond them.

Ultimately, I argue that the narrative of humanity is a 
changing, multilayered and plural idea. It introduces a value 
struggle over what it means to be a human being. Always 
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diverse, it recognizes the need for a cooperative mutuality 
that will connect us all in the sharing of a universal planet. 
Some kind of ‘common ground’ has to be found to create 
visions of life and a future. We need some kind of global 
human imagination, practice, aesthetics, ethics and politics 
to go with it. ‘We’ (and by this I mean, rather immodestly, 
you, me and the whole damned human world) have to move 
through our differences. We have to find some of the things 
we can agree on. And this is a key theme of this book. Critical 
humanism seeks a narrative for the betterment of a global 
humanity, in all its rich connected diversity, by enhancing 
the world for all in each generation. This just might be a 
commonality worth trying for. We need here to think and 
talk, a little, like a planet.

The critical humanist imagination moves from a unique, 
but limited, little human being towards a vision of a collective 
way of ‘living with difference’ – of all being valued and 
connected to a wider planetary world. It moves back and 
forth between the biological and the cosmic, the local and the 
global, from personal sufferings to political transformation. It 
is grounded in a paradox: while it recognizes just how fragile, 
contested and divided our humanity is, it also challenges us 
to ask how we human beings can build a world of shared 
common humanity that enables us all to flourish and live well 
with each other and our differences.

The Plurality and Hybridity of Humanisms, 
Humanity and the World

And so, let’s see humanity at its most expansive and generous. 
Humanism suggests a theory and practice of what it means 
to be human and to live a vibrant human life in an infinite 
pluriverse of time and space. But there is never just the one 
way: humanism appreciates the rich diversities of humanity in 
an ever-changing world, and the way in which human beings 
struggle to make sense of their lives, ultimately building 
worlds that intermingle with one another, with animals and 
with other things. A little while back, the sociologist Alfred 
McClung Lee, a much-ignored champion of a humanistic 
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sociology, saw humanism emerging everywhere throughout 
history:

Humanism has figured in a wide range of religious, political 
and academic movements. As such it has been identified with 
atheism, capitalism, classicism, communism, democracy, egali-
tarianism, populism, nationalism, positivism, pragmatism, 
relativism, science, scientism, socialism, statism, symbolic 
interactionism, and supernaturalism, including versions of 
ancient paganisms, Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Roman 
Catholicism, Protestantism and Mohammedanism. It has also 
been rationalized as being opposed to each of these. It has 
served as an ingredient in movement against each. And these 
terms do not at all suggest all of humanism’s ideological and 
social associations.9

This listing is not exhaustive: how could it be? There are 
many practitioners who make very particular claims: for 
example, Mahatma Gandhi’s nonviolent, pacifist humanism, 
Franz Fanon’s new humanism, Edward Said’s democratic 
worldly humanism, Marcus Morgan’s pragmatic humanism, 
Martha C. Nussbaum’s ‘cosmopolitan-cultivation-capabilities’ 
humanism, Paul Gilroy’s antiracist planetary humanism, 
Jeffrey Weeks’s radical humanism, Judith Butler’s mortalist 
humanism, Cornel West’s prophetic humanism of love, William 
E. Connolly’s entangled planetary humanism, Roberto Unger’s 
new religious pragmatic humanism – and many more.

To take just one major example. Edward W. Said was one 
of the world’s leading cultural critics of the late twentieth 
century. His work Orientalism spearheaded the postcolonial 
movement and decolonization. He argued for a position 
that many claim is anti-humanist. But this is not so. From 
his earliest works to his very last, he remained a staunch, 
if critical, humanist. As he famously said: ‘Humanism is 
the only … I would go as far as to say the final resistance 
we have against the inhuman practices and injustices that 
disfigure human history.’10 Working with this is a wide array 
of humanisms in the making that highlight the struggles of 
a range of human peoples: indigenous, disabled, colonized, 
racialized, gendered, queered. This curious listing seems 
endless. Diverse humanisms provide a deep flow of rich 
thinking.11
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Debating Humanism: Learning from 
Controversies

With all this, why might another humanism be needed? 
Here I discuss some controversies of recent developments 
in humanist thinking. I claim that a great deal can be learnt 
from these arguments, but we need to make connections and 
move further.

Humanism as Western Enlightenment

I start straightforwardly: with the widely accepted claim 
that humanism is a Western phenomenon and derives from 
the Enlightenment. This view has been promoted over the 
last 250 years; it is pervasive in the academy and the West, 
and its most prominent, popular proponent these days is the 
cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker.12 For Pinker, humanism 
begins with the ancient Greeks, is rediscovered in Renaissance 
Florence, and accelerates with the science and rationality of the 
Enlightenment. It claims to be the harbinger of unmistakeable 
essential human progress. And such ideas have been widely 
influential. But they flag just one form of humanism bound up 
with one narrow ‘Western’ context. It is better to call it just 
that: ‘Western Enlightenment Humanism’. It should not be 
allowed to completely overwrite the rich diversity of earlier 
and wider claims for thought about humanity across world 
history. If followed, it can indeed become part of the much 
wider dominance and hegemony that male Western thinking 
has been busy claiming for itself over the past 500 years or 
so (a view recently claimed as narcissistic in the extreme13). 
It seems, rather perilously, to have claimed to be the only 
serious thought in the world! Creating a monologic world, 
it has denied the rich reality of a ‘world of many worlds’, a 
‘plural world’.

For some time, a number of major intellectual and political 
movements have been trying to bring this ‘rest of the world’ 
back into our thinking. We need a world humanism, not a 
Western humanism. As ideas of globalization have accel-
erated, we have been made to think about the processes and 
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interconnectedness of the world’s nations. More strongly, 
key ideas around colonization and postcolonization have 
brought us to see the divide between the global North and 
the global South, the East and the West, the poor and the 
rich. Starting perhaps with Gandhi and Franz Fanon, these 
ideas developed especially in the works of Edward Said. They 
are now advanced in the writings of Gurminder K. Bhambra, 
Raewyn Connell, Arturo Escobar, Marisol de la Cadena, 
Boaventura de Sousa Santos, Bernd Reiter and many others, 
in a major critique of colonized, metropolitan, Western-
centric thought.14 These works suggest there exists a vitality 
of intellectual and creative humanity across history and 
cultures that has been ignored or stunted. Providing a much 
greater awareness of a diverse human world and its ‘ecologies 
of knowledge’, they raise the ways different ideas are bound 
up with diverse local cultures and social conditions. Where, 
for example, do Africa, Asia and Latin America fit into this 
Enlightenment account? Where are China, Russia and India 
in this story?

From this, we start to see the role of power, ideology 
and hegemony in understandings of the Enlightenment. 
‘Knowledges’ of many of the world’s countries – like the 
countries themselves – have been colonized. Spanish sociol-
ogist Boaventura de Sousa Santos notably talks about the 
‘waste of experience’ and a world knowledge (epistemology) 
where so much has been excluded through ‘blindness’ and 
‘absences’.15 A wide rich mosaic of diverse cultures all over 
the world, a pluriverse, gets excluded by Western thought. 
The lush richness of world humankind gets denied, lost or 
betrayed.

Humanism as secularism

A second debate is closely linked and also Western. In this, 
humanism is a secular, rational critique of religion. This 
is a little odd given that such luminaries as the Pope, the 
Archbishop of Canterbury and several Chief Rabbis also 
proclaim humanism. Nevertheless, since the Enlightenment, 
many humanists have argued for the Death of God. An age 
of secularization is arriving whereby rationality, objectivity 
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and truth will come to reign, old mythologies and fables of 
religions past will ebb and flow away, and science will come 
to ‘lighten the burden of human existence’.16 ‘Humanism’ 
becomes the term for rational progress in the world. For 
much of the twentieth century, Western intellectuals generally 
envisioned religion’s demise in this new world.17 And the idea 
of humanism became almost synonymous with atheism or 
nonbelief.

Such arguments have been widely promoted by public 
atheists: notably, in works like Richard Dawkins’s bestselling 
The God Delusion, Sam Harris’s The Moral Landscape, 
Christopher Hitchens’s God Is Not Great18 and the works 
of many others, such as Daniel C. Dennett and A. C. 
Grayling. Most contemporary organizations for humanism, 
for example Humanists UK and Humanist International, 
take this view. It is a stance also taken in the important Wiley 
Blackwell Handbook of Humanism (2015).19 And in some 
accounts, these claims go much further. If there is a God, 
then it is indeed the human being, humanity itself, that is this 
God: Homo Deus. In his bestselling work, the Israeli Yuval 
Noah Harari sees modern humanism as ‘the worship of man’: 
‘On the verge of becoming a God, poised to acquire not only 
eternal youth but also the divine oblivion on creation and 
destruction.’20 Likewise, as the physicist Brian Cox has said: 
‘We are the Cosmos made conscious and life is the means by 
which the universe understands itself.’21

Widespread as this view may be in scientific communities 
and some Western countries (though certainly not in the 
United States), the secular claim remains a minority view.22 
There may well be major countries where religious storytelling 
has become much less significant23 (atheism attracts around 
14 per cent of the world, mainly in Western Europe and the 
Nordic countries). Yet the power of religion is still growing 
in many countries across the world. Christianity remains the 
largest world religion, with around 2.4 billion adherents (and 
growing). The Islamic world expects a 70 per cent growth 
between 2015 and 2060. Far from the secular world that was 
once predicted, a post-secular age has arrived.24

In examining this, sociologist Ulrich Beck has suggested 
that religion in the twenty-first century now has two faces.25 
One face takes a decided turn towards fundamentalism: 
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there is only one story, one God, one truth. It has led to a 
proliferation of devastating major armed conflicts and global 
violence. In the Middle East between Shi’ite and Sunni, and a 
global Jihad; in the Israeli–Palestinian conflict; in the Syrian 
civil war between ISIS, Kurdish forces, the Assad government 
and others; in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, all raising 
issues of religious extremism. There are also Buddhist revolts 
in Asia: for example, Sri Lanka, Mongolia and Myanmar, 
where the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) attacked 
the Muslim Rohingya community, creating a large refugee 
group. And lesbian and gays are under attack in many 
countries from fundamentalist Muslims, Christians and Jews.26 
Fundamentalism is absolute and seeks to destroy any whiff of 
plurality, including humanity, through devastating violence.

More hopefully, a second ‘religious’ route is outlined 
by Beck. It is a more open, plural and tolerant vision. This 
response takes a more humane and cosmopolitan narrative, 
encouraging people to live together with their differences. It 
draws on past religious works and more recent arguments 
of people like Mohandas Gandhi, Thich Nhat Hanh, Martin 
Luther King and the Dalai Lama to work towards creating 
interfaith communities, listening to others and searching for 
basic common values. In 1993, the celebrated theologian 
Hans Küng drew on the key principles of the world’s major 
religions to build ‘a global ethic’.27 This was based on a decla-
ration made at the Parliament of the World’s Religions in 
1993 by more than 200 leaders from forty or more different 
faith traditions; it claimed four essential affirmations/commit-
ments as shared principles essential to a global ethic:

• commitment to a culture of nonviolence and respect for 
life;

• commitment to a culture of solidarity and a just economic 
order;

• commitment to a culture of tolerance and a life of 
truthfulness;

• commitment to a culture of equal rights and partnership 
between men and women.

Here is an indicator of visions to grow. Today we can find a 
major mission for a common discourse across civilizations 
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and religions alongside the development of this interfaith 
dialogue.28 We find it evidenced in works like the Dalai Lama’s 
Beyond Religion, Daisaku Ikeda’s A New Humanism and 
Felix Unger and Daisaku Ikeda’s The Humanist Principle.29

Beck argues that religions need to become civilized if the 
world is to survive. The absolutist and totalitarian narrative 
of religion will feed into populism and encourage both hatred 
and violence. It makes humanity very unsettled. It threatens 
its extinction. The other open response suggests the need to 
practise values like the capacity for peace and global justice 
rather than totalitarianism and violence.30 These contrasting 
capacities can be found throughout the history of religion. 
Religions of love and religions of hate provide two contrasting 
unresolved tensions over being human. It is in the hands of 
the latter to destroy the world.

Humanism as rationality and science

Science has long searched for a rational and objectively ‘true’ 
account of what it is to be a human being in a wider universe. 
From Chinese and Arabic Islamic science, through Leonardo, 
Galileo and Newton to Hubble and Hawkins, the gradual 
growth of scientific ideas about the human species has told us 
much. And advances have rapidly accelerated in recent years. 
Quantum revolutions, biomolecular revolutions and digital 
revolutions bring key issues for humanity. A biomolecular 
revolution, for example, raises issues of designer babies, 
cloning, gene editing, the extension of life and the problems 
of eugenics. A digital revolution brings widespread surveil-
lance, data selves, fake imaging and an algorithmic social 
order. Space science develops plans for sustainable living in 
outer space. Overall, science is now assembling a very detailed 
mapping of just what it might mean to be a member of the 
human species in a future universe of infinite time-space. It 
is at work everywhere enhancing and challenging what we 
know about humanity. But wondrous as it is, problems surely 
come with it.

Charles Darwin’s influential work (even if still rejected 
by significant numbers of the world’s population31) sets the 
major evolutionary frame of thinking for science around the 
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emergence of humanity and the universe. His work has been 
central not only in understanding the evolution of the human 
species, but also in showing how it connects to all other 
life forms. We are understanding more and more about our 
complex relationship with earth and sea, life and animals – 
no longer can we see ourselves as the supreme or exceptional 
life form.

Consider just a few recent achievements. Geology, palae-
ontology and architectural history have mapped out the 
phases of our historical existence. The study of rock forma-
tions from the distant past shows the rise and collapse of 
different civilizations and helps create an awareness of just 
how short our own human existence here has been. We now 
understand something of the history of world catastrophes: 
there have been five great extinctions on this planet; an Ice 
Age preceded us. And this has enabled us to designate more 
clearly the epochs in which we live: the Holocene (coming 
after the Ice Age) and the Anthropocene, a recently designated 
era which demonstrates how we have played an active role in 
destroying our universe. And all this has led to the suggestion 
of a potential coming of a sixth extinction.32

Biotechnology has also played a key role in redefining 
humanity. These technologies invade the body and being of 
humans, working to reconstitute what previously existed. 
Here we have a world of organ transplants, test-tube babies, 
altered foetuses, human genomics and gene editing, cryonics, 
slow ageing – and the Human Genome Project. We can now 
trace our personal DNA.33

Likewise, astrophysics, astrobiology and planetary science 
now provide ‘objective’ photomapping of the vast and infinite 
planetary worlds in which humanity dwells. With Google 
Maps, we have become the little animal that can map out 
our positions in an advanced world of astronomical objects 
(such as planets and stars) and cosmic time. As Brian Cox 
says: ‘The Sun is one star amongst 400 hundred billion in the 
Milky Way Galaxy, itself just one galaxy amongst 350 billion 
in the observable universe.’34 Meanwhile the futurist physicist 
Michio Kaku charts our futures to live sustainability in this 
outer space.35

Our little human being now enters a world full of deep, 
disturbing facts about the pluriverse. We are able to look at 
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ourselves reflected back from the moon. And we can even, 
if we have the money, make plans to travel to it! We can 
sense that the whole planet on which we live is just a small 
part of the infinity of time and space: and our own species is 
but the tiniest of species, both significant and insignificant. 
Insignificant in that we are the merest of blips in cosmic time 
and space; significant in that we are the only animal we know 
that has the necessary consciousness to explore this multi-
verse. We have become a global humanity, a cosmic human 
species. And we can reflect on it.36

Finally, there is the rise of AI (artificial intelligence) and 
‘Humanity 2.0’.37 Already, we start to see the emergence 
of a robotic life, one that is radically transforming health, 
transport, work, governance and war. We are only at the 
beginning of this latest stage of human life, which may well 
lead to a super intelligence and ‘singularity’: the machine that 
will take over our lives, helping create a serious risk to our 
humanity and our existence. Extraordinarily big claims are 
being made for this. Mildly, it forecasts the ‘enhancement of 
humanity’ as never before; more extravagantly, we face the 
‘the end of the human species’. At the very least, we may enter 
a world where the human being is significantly devalued.

The dark side of science

Science has clearly brought great advances to humanity, 
enabling us to live in ways that have hitherto been incon-
ceivable. But it has not been without its troubled side. The 
algorithmic world is colonizing human life. Most blatantly, 
it has brought into being the most destructive forms of 
technology that humankind has ever known: the science 
needed for the Holocaust, the bombs on Hiroshima, cyberwar 
and now drone bombing. More: it has also brought into 
being a string of anti-human ideologies advancing beliefs that 
some human beings are subhuman. We find this in the early 
eugenics and race genetics of the nineteenth century, some 
of which are still at work in current times.38 And as we look 
forward to a new age of surveillance capitalism and robotic 
superintelligence, we may find a new super elite emerging, 
killing off the uniqueness of the clever, fleshy, passionate, big 
brains of human beings as we currently know them to be.
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With all this, we see the need for a new kind of ethics and 
politics of life itself. A critical science, a critical digitalism. The 
very nature of what it is to exist as a human being is being 
radically transformed by these genetic, biological, neuro-
logical and technological interventions. Whatever human 
nature might have been, it is certainly now open to radical 
transformation. We are witnessing a new ‘emergent form 
of life’.39 Science on its own, then, can be a very dangerous 
thing. It needs a constant ethical, political and, above all, 
human counterstory to move it in humane directions.

Humanism as humanitarianism

In their important work, A Passion for Society, Iain Wilkinson 
and Arthur Kleinman argue that ‘humanitarian culture has 
made a vital contribution to the cultivation of modern 
social consciousness’.40 They call for social science to make 
key commitments to understand the centrality of repairing 
human suffering in social life. Since time immemorial, human 
suffering and vulnerability have been cast as central features of 
being human. Most religions put suffering at their very core, 
claiming the significance of dealing with this through caring, 
benevolence, beneficence, hospitality and ‘love’. The very 
human act of looking after others shows this most clearly. 
Throughout history, we have been concerned with doing 
good, cultivating human compassion and being kind – seen in 
the early historical example of the Hippocratic Oath. It recurs 
frequently in any discussion of the Golden Rule (see p. 141). 
Its modern history arrives with antislavery movements. Very 
much alive today, it has become a kind of duty for many – 
helping the sick, doing no harm, caring for others.

As society rolls on, benevolence, care and human amelio-
ration have spread beyond the religious and medical concerns 
of churches to more and more human institutions. We now 
see this humanitarian movement at work in education, social 
work and the caring profession; in the rise of welfare states; 
in legislation around factory acts; in the rise of philanthropy 
and charity; in the gift relationships of blood and transplant 
donations; in the peace movement; in international aid; and as 
the bedrock of ethical anthropology and sociology. Through 
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this, we sense a picture of humanity gradually emerging as a 
history of empathy and generosity, care and kindness, and 
even altruism.41

And yet, all of this brings problems. As literary critic Lionel 
Trilling once strikingly remarked: ‘Some paradox in our 
nature leads us, once we have made our fellowmen the objects 
of our enlightened interest, to go on to make them the objects 
of our pity, then of our wisdom, ultimately of our coercion.’42 
There are paradoxes and problems with benevolence. To take 
one example: Tony Vaux had had more than twenty years’ 
experience as one of Oxfam’s leading emergency programme 
coordinators. It took him through Kosovo, Ethiopia, Sudan, 
Mozambique, Afghanistan, Somalia, Bosnia and Rwanda – 
all key emergency sites at the end of the twentieth century. 
The title of his book, The Selfish Altruist, suggests the irony 
of his work:

Looking at situations such as the famine in Ethiopia we 
may conclude that humanitarianism … has not always been 
as altruistic as it should. Ideological prejudices clouded 
judgement of aid workers in Ethiopia and they did not see 
the imminence of famine. Aid workers in Sudan battled 
against the war mentality but overlooked the marginali-
sation of women. In Mozambique an obsession with white 
South African power deafened us to the roar of our own 
power. In Afghanistan personal and organisational interests 
masqueraded as principle. In Somalia we were too self-
righteous about good intentions and did not listen enough. In 
the post-communist world, we could not rationally limit our 
response. In Rwanda we hid from the fallibility of our own 
humanity. And in Kosovo, we let our human concern be swept 
away on a political tide.43

Worse still, contemporary humanitarianism, in its rush 
to help those in distressed conflict situations, often find 
themselves perpetuating or amplifying wars – creating a kind 
of cosmopolitan dystopia.44 Didier Fassin’s important study, 
Humanitarian Reason: A Moral History of the Present, 
clarifies all this; he takes us to the intellectual hub of this issue. 
Writing as a physician social scientist, a critical thinker who 
works in the field (sometimes for Médecins Sans Frontières 
(MSF)), Fassin notes:
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A remarkable paradox deserves our attention here. On the one 
hand, moral sentiments are focused mainly on the poorest, 
most unfortunate, most vulnerable individuals: the politics of 
compassion is a politics of inequality. On the other hand, the 
condition of possibility of moral sentiments is generally the 
recognition of others as fellows: the politics of compassion is 
a politics of solidarity. This tension between inequality and 
solidarity, between a relation of dominance and a relation of 
assistance is constitutive of all humanitarian governance.45

Here we see that paradoxes run deep: between self-interest 
and altruism, dominance and assistance, care and regulation, 
kindness and violence. There is a political hierarchy within 
the workings behind humanitarianism. All is not quite as 
wonderful with humanitarianism as might initially seem to 
be the case.

Humanism as rights

Much humanism has developed ideas around the rights of 
human beings. In modern times, these are embodied in purest 
form in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR; 
originating in Paris at the United Nations General Assembly 
meeting in December 1948).46 The document asserts:

recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and 
inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the 
foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world … 
[D]isregard and contempt for human rights have resulted 
in barbarous acts which have outraged the conscience of 
mankind, and the advent of a world in which human beings 
shall enjoy freedom of speech and belief and freedom from 
fear and want has been proclaimed as the highest aspiration 
of the common people.

Here, core notions of equality, justice, freedom, peace, dignity 
and rights are all brought centre stage in a document that 
haunts all major contemporary humanist thought and writing. 
In one clear sense, this movement for ‘rights’ can be seen as 
a tremendous success; it has established a universal language 
that has gradually moved across the world over the past half 
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century. And there is much evidence of a sort of success: 
a ‘justice cascade’.47 The world has become infused with a 
human rights culture, some even claiming that it has radically 
changed the nature of our human world. With the idea of 
rights, humanity has been given a major common language, 
an equality of dignity for all. And it has provided a strategy 
for political change that has already had far-reaching conse-
quences for the lives of many peoples all around the world.48 
Given that the document was only introduced seventy years 
ago, it has achieved much, and for a wide variety of groups. 
Box 1.2 suggests a little of this.

Despite considerable achievements in a very short period 
of time, human rights are under attack from many directions. 
First, some major countries (including Russia and China) 
have in practice shown little interest or regard for human 
rights (they also take little interest in the United Nations or 
use it for their own ends). Most recently, the USA, under 
President Donald Trump, stopped using the language of 
rights; Trump publicly expressed his dislike of the UN on 
a number of occasions, even withdrawing from the World 
Health Organization (WHO). But there have also been many 
schisms and factions within the UN, leading to blocks of 
voting against rights. For example, although there has been 
considerable action for women’s world rights, there have 
also been alliances between Catholic and Muslim countries 
to prevent advances on certain issues (like health and repro-
ductive rights). Likewise, gay and lesbian issues are on the 
agenda, as are protocols from the Yogyakarta Principles; but 
religious alliance (between Muslims and Christians) have 
again prevented any advance in this area.

Many academics have also highlighted human rights 
failures. Samuel Moyn claims that human rights campaigns 
have deflected attention from world inequalities; Philip 
Cunliffe suggests they have led to a cosmopolitan dystopia; 
and Stephen Hopgood suggests: ‘We are on the verge of the 
imminent decay of the Global Human Rights Regime.’51 But 
most seriously, human rights are seen as a Western invention, 
another form of colonialism, forcing many countries once 
more to fall in line with Western ideals. This means that, 
for example, although the struggles faced by non-Western 
women are different from those of Western women, they are 
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Box 1.2: An expanding concern over human rights

Debates on ‘rights’ have expanded from individual rights to 
collective rights;49 and this has meant the gradual inclusion of 
different groups and people into the official world orbit of 
what it means to be human, alongside the monitoring of their 
progress. Full of controversy, they are still not always fully 
recognized in practice.50

Children In 1946, UNICEF was established; in 1959, the 
Declaration of the Rights of the Child; in 1989, Convention on 
the Rights of the Child.

Women International Year of Women, 1975; Decade of 
Women, 1976–85. The Beijing Platform for Action, adopted 
at the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women, included 
‘the elimination of all forms of violence against women’ as a 
key objective. The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 
at the 23rd special session of the UN General Assembly, 2000. 
The creation of UN Women, and the monitoring of their 
progress in the world: https://www.un.org/en/chronicle/article/
brief-survey-womens-rights.

Ethnic persons  In 1969, the UN International Convention 
on the Elimination of all forms of Racial Discrimination: 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Discrimination/Pages/
discrimination_racial.aspx.

Disabled persons  In 2006, the UN Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities (CRPDS) was adopted, to eliminate 
disability discrimination round the world (that is, for roughly 
1 million people, 15 per cent of the world’s population): 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Discrimination/Pages/
discrimination_disabilities.aspx.

Refugees The 1951 Refugee Convention: https://www.unhcr.
org/uk/1951-refugee-convention.html. And its 1967 Protocol, 
which defines the rights and duties of refugees.

Indigenous persons In 2007, the UN adopts the Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP): https://www.ohchr.
org/EN/Issues/Discrimination/Pages/discrimination_indigenous.
aspx. Publication of a major report, State of the World’s Indigenous 
Peoples (4 vols, 2009–19). Survival International formed in 1969.

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender persons In 2011, Human 
Rights Council and Resolutions on Sexual Orientation 
and Gender Identity: https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/
Discrimination/ Pages/LGBT.aspx. The Yogyakarta Principles, 
originally launched in 2007 (UNHRC).

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Discrimination/Pages/discrimination_racial.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Discrimination/Pages/discrimination_racial.aspx
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being colonized by Western rights feminism. Likewise, the 
Western way of being gay, lesbian and queer is being univer-
salized. Specific cultural differences and problems of being a 
woman or gay become undermined as the world is shaped by 
the ideals of Western feminists and queers. In addition, indig-
enous peoples have not, until very recently, been recognized 
as having rights.52

So it is a complex problem. As rights are argued for, so 
traditional Western modes are established. As rights are 
critiqued, so they become undermined. And with this, so too 
the quest for humanity. Critical humanism recognizes the 
failings of rights theory and work, but claims that human 
rights have only been taken seriously for a couple of genera-
tions. There are many future battles to be fought for the 
strong and vital future of human rights.

Humanism as dignity

Closely intertwined with ideas of rights are ideas of equality 
and dignity. Dignity has featured in discussions of humanity 
over the centuries. Most religions and discussions of ‘human 
nature’ will at some point raise the issue of human dignity. 
Closely linked to ideas of honour, dignity involves the right of 
all people to be equally recognized, respected and given worth 
as human beings. It is a claim that can be found in Cicero; 
it is developed in much religious writing; it gets its humanist 
flourishing from the 24-year-old Pico della Mirandola in 
his Oration on the Dignity of Man (1486); it is central to 
Kant’s belief in human agency; and, as we have seen, it has 
been embedded in most of the fundamental human rights 
documents since the 1940s: ‘All human beings are born free 
and equal in dignity and rights.’ Versions of dignity can be 
found across cultures, originating as a term for those with 
elevated status from China to Persia, who required respectful 
treatment, but trickling down from this bourgeois use to the 
masses.

That said, the idea has many critics. Schopenhauer once 
called it ‘the shibboleth of all perplexed and empty-headed 
moralists’, and Nietzsche dismissed it rapidly. These days, 
it is seen as a relic of essentialist thinking – giving the 



30 Rethinking the World: Connecting Humanity

human a kind of essence. It has gone out of fashion in 
much thinking, and at its very best is seen as (yet another) 
contested concept.

Still, we should not be too dismissive too quickly. Dignity 
shows signs of widespread use today and is undoubtedly 
central to much thinking about justice and rights. It is 
also bound up with the value of a human self. It suggests 
that each individual has the right to be valued and treated 
well, including the idea of equality of peoples. People are 
vulnerable and need security from others; they need to be 
valued. That said, they are often failed by society, in which 
systems of rank, privilege and status are created that devalue 
vast swathes of people. Life becomes a struggle for honour 
and esteem.53 So, as we will see in detail later, the very term 
‘dignity’ can also be used divisively: to carve out the dignified 
and non-dignified, doing terrible things in the process.

Two contemporary thinkers are worth noting here: 
Christian Smith and Martha C. Nussbaum. Realist sociologist 
Christian Smith writes from a position often called person-
alism, claiming that the person and their agency form the 
prime locus of human studies. He is worth quoting, as he 
represents one major contemporary stance:

Dignity inheres in the emergent constitution of human 
personhood … It is inalienable. It cannot be thought or wished 
away … [It is] an inherent worth of immeasurable value 
that is deserving of certain morally appropriate responses. 
Dignity makes persons innately precious and inviolable … The 
ontology of personhood makes it morally true that persons 
are creatures worthy of being treated with respect, justice, 
and love.54

This is an unusually strong stance. Smith puts dignity at the 
very heart of his scientific account of what it means to be 
human. For him, the idea cannot be contested: he takes a 
strong essentialist line.

Likewise, philosopher Martha C. Nussbaum – indis-
putably one of the most prolific and central philosophers of 
humanity55 – weaves her many wide-ranging and influential 
discussions around the connectedness of human capabilities, 
human rights, cosmopolitanism and dignity. She does not use 
the language of essentialism, but it is clear she accords major 
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worth to the idea of human dignity. At the very least, all this 
means that the idea of dignity should at least be a part of the 
vocabulary of a critical humanism.

Humanism as transhumanism

The most well-known contemporary debate about humanity 
is that it is being enhanced and changed out of all recognition 
by new technologies. This becomes the challenge of transhu-
manism. Western Enlightenment ideas (and often secular 
humanism) evolve to show how new digital technologies, 
artificial intelligence, space travel, etc. are leading to a new 
humanity. We are becoming a supercharged, superintelligent, 
machine-based techno-animal. Transhumanism becomes ‘an 
intensification of humanism’.56 It leads to better health and a 
longer life, enhances our capacities, and increases our control 
over minds and bodies. We have already become quantified, 
data selves.57 But we have further to go: the machine (and 
singularity) will take over (and probably rightly so!). At its 
tipping point, we face superintelligence: machines will move 
far beyond the level of the existing human being. Today’s 
humanity will be superseded by the hyperintelligence of 
transhumanism.

Humanism abolished: the posthuman

A final illustrative debate takes all this to an extreme 
conclusion. Looking disdainfully at humanism (as well as 
‘humanitarianism’, ‘rights’ and even ‘transhumanism’), this 
debate aims to deconstruct these notions and come up with 
a real alternative. It suggests a posthuman, as opposed to a 
humancentric, worldview.58 This argument stretches back to 
the nineteenth century with Nietzsche and Spinoza. It moves 
forward in the context of two world wars and the Holocaust, 
with landmark debates between, first, Cassirer, Heidegger, 
Sartre, Barthes and Adorno, and, later, Foucault, Levinas 
and more: all, ironically, white European men. Ultimately, 
it pronounces on the ‘death of man’. It turns active human 
action and language into discourse performance and text; 
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active human consciousness into a language of human subjec-
tivity. It claims that too much damage has been done in 
the name of humanism: the very idea has been used to 
divide groups, and has brought suffering and cruelty to the 
world in its own name. It was most flagrantly revealed in 
the horrors of the Holocaust. Here, humanity was used by 
Nazis and fascists as a weapon to mark out the human from 
the nonhuman, the civilized from the barbarian, the grand 
colonizer from the pathetic colonized. Gradually (under the 
influence of largely male French theory), it morphs itself into 
the posthuman, against humanity and a sense of universal 
man. At its most flagrant, humanism is about man not woman. 
As a major proponent Rosi Braidotti says: ‘Universal “Man” 
… is implicitly assumed to be masculine, white, urbanized, 
speaking a standard language, heterosexually inscribed in a 
reproductive unit, and a full citizen in a recognised polity’ 
(I might add able-bodied, too). As she wryly asks: ‘How 
non-representative can you get?’59 More: it ignores animals 
and other forms of life. Here we have a humanism of elite and 
dominant groups working as a dangerous and exclusionary 
ideology.

In this argument, the central modern strategy of humanism 
is exposed as that of essentialism and racialization. It makes 
the nonhuman out to be a racialized being, the other. 
Exemplified in the appalling examples of indigenous peoples, 
slavery, the Jew and the Holocaust, it can also be found in 
the worldwide exploitation of lands and people through 
colonization. Here, large populations of the world have been 
subordinated (often slaughtered) by the invasion and rule 
of other (mostly European) countries. It was exemplified 
in the rise of scientific racism. And right now, often in the 
name of ‘humanitarian exceptionalism’, conflicts like those in 
Afghanistan have been waged, creating new dystopias.60 With 
seeming good reason, this is a growing argument that wants 
to abandon any kind of humancentric view of the world.

And it has a wide range of followers in a very broad 
range of activities. A work like Braidotti and Hlavajova’s 
Posthuman Glossary shows an extraordinary cacophony 
of new voices making new claims for the future, with an 
explosion of exciting new ideas from ‘Blue Humanities’ (Steve 
Mentz) and ‘Ecohorror’ (Christy Tidwell) to ‘Gaga Feminism’ 



Critical Humanism 33

(Jack Halberstam) and ‘Necropolitics’ (Christine Quinan). 
There is much of great interest in such detailed studies.61

That said, critical humanism cannot agree with any 
position whose ultimate conclusion is to announce the death 
of humanity and the human. I call this the fallacy of the 
end times. Once we announce the death of man, and the 
arrival of the posthuman, we are gone. There is little, maybe 
nothing, more to say about us. We have wished and written 
ourselves away. We are not here. End of Story. And these 
accounts ultimately do pronounce, even celebrate, this end of 
humanity.

Again, a critical humanist can agree with some of this 
posthuman analysis. But it argues that posthumanism throws 
away the baby with the bathwater. Despite its many earlier 
sins, maybe now we have reached a key time when we can 
learn to think of the wide interconnectedness of humanity 
with all life, all things – with the world and the cosmos.

Moving Humanism On: The Dynamics of 
Diverse Thought

Let’s be clear. Debates can move ideas along, even as they 
disagree with each other. The world of ideas is a magnifi-
cently grand, agonistic and open one. Western Enlightenment 
humanism has undoubtedly advanced humanist thinking in 
important ways, demonstrating the importance of rationality 
and the strong idea of human amelioration. Secular humanism 
has been a vital corrective to the dogmatic, schismatic, 
irrational, religious conflict that is doing the world no good 
at all. Rights thinking has weaknesses but a strong future. 
Transhumanism has shown how human beings are making 
great strides both in understanding the universe and in 
enhancing its workings. And posthumanisms have surely 
shown us just how flawed many past versions of ‘the human’ 
have been, as well as introducing us to a scintillating array 
of new ideas and complexities. It is certainly true that many 
past humanisms have dehumanized large groups of people: 
women, migrants, indigenous peoples, ethnic groups and 
‘queers’ amongst them. It is certainly time for a change. 
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Critical humanism does not arise in opposition to these 
stances: it works to learn from them and tries to work with 
them. It recognizes that ideas about humanity are always wide 
open to disagreement. Through these conflicts, we move on.

• We move beyond an exclusive focus on the rationality 
of Enlightenment thought, to incorporate affect, feelings 
and bodies: the world is not simply a rational, progressive 
order.

• We move beyond a Western humanism to a global 
humanism. The monocultural ideas and structures of the 
dominant, colonizing and totalizing ‘male’ West need to 
be transcended by the multiplicities of world cultures, 
intersectional ties and the plural planet. It recognizes a 
pluriversal humanity, and the wide relational world of 
differences.

• We move beyond the religious and secular divide. 
Ultimately, we are on a journey to perpetually expand all 
our horizons of thinking about and experiencing the world 
in many directions.

• We move beyond the idea that science knows all the 
answers. Yes, science is making great strides in the advance 
of knowledge. But we need to be cautious of its overreach 
– it can become a dangerous divisive weapon. Debates 
about science must always be infused with debates about 
values.

• We move beyond an uncritical claim for human rights. It is 
not all good news. It has achieved much, but it has failed 
too. The same holds for ideas of dignity. As potentially 
key values for humanity, they need to work in conjunction 
with a world of other values, especially those of inequality, 
justice and care.

• We move beyond the idea that enhancing, modifying and 
developing the human endlessly and excessively (so that it 
no longer exists) is necessarily a good thing. We have to 
be cautious about human beings being ‘enhanced out of 
existence’!

• We move beyond the ‘othering’ of some humans as 
nonhumans: from essentialized views of women, race, 
sexual difference and disability. We have to widen the 
circle of heterogenous humanity. And we must resist the 
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use of ‘humanism’ as a tool for discrimination, exclusion 
and the extermination of groups we see as less than human.

• We move beyond any narrow and exclusive definitions of 
what it means to be human; we can always be a little more 
than human, too. But we always need to keep some version 
of a fragile existential core of ‘being human’, so that we 
can still see, appreciate and talk about the problems of our 
own human existence.

Each debate is of value. I simply start to disagree with them 
when and if they turn into unitary dogmas against the human 
person or start restrictive thinking about what the idea of 
being human means. They then become the enemies of a more 
reflective and critical humanist thinking. Both Enlightenment 
thinking and secular thinking can bring about the possibility, 
for example, of excluding most of the contemporary world.

As I sit here writing this, I cannot help but see myself as 
a little human animal precariously doing what little human 
animals do: puzzling. In this, I join an infinite chorus of 
billions before me, with many more – I hope – to come. I am 
a rational, emotional, embodied world species, not a robot, a 
monster or a God. I share a history, a story, even an identity: 
that of a human being, a person. I am interconnected with 
the earth, animals, relationships, community, country, world 
and cosmos that I live within. As such, I am very unhappy 
to pronounce on my own death and that of my species. I 
am decidedly against the move around restricting our view 
of humanity or abolishing the very idea. Indeed, the danger 
might be that some ideas – of posthumanity, the critique 
of rights – may come to act as a self-fulfilling prophecy, 
hastening our own very demise. Humanity has to strive to 
keep connecting, to stay wide open.

That said, this attitude of multiplicity and openness is 
not what many people traditionally see as humanism. It is 
usually given a dogmatic Western, often secular, twist. The 
focus has tended to be on the autonomous rational human 
agent, the unencumbered self: man (or should I perhaps say, 
white heterosexual men). Although, over the millennia, what 
it means to be human has clearly taken very many forms – 
from Buddhist humanisms to Islamic humanisms to African 
humanisms – it is Western humanisms that have come to 
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dominate thinking. Critical humanism has to go beyond 
such narrow views, taking seriously the idea that we are a 
planetary animal living in a world of many worlds.

Many humanisms of the past were only able to take 
seriously the world in which they belonged: the West, the 
Asian, the Christian, the Muslim, the male and more. Speaking 
for the world, they only considered a world. It is only fairly 
recently in our history that we have been able to see the planet 
as a world and to map through narratives the rich diversity 
of lands, cultures and hybrid ways of being in it. Now, with 
Google Maps, it is so easy to sense this. And so we start to 
tell the stories of an emergent, hybrid, worldly humanity. The 
time has now come to see the rich diversities across the world 
and their deep interconnections.

The Call of Humanity: Only Connect

Only connect! That was the whole of her sermon. Only 
connect the prose and the passion, and both will be exalted, 
and human love will be seen at its height. Live in fragments 
no longer.62

‘Only connect!’ This was E. M. Forster’s famous 
pronouncement in his novel Howards End. What does it 
mean? In current times the very word, ‘connect’, has been 
taken over by digitalism. We speak of the culture of connec-
tivity to indicate a world of platforms and the coding 
of human life.63 Much contemporary writing talks about 
‘connectivity’ being through digitalism and machines. But 
this, most emphatically, is not what Forster meant. And nor 
do I. I want to reclaim the word to talk about human life, not 
digital life. Surely, if there is one idea that connects us all, it is 
that of ‘humanity’. It can help us ‘live [our lives] in fragments 
no longer’. It helps us bring together our fragile animality 
and the wider worlds of interconnected ‘other people’, ‘other 
species’ and ‘other things’, dwelling in time, space and the 
cosmos. Over and over again in the worldwide concern about 
Covid-19, the idea of humanity was been evoked to ‘bring us 
together’ and to make us conscious of our interdependence in 
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the world and planet. Not to hear humanity’s call to ‘come 
together’ presents us with a clear and present danger.

Critical humanism sensitizes us to humanity as a narrative 
that can help bring things together. We can find many and 
various ways of achieving this connectedness64 linking the 
personal and political, time and space, mind and body. To 
give one illustration: the influential sociologist C. W. Mills 
argues for an important connection between the personal 
and the public: we need to bridge personal sufferings (and 
inner life) and public problems (and outer structural social 
problems). While personal suffering (a Rohingya refugee 
or a racial attack, for example) is endured as an intensely 
subjective experience, often in isolation, it ultimately 
needs to be connected to a wider (historical) environment. 
(There are more than 900,000 Rohingya living in camps in 
southeast Bangladesh; the Black Lives Matter movement 
arose to show that race attacks by the police are not isolated 
incidents; and there is, in the USA, a 400-year-old history 
of deep racism.)65

The connective spirals of humanity

A broad sense of connection can be depicted as a spiral of 
weaving and widening circles of a web of domain of life:

1. Bio-earth. We are intimately bound up with the bio-earth, 
the earthly commons, as a planetary ecological biological 
species. We are necessarily interconnected through our 
own bodies (and all their microbes) with all other things 
and forms of life on earth in time and space. As Homo 
sapiens, we bring our distinctively developed big brains, 
bipedal bodies, long postbirth dependency and upright 
postures to the grand march of animal life that has evolved 
over the earth’s millennia. We have become ‘the human 
species’, living around 200,000 years on Planet Earth, 
spanning something like 600 generations (see Chapter 5). 
Right now, we can count nearly 8 billion individual human 
animals on earth (estimated to reach 11,200 billion by 
2100).66 Each of us may be uniquely individual; but we 
make up only about 0.01 per cent of life on the planet. And 
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we have only been here for a very short time. We can never 
stand alone as a species, but live within a deep ecology 
encompassing the earth, other people, other life, things 
and the cosmos. There is a deep interdependence of all. It 
is dangerous to break this connection. As we will see, many 
of the problems we now face may well flow from the fact 
that we have in recent centuries been slowly breaking this 
bond with a wider universe of which we are an irrevocable 
part.

2. Existential human beings (persons). We are emergent, 
embodied creatures bridging inner agency with outer lives. 
Collectively, we are creatively engaged in symbolic human 
activities, self-reflexive and permanently unfinished. We are 
the vulnerable, biographical creatures of body, feeling and 
reflective consciousness. We are born, we suffer, we face 
ambivalence and contingency, and we die. We may even 
have an afterlife. And each life brings its own distinctively 
different and unique life story. Humanism then becomes 
its grounded project: to tell its story. Narratives are 
collectively developed with others, refined and distorted, 
persistently contested, and reshaped generation by gener-
ation. All the time, they pump meaning into life. We seem 
to be the only vulnerable life form on a fragile earth that is 
consciously aware of this. Suffering, and our responses to 

FLOWS OF TIME

FLOWS OF SPACE

Cosmic – multiverse

World – planet

Culture and meaning

Society and institutions

Communal and group

Relational and self

Person and existential

Earth and animals

Figure 1.1: The connective spiral of humanity
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it, are key. A connecting humanity brings a major reflex-
ivity and awareness to all these issues.

3. Interpersonal. We interact and relate to each other in 
families, friendships, networks. More: human life is inter-
subjective. People can never really be alone. We ‘do things 
together’, ‘living in the minds of others’, in ‘circles of 
others’ (see Chapter 3). Human ‘persons’ develop actions 
that are grounded in complex language and symbols, 
capable of engaging with a startling creativity: writing 
literature, composing music, engaging in Olympics, doing 
science, sending people to the moon. No other planetary 
life that we know of at present can quite do this. Humans 
are creative beings who connect to others in relationships.

4. Communal. We bond, sharing life together in a wide range 
of communities. We are the bonding group animal who 
lives with others in close social proximity (like many of 
our ancestors, especially apes); and we do this through 
bounded and bonded families, groups, communities and 
local social worlds. We clash and we cooperate; these 
bonds provide the direct canopies of meaning, sentiment 
and solidarity in our lives. We are the belonging animal. 
But the ability to connect with others in communities also 
brings the potential to not connect.67

5. Societal. We are the human life that flows through societies 
and their tribes, civilizations and nations. Our challenge 
is to create social institutions and practices that enable 
the flourishing of production and work (economy), repro-
duction and socialization (education, family, religion), 
communication (language and media) and security and 
welfare (governance). And through these we achieve 
practical things like food distribution, transportation, 
housing and good health, all interconnected with one 
another. We connect to each other through societies.

6. Cultural. We are the animal who weaves complex ‘ways of 
living’ – bringing values and stories – across the world. We 
are the linguistic, symbolic, manipulating, communicative, 
cultural animal. Ultimately, we are also the animal that 
creates symbolic cultures, ways of living, that are neces-
sarily messy and murky. These bring issues of values and 
power relations. Establishing relations of symmetry and 
asymmetry, power expands or concentrates the degree of 
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freedom and control exerted over lives. All life might be 
guided and shaped by certain rules; and many animals 
have a sort of sensitivity to other life. But only humans 
invent elaborate cultural frames of values; only they can 
develop ethical and normative orders organized through 
legal and power relations. Our cultures become sites of 
struggle over value and emancipation – of what it means 
to lead the good (or bad) life. We are elaborate linguistic 
animals capable of manipulating symbols in complex ways 
to produce historically based value systems. But cultures 
usually also have material foundations. We connect to 
others through these cultures.

7. Worldly. We are the animal that finds other tribes and 
creatures living on the earth. We look to become a worldly 
animal as humanity becomes globalized. We get to know 
these other strangers living in other parts of the world. A 
cosmopolitan attitude is in the making. We have to live 
with each other. There is life beyond the little world we live 
in.

8. Cosmic. And finally, we are a planetary animal connected 
to the cosmic universe or multiverse. We are a lunar, cosmic 
animal. A hallmark of our being human in the world is that 
we look up to the heavens and down to the oceans and can 
see our insignificance in the vastness of the cosmic order. 
Excitingly, in many ways hard to fathom, we are connected 
with this vastness of planetary things. These days, with the 
help of satellites, we can just click on Google Maps to see 
and sense our close interconnectedness.

There is more than all this. Very significantly, we become, 
each one of us, a uniquely different human being. Remarkable 
to behold, like all life, the billions of us are each distinctly 
different from one another and connect to one another in 
uniquely different ways. A distinctively different and unique 
life story can be told by each and every life. Humans alone 
develop a personal and heightened self-aware consciousness 
of these unique differences. This can become the basis 
for tensions as well as conflicts. But also surprise and 
amazement. Consider your own life: even as it remains 
enmeshed in connections, nobody can ever live a life quite 
like you. Ever.
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Living in Connection and Complexity

Taking our spiralling human connections seriously is no 
easy task, especially in a digital age. Critical humanism sees 
‘connection’ as a pragmatic tool for living life. ‘Humanity’ 
here becomes the narrative that binds us together through 
our habitats and pursuits, from the bio-organic to the cosmic. 
It is through our stories of collective living that we come 
to sense our togetherness with others, our creativities, our 
limits. It is through these stories that we can come to sense 
possible human coherence. We start to see things that might 
just hold us all together: maybe a common humanity, a 
solidarity of common projects. Once we start making these 
narrative connections, we recognize something about who we 
are, where we came from and, indeed, why we are. All this 
is at the core of learning about becoming human. Religion is 
often at the heart of this storytelling. But in the twenty-first 
century we need more: a wider literacy and pedagogy of hope. 
New ideas appear across the generations. And older ideas 
that have recently been heavily critiqued and become unfash-
ionable – like progress, dignity, rights, universal values – can 
be brought back, reconsidered and reconnected. The world is 
not a closed place, but a perpetual series of challenges to ‘only 
connect’. It will be wise to return to humanity and humanism. 
But this time round, we must do all this with a cautious, 
careful and critical eye.





PART II
Dehumanizing the World: 
Disconnecting Humanity

Man was made for Joy and Woe
And when this we rightly know
Through the world we safely go
Joy and woe are woven fine …

William Blake, Auguries of Innocence (1863)

Definitions:
To dehumanize: to make less than human
To damage: to harm and impair functioning
To disconnect: to break connections
To divide: to separate, to create barriers and walls





2
Damaging Humanity

Humanity is facing an unprecedented crisis … climate change, 
the mass destruction of species and the rapid acceleration of 
inequality are merely its most acute manifestations … [T]he 
current moment is proof of a civilizational crisis.

Arturo Escobar, Pluriversal Politics (2020), p. 121

The Columbian anthropologist Arturo Escobar senses that 
human life is in trouble. And he is not alone. Many claim 
that we now live in a very disconnected world. Indeed, one in 
ten of the world population born around 1900 were slaugh-
tered through war or genocide. (In the Great War alone: 8.5 
million dead, 21 million wounded.)1 At the same time, at 
least 20 million people died from plague. The leading German 
philosopher and sociologist Jürgen Habermas looked back to 
remark:

[The twentieth century] ‘invented’ the gas chambers, total 
war, state-sponsored genocide and extermination camps, 
brainwashing, state security apparatuses, and the panoptic 
surveillance of entire populations. The twentieth century 
‘generated’ more victims, more dead soldiers, more murdered 
civilians, more displaced minorities, more torture, more dead 
from cold, from hunger, from maltreatment, more political 
prisoners and refugees, than could ever have been imagined. 
The phenomena of violence and barbarism mark the distinctive 
signature of the age.2
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As we see from Escobar’s remarks above, the twenty-first 
century, so far, is really not faring much better. Many have 
documented these horrors of the never-ending dark side of 
humanity, and the Great Abyss that has developed between 
continents, especially the global North and global South, the 
East and the West. From the earliest groups and civilizations 
right up to the latest events of this century, there is a long 
history of bloodshed, rage and suffering brought about by 
colonialism, exclusion, femicide, genocide, homophobia and 
sexual fear, racism and racial hatred, rape, slavery, torture, 
tyranny, wars, violence, poverty, and the rest. Billions of lives 
have been born and then dehumanized, rendered ‘less than 
human’. We ‘demean, enslave and exterminate others’.3 Lives 
on Planet Earth have been lived recklessly. We have made the 
world a place that is unfit for a lot of people to live in. And it 
may be becoming more so. As I write, the world is confronting 
a major global pandemic of Covid-19, which is causing deep 
and long-term damage. It is changing everything.4

In this chapter, I give a very brief report on the state of this 
disconnected, dehumanized world circa 2020. As Covid-19 
advances, so many of these problems are becoming greatly 
exacerbated.

Suffering in a Mutilated Covid-19 World5

Bare humanity

I start with the worlds in which human beings can scarcely 
exist at all. Call it ‘bare humanity’.6 In 2019, about one in ten 
(736 million) of the world’s population were living in extreme 
poverty. They barely survived, with little food, housing, water 
or security, living at the most basic level. More: some 135 
million people across fifty-three countries experienced acute 
hunger, 785 million people had no clean water near their 
homes and 2 billion people did not have a decent toilet.7 The 
incidence of disease and frequency of violence is high. Some 80 
million people were ‘displaced’. Life is precarious, especially 
amongst those ‘locked out’ from civil society, and from 
work. Many countries are disproportionately mentioned in 
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this respect over and over again: Yemen, South Sudan, DRC, 
Syria, North Nigeria. And life is becoming disproportionately 
harder in these areas under the rule of Covid-19.

Degraded environments, deranged worlds

We are seriously damaging our environment. Welcome 
to the age of the Anthropocene: climate inequalities and 
injustice, climate refugees, climate war, ‘environmental grief’, 
existential crisis, a climate leviathan, a sixth extinction and, 
for some, a ‘Requiem for a Species’.8 Nearly a century ago, in 
1928, Gandhi said of industrial capitalism: ‘God forbid that 
India should ever take to industrialism after the manner of the 
West. … If an entire population of 300 million took to similar 
exploitation, it would strip the world bare like locusts.’ 
Asked if he would like to see the same standard of living for 
Indians as for the English, he replied: ‘It took Britain half the 
resources of the planet to achieve this prosperity. How many 
planets will a country like India require?’9 And now his fears 
have come true. Modern capitalism has generated an extreme 
environmental emergency: the most serious problem facing 
humanity in the twenty-first century.

Increasingly, we face catastrophically precarious condi-
tions: we cannot breathe the air, drink the water, or live with 
other planetary life. Big business, governments and human 
beings have felt free to actively ravage their environments 
over the past two centuries, creating worldwide environ-
mental injustice. Nature itself – the earth, the sky, the seas, 
plant and animal life – has been degraded, disordered, 
deranged. We humans have been destroying the world in 
which we live. Planet Earth and the people who live on 
it are in jeopardy. Species have become endangered: 1 
million species are threatened with extinction.10 We have 
created seriously unequal, deranged worlds of air pollution, 
carbon damage, climate refugees, climate warming, coral 
reef destruction, deforestation, destructive food chains, 
dying oceans, endangered species, energy crises, famine, 
flooding, heat deaths and heat waves, ice-cap melting, over-
consumption, plagues of warming and food contamination, 
plastic pollution, poor land use, population crises, rising 
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seas, transport trouble, urban slums, waste expansion, water 
shortage, wildfires, zoonotic disease.

David Wallace-Wells has documented all this in his wonder-
fully readable The Uninhabitable Earth. He says: ‘Global 
warming has improbably compressed into two generations 
the entire story of human civilization.’11 This crisis was 
foreseen by 98 per cent of scientists; very few disagree. An 
almost unthinkable world may be coming our way (see Box 
2.1). Richer countries are causing the most damage, while 

Box 2.1: Eight ways to destroy the planet over a few 
hundred years

1. We expand the population - from 800 million in 1750 to 
around 8 billion now.

2. We heat up the globe – through emitting gases like carbon 
dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide – trapping heat and 
leading to climate change.

3. We destroy natural habits of life – through deforestation, 
ocean acidification, mass food production, creation of 
megacities and mass transportation – resulting in pollution 
of land, sea, rivers, coral reefs and air. We destroy indig-
enous cultures and biodiversity.

4. We ravage the seas, earth and ice caps, extracting vital 
minerals and valuables.

5. We build mass food systems that overfish the seas, poison 
the lands and mechanize animal life and its slaughtering.

6. We create indestructible commodities (from plastics to 
cruise liners to space junk) creating mass waste that litters 
and damages the skies, the earth and the seas for genera-
tions to come.

7. We fight military, chemical, biological, nuclear and 
mega-wars – damaging mass life and creating vast waste 
lands of mines, wreckage and poisons.

8. We engage in a never-ending growth as if the world and 
life know no limits.

Ultimately, we fall out of harmony with the world: we fail to 
connect.
(On all this, see: Earth.org; Ecowatch; Environmental-Watch.
com; World Wildlife Fund (wwf.com); UN Biodiversity Reports; 
UN World Urbanization Prospects etc.)
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poorer countries are already showing signs of being most 
damaged. But it is a global crisis that affects everyone, even as 
some remain blind to it. Some claim the damage has already 
gone too far and we are already at the ‘end’. Others give us 
a decade or two to make effective change. There is much to 
be done; the pressing question is just why our governments 
are acting so slowly. There is a need for action – now and for 
the long term. We need, as environmental scholar and activist 
Vandana Shiva claims, an ‘Earth Democracy’. As I write, 
China is going Green, and Extinction Rebellion is challenging 
the destruction of our world. Critical humanism seeks a new 
world of environmental care and justice.12

Destructive technologies, digital threats

People make machines to help in the wellbeing of humanity. 
Yet it is these very same machines that sometimes destroy 
just what it means to be a creative, thinking, feeling human 
being. Much has been written about the ways in which our 
humanity came under attack with industrialization and its 
‘Dark Satanic Mills’. Each of the four key early transforma-
tions – of mining, cotton mills, steam engines and factories 
– brought with them a simultaneous advance in the regress of 
humanity. The human suffering caused by industrialization 
is well documented in the great writings of the time: Engels’s 
The Condition of the Working Class in England, Disraeli’s 
Sybil, Charles Kingsley’s Alton Locke, Elizabeth Gaskell’s 
North and South, and many of Dickens’s novels. The story 
is now very well known. But that was then, and this is now.

Today, we can certainly see this industrial destruction still 
taking place, in the sweatshops of the world, in mines, in 
fracking, in hard labour, in trafficking of all kinds. But a new 
form of serious danger has emerged. Technology is rendering 
more and more lives digital and robotic. We are being ‘colonized’ 
by data, living under the Law of the Algorithm.13 Once again, 
who would choose not to live with the very many stunning 
benefits this brings? And yet, just as industrial technology 
destroyed the natural environment and introduced stultifying 
problems of dehumanizing life for vast numbers, so too does 
this new hi-tech, robotic world. Digitalism brings a strong 
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potential to destroy our humanity. Just what is digitalism and 
AI doing to our humanity? Where are the pitfalls and what 
can be done about them? Can we create a set of values that 
will enable us to live well alongside the digital? An immediate 
challenge is to rescue us from both the digital techno experts 
and the market business folk, who often have less interest 
in the human problems that emerge around what they are 
creating: extreme surveillance, the loss of human autonomy 
(and dignity) and the breakdown of democratic communi-
cations that become unregulated and cannot be trusted.

Here is the making of a world of inhumane and abusive 
humanity, threatening relations for many: from abuse and 
dumbing down, to drone assassination, to cyberwar. Many 
now confront a shocking new world of online abuse, bullying, 
fear, violence, cruelty, crime, hacking, scams, corruption, fake 
imaging, sexual exploitation and trafficking, which the old 
systems of policing and regulation seem incapable of handling. 
At the same time, we see the creation of yet more layers of 
new digital inequalities and human divides. At its most 
extreme, we already see a world where robots are taking over 
and the threat that we humans will vanish. While digitalism 
can certainly make humanity function more smoothly, it can 
also greatly weaken it. So here is another major dilemma that 
needs urgent critical examination and action. We are facing 
the coming deep digitalization and mediatization of humanity.

In all of this, I am regularly reminded of Goethe’s celebrated 
tale of the Sorcerer’s Apprentice: a tale of human powers 
getting out of control. Little digital skills and technologies 
produce a monster that is increasingly running amok. And just 
as the rise of capitalist technology in the nineteenth century 
led to a raft of critical literature, railing against the horrors 
of the machine age, so too the current world of digitalism 
and robotics has brought on a prolific and widely mounted 
attack, with titles like New Dark Age (James Bridle), The Age 
of Surveillance Capitalism (Shoshana Zuboff), Ten Arguments 
for Deleting Your Social Media Accounts Right Now (Jaron 
Lanier), The Internet is Not the Answer (Andrew Keen), 
Automating Inequality (Virginia Eubanks), Weapons of Math 
Destruction (Cathy O’Neil), The Twittering Machine (Richard 
Seymour), Algorithms of Oppression (Safiya Umoja Noble), 
Zucked: Waking Up to the Facebook Catastrophe (Roger 
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McNamee), Anti-Social Media: How Facebook Disconnects 
Us and Undermines Democracy (Siva Vaidhyanathan). They 
all, in their various ways, see the possibility of the end of 
humanity as we know it. They are not usually Luddites, but 
careful thinkers who foretell the real dangers of the digital life.

From such writings, we start to sense that digitalism and 
AI bring the potential to destroy humanity as we have known 
it for the past few thousand years. Our very sense of time, 
space – and being human – is being reworked. As human face-
to-face communication declines in significance, so impersonal 
networking grows in importance. Friends are measured by 
Facebook contacts not intimacy. Time is reordered so we now 
live perpetually with our own digital world that makes instant 
demands on us; all the world becomes immediately urgent, 
speedy and overwhelming. Oh, for the chance to wander and 
dream! Likewise, the private and the public worlds are now 
reconfigured with the distinct possibility that all of our life 
is maintained and monitored by others: a ubiquitous surveil-
lance society far worse than anything Orwell or Huxley 
ever dreamt of. And yet, even as we become more and more 
aware of how our distinctive human life is now being directly 
and ubiquitously monitored by companies, organizations 
and states, we seem to carry on regardless. Here is the new 
world of global positioning system (GPS); here comes satellite 
monitoring; look out for synthetic imaging; welcome to the 
drones. Here is a world of facial recognitions, the personal 
digitalization of body and self, genetic screening devices, a 
personal robot who records our every wish – and more. Here 
is a world of ‘data selves’ rather than human selves. The 
algorithm is colonizing our lives.

Shoshana Zuboff’s The Age of Surveillance Capitalism is 
one handbook (and a very big handbook at well over 600 
pages) that warns of the dangers of this new digital world, 
which the author sees as very widespread and very threat-
ening, and which she fears could grow out of our control 
unless we do something quickly to stop it.14 And the Chinese 
social credit system, involving mass surveillance, developed in 
2013, is intended to record our social reputation, which, as 
result, becomes standardized. Here is Big Brother Data.

We are only at the start of this new system, and I wonder 
just how far the downsides of digitalism will spread. A key 
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question is posed: ‘How are we to look after each other in a 
digital world?’15 Serious interventions are needed to ensure 
that our valuable techno world can keep us as caring and 
compassionate human beings. As we will see later, critical 
humanism suggests the development of a compassionate 
digitalism and digital citizenship.

Dehumanized economies, crisis capitalism

Human beings always create their own economic systems. 
These are given neither by God nor by nature. Indeed, one of 
the central tasks for the human species is to evolve ways for 
dealing with their means of existence: of finding shelter, food, 
warmth and security; of creation and exchange; of repro-
ducing a humane social life. There are many systems that can 
do this. Anthropologist Marshall Sahlins, in his book Stone 
Age Economics, suggests that the original ‘affluent society’ 
may have evolved with the early hunter-gatherers, with people 
living healthy and fulfilled lives. As he provocatively remarks, 
‘the amount of hunger increases relatively and absolutely with 
the evolution of culture’.16 And so we find an ongoing contro-
versy about our past and the nature of economics.

Although there can be many economic forms, capitalism 
has emerged as the dominant world economic system of the 
early twenty-first-century world. The great transformation 
of societies into modern capitalist economies started during 
the eighteenth century and introduced certain values that 
would eventually prove inimical to being human.17 Starting 
in small ways, capitalism has turned the whole of humanity 
into a world of markets, money, profit, competition, GDP 
and perpetual growth, consumption and commodities, and 
ceaseless streaming advertising and promotion. It has made 
the central value of human life commercial and commodified; 
it has given ‘us’ our central concerns with economic growth 
and making wealth. Other human values (see Chapter 6) have 
been pushed aside.

As this happened, economies were created in which many 
people cannot find decent work, where conditions of great 
inequality exist, often offering only bare subsistence, and 
where life is perpetually driven by competition, greed and 
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ambitious success. It becomes a world where people are ‘losers’ 
or ‘winners’ according to their economic status. Within this 
declining neoliberal capitalist world, life became dehumanized 
for very large numbers of people. Its central value (following 
economist Friedrich Hayek and others) was freedom – but this 
is very far from being a straightforward idea. We are engulfed 
by markets, immersed in a consumption and promotional 
culture driven by money and processes of financialization. 
We are hardly ‘free’. Human relations become subject to the 
commodification of everything. Driven by the desire for endless 
and unlimited growth, human life in all its aspects becomes a 
cashable, business-like, money-based affair. This is true not just 
for food and housing, as has been the case for some time, but 
also for the air we breathe and the water we drink and wash in.

Humanizing economics

In recent times, many have argued that modern economics is 
seriously failing, and a raft of new ideas have been proposed 
as to how things should be changed. In Caring Democracy, 
feminist political scientist Joan C. Tronto argues for inter-
spersing social care with the economy; in What Money Can’t 
Buy, philosopher Michael Sandel famously suggests that 
there should be moral limits to a market economy; and social 
theorist Andrew Sayer discusses Why We Can’t Afford the 
Rich.18 Along with others, these scholars seek wide-ranging 
alternatives to the market economy, ones that have generally 
given a higher priority to human values. They look for a 
wider and deeper change that usually gives a prime focus to 
people: a human economics ‘fit for people’ (see Table 8.2). A 
few examples include:

• Humanist economics, which aims to make an ‘economy fit 
for all people’.

• Green, environmental, low-growth economics, which gives 
a key focus to the environment and its preservation.19

• Value-based economics – those that explicitly acknowledge 
market values as limited and suggest alternatives.20

• Majority economics – that is, economics of the 99 per cent 
– which focuses on the welfare of the majority rather than 
the 1 per cent who gain most from the capitalist system.
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• Feminist economics, which identifies key issues that are 
faced by women in a largely male economic order. This 
includes the recognition of an economics based on care.

• Doughnut economics, which focuses on ‘humanity’s 
long-term goals’ – ‘a social foundation of well-being that 
no one should fall below, and an ecological ceiling of 
planetary pressure we should not go beyond’.21

• Participatory economics, which aims to build an economy 
based on ‘solidarity, diversity, equity and self-management’.22

Here is a world where economies focus on humans: they will 
be centred on the majority of people and concerned with 
wider issues like social justice, care, the environment and 
wellbeing. Critical humanism looks for a human economy 
organized with people and human values in mind.

Unequal humanity, immiserating inequalities

Sociologist Göran Therborn has commented that inequality is 
‘a violation of human dignity; it is a denial of the possibility for 
everybody’s human capabilities to develop … a general plague 
on human societies’.23 Throughout history, social inequalities 
have reduced human opportunities. Inequalities are linked to 
changes in birth and death rates; to shorter, more stressful lives; 
to a stunting of physical growth linked to poor diet and poor 
health; to reduced literacy levels and restricted life opportunities 
in education and work; to poverty and poor housing; to a greater 
likelihood of dangerous work, anxiety, stress and violence; and 
to less access to the digital world. And across all of these are 
key differences in gender, class, ethnicity and nation.24 Recent 
evidence also suggests that Covid-19 has amplified the impacts 
of inequalities both between countries and within countries.

It is those who hold power who actually create their worlds, 
and they often have scant regard for the lives of others. 
They build their wealth and status privileges out of feudal 
servitude, slavery, forced mining, colonial extraction, indig-
enous looting, exploitative labour, corporate corruption and 
religious hierarchy. While only a few people live with these 
extreme privileges, often accompanied by a privileged sense of 
entitlement to demean others (the 1 per cent), for vast swathes 
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of the population the world is diminished (the 99 per cent).26 
The world becomes divided into ‘winners’ who gain more 
and more, and a vast number of ‘losers’ who get less and less. 
Figure 2.1 suggests how this works round the world. Such 
inequalities can make life precarious and bitter. Inequalities 
of wealth are notably growing worldwide, linked to austerity, 
globalization, deregulation, regressive tax policies, technology 
and the emasculation of trade unions. In 2020, Oxfam 
estimated that the world’s 2,153 billionaires had more wealth 
than the 4.6 billion people who make up 60 per cent of the 
planet’s population. The twenty-two richest men in the world 
had more wealth than all the women in Africa.27 To linger on 
this statement is to see an extraordinarily unequal humanity.

Why has it been so hard to solve this problem after so many 
centuries? How can we accept the brutalization of so many 
lives in order that so few can live luxuriant lives? Critical 
humanism looks out to minimize the inequalities of the world.

Excluded humanities, disposable life

Large numbers of human beings (many just children) are 
being rejected and ejected from the mainstream of the world, 
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facing formidable ‘borders’28 and pushed into vast waste-
lands, corrosive institutions, abject ghettos. From refugees to 
prisoners, we find a disposable humanity. Here is:

Expulsion by environmental damage, destroying millions 
of lives across the more vulnerable parts of the world: with 
homelessness, poverty, death, famine, plague and serious life 
disruption. India, China, the USA, Ethiopia, Malawi, Haiti, 
Somalia, Vietnam, the Philippines and Zimbabwe are some of 
the most impacted. Twenty-two of the world’s most polluted 
cities are in India, Gurugram being the most polluted. Many 
confront risky oceans such as Manila and Kiribati. Visually, 
all this is well illustrated in Ai Weiwei’s Human Flow (2017), 
a film that documents environmental crisis. Here comes the 
tragedy of climate refugees.29

Expulsion by economic failure, bringing large numbers who 
confront the degradation of work, austerity, unemployment, 
poverty and slum cities. Having no wealth, property or land, 
little or no work, they lead harsh lives. Here come displaced 
workers and forced migrants.

Expulsion by political failure, resulting in large numbers 
being ejected by their state through war and conflict. Here 
are displaced people, migrants, refugees and the dispossessed. 
In 2019 some 79.5 million people (1 per cent of the world’s 
population) were forcibly displaced. Some 68 per cent of 
refugees came from just four countries: Syria (6.6 million), 
Venezuela (2.7 million), Afghanistan (2.7 million), South Sudan 
(2.2 million) (85 per cent are ‘hosted’ in ‘developing’ countries). 
This global displacement is the crisis of our time; and the world 
has mainly shown a malign, inhumane response to it. Humanity 
has broken down here. As I write, Wikipedia lists more than 
150 displaced camps, often housing some 50,000 or more 
people. Around 2.6 million live in refugee camps (often housing 
as many as 11,000 people). They live in the most dehumanized 
and degrading situations, usually cut off from visibility.

Expulsion by communication, bringing large numbers who 
live without modern media communications: about 4 billion 
people, half the world, live without the internet. And more: 
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many live with the limits of a very biased, minimal or 
even totalitarian mode of communication. And even with 
digitalism, people increasingly exist only within their own 
bubble – and all this as they also live in worlds of growing 
and intense surveillance.

Expulsion by prison, bringing some 10.7 million people who 
are physically cut off from the world through incarceration. 
The US alone has nearly 2.3 million prisoners (some 20 per 
cent of the global prison population); it has the highest prison 
rate in the world – with El Salvador coming second.30

Sociologist Saskia Sassen sees a new world order appearing, 
with an elite that live ‘wonderful lives’ while vast numbers 
are excluded to live non-lives. In Expulsions: Brutality and 
Complexity in the Global Economy, Sassen gives a telling 
report on the state of the world in the twenty-first century.31 
She provides a new way of seeing it, no longer through the 
lenses of countries and nations, but through the mobilities 
and exclusions of people. Critical humanism looks for a 
world of inclusion, harmonizing and humanizing.

Ignorant humanities and a post-truth world

We seem to live in a time when people have access to more 
and better forms of knowledge and education than at any 
time in our history. But they are also suffering from an 
overload and a crisis in knowing. We have entered a fragile, 
risky, complex world of unprecedented and uncharted digital, 
environmental, marketized and global cultural change which 
has put knowledge at risk. This has become an epistemo-
logical crisis and a Post-Truth Era.32

For most of history, whatever has passed as knowledge has 
been secure: local, practical, ethnocentric and monocultural, 
often inspired by religion. ‘Reality’ has been limited, often 
false, but seen to be relatively secure and unproblematic. 
We have lived in focused, restricted worlds with trust and 
faith and local ecologies of knowledge. But with the rise 
of modernity, postmodernity, neoliberalism, decolonization 
and globalization, all this has changed. Past worlds of 
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(apparent) truth and trust across the world face rapid change 
and become more complicated, questioned and precarious. 
Human beings now live in more fluid and self-conscious 
worlds of knowledge, epistemology, wisdom, religion, truth 
and trust that rapidly come to be questioned and exposed to 
threat from many sides. Humanity becomes less trusting and 
more risky as we are confronted by a variety of challenges:

• The diversity of faiths, languages and cultures makes us 
aware of a ‘plurality of truths’, suggesting different truths 
being claimed in different worlds. There is no longer just the 
one world: there are many. The idea of ‘multiple objective 
realities’ is a difficult one. But it certainly questions all 
notions of ‘faith’ and ‘knowledge’. It can lead us into 
problems of relativism, and force us to ask whether some 
human realities are truer than others. How can we live 
with this global clash between cultures and truth?

• A mediated reality leads us to dwell more and more 
in worlds of recorded music, film, ‘news’: worlds of 
mechanical and electronic reproduction. Layers of media 
take us further and further away from direct experiences 
of the world. We lose touch with humanity’s interconnect-
edness with the ‘natural things’ of Planet Earth. And within 
this, the realities of digitalism and AI create worlds of the 
‘second self’, robotic superintelligence, algorithms, virtual 
realities. Social media forces many of us to live in restricted 
‘bubbles’ of ideas. A sheen of phantasm and fiction passes 
over all real and concrete life.

• A rapidly commoditized and marketed world shapes much 
of our thinking into a world of commercialized values. 
Our ideas and knowledge come to acquire a cash value. 
Increasingly, education is organized through market and 
metric values. Culture becomes entertainment.

• The worlds of experts and professionals are not taken seriously 
and are given little credibility.33 For some, all knowledge 
has been flattened, expert knowledge is no longer to be 
trusted and governments now deploy ‘strategic ignorance’ 
to avoid liability. And this comes at the very time when ever 
more expert knowledge is needed as we make our way in a 
highly complex world, and at the very time when ever more 
knowledge seems to be accessible to us via the internet.
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All of this starts to dramatically change ‘the world we 
know’ and the ‘truths we can believe’. If we fail to under-
stand more clearly the nature of mediated worlds, the ways 
in which privileged realities are made, and how power 
plays a critical role in the organization of our belief and 
knowledge, then we remain in a chaotic world without 
truth. In the modern world, human beings create self-
centred worlds in which knowledge is restricted to limited 
groups, ignorance flourishes and truth is lacking or denied. 
Even many modern education systems fail abysmally as 
a result of restrictive and imperialistic agendas that do 
not look out to the wider world. They have often become 
victims of an academic capitalism and marketplace. We are 
the intelligent animal, capable of thinking critically and 
knowing about the world – all key to being human. But we 
often fail.

We need clear debates about science and knowledge, and 
the folly of letting mediated digital messaging pass as truths. 
Critical humanism is aware of ignorance and its strategies but 
aims to pursue knowledge, truth wisdom and trust.

Perpetuating violent humanities

Is violence declining or increasing? This controversy has 
been well voiced by Steven Pinker in The Better Angels of 
Our Nature.34 Pinker draws on masses of data to claim 
there has been a long-term decline in violence. Throughout 
history, billions of people have been killed in wars all around 
the world: wars of religious conflict, of conquest, of ethnic 
cleansing, of colonial revolt, etc. Whatever one makes of 
this analysis, the reader can be left in no doubt about the 
prevalence of human violence and atrocity throughout much 
of human history. Yet even if it has decreased vis-à-vis 
the distant past, in the very recent period it seems to be 
widespread.

Today, violence remains a major presence. Not only in civil 
strife, wars and crimes, but also in terrorism, sexual violence, 
digital abuse and the threat of drone warfare; in many 
cultures, violence and aggression have become normalized in 
the media. There also remains the persistent threat of nuclear 
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aggression.35 Since 2006, the Global Peace Index (GPI) has 
been ranking some 160 countries around the world in terms 
of peacefulness and violence (covering 99 per cent of the 
global population). The 2020 Report found the world to be 
considerably less peaceful than it was at the inception of the 
GPI.36 Since 2008, there has been a year-on-year deterioration 
in peacefulness. Afghanistan is the least peaceful country in 
the world, followed by Syria, Iraq, South Sudan and Yemen. 
All, except Yemen, have been ranked amongst the five least 
peaceful countries since at least 2015. The decline of peace-
fulness since the 2010s has been caused by a wide range of 
factors, including increased terrorist activity, the intensifi-
cation of conflicts in the Middle East, rising regional tensions 
in Eastern Europe and Northeast Asia, and growing numbers 
of refugees. In all, 104 countries recorded increased levels 
of terrorist activity, while only 38 improved, and the total 
number of conflict deaths increased by 140 per cent between 
2006 and 2020.37 Critical humanism advocates peace and 
nonviolence.

The failing of human governance

As I write, in 2020, there is widespread concern about the 
failure of governance across the world. People are rejecting 
their ‘old orders’. And government responses to Covid-19 
seem to have been much more effective in Asia than in 
the West. A range of annual reports brings gloomy news. 
Humanity is under threat from four major tendencies: the 
fragility of governance, the rise of populism and authori-
tarianism, the decline of democracy and the rise of political 
digitalism.

At a most basic level there is now a Fragile States 
Index,38 which aims to measure the vulnerability of states 
to conflict or collapse. It does this by looking at twelve 
risk indicators, including security, factionalized elites, group 
grievances, economic situation, human flight, state legitimacy, 
public services, human rights and rule of law, demographic 
pressures, refugees and internally displaced persons and 
external intervention. In 2019 it listed some 120 countries 
that were ranked according to risk: from ‘Warning’ to ‘Very 
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High Alert’. Put bluntly, a lot of countries are in some sort of 
trouble. Most worrying (with very high alerts) are the Congo 
Democratic Republic (CDR), Syria, South Somalia, Sudan 
and the Yemen. Venezuela and Brazil tied for the title of the 
Most Worsened Country.39

But in addition to this, at least half the world is now 
manifestly authoritarian. More than 100 countries are run on 
an authoritarian model; some 50 are dictatorships. Amongst 
the largest nations, China has become ‘democratic with 
Chinese characteristics’. In effect, this makes it home to 
high levels of restricted freedom (especially in the press), 
widespread bans on protests, deep surveillance, exclusions of 
minorities (the re-education and indoctrinating of Uyghurs 
and other Muslims since 2017) and a president (Xi Jinping) 
who will be in power until his death. Russia is de facto 
authoritarian, with Putin set to be president until 2036. In 
many countries, like North Korea, Sudan, Zimbabwe and 
Burma, there are severe restrictions of freedom. Indeed, the 
nongovernmental organization Reporters Without Borders 
talks of a deep and disturbing decline in media freedom 
around the world. And in a few countries, there may well 
be genocide: Myanmar, Syria, Sudan, Uganda, Ethiopia, for 
example. There is gross inequality, widespread corruption 
and a lack of free and fair elections.

Accompanying this is the growth of new, mainly right-
wing, global ‘populisms’. Populists with autocratic tendencies 
have won elections in the Philippines, Brazil and Mexico. 
Democratic institutions have been subverted in Hungary, 
Turkey and Poland. New populist movements make minority 
groups objects of hate: ethnic groups, refugees and immigrants, 
lesbians, gays and trans, and many others.40

All in all, by January 2020, only 430 million people in 
just twenty-two countries were living in something like a ‘full 
democracy’. The Democracy Index41 claimed that fifty-two 
countries were ‘flawed’, forty-five were ‘hybrids’ and fifty-
four were directly ‘authoritarian’. We live in a world of ‘new 
demagogues’.42 Even more dispiriting, a Pew Survey in 2019 
found a worldwide discontent with democracy as a system.43

Democracy – with its commitments to freedom, equality 
and participation – is usually seen as the strongest political 
base for humanism, humanity and human flourishing 
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– focusing as it does on the free participation of all people in 
the political process. Any government that does not primarily 
use its power to work on behalf of the freedom, equality, 
dignity, security and flourishing of the diversity of all its 
peoples is likely to be inadequate, and also quite likely to be 
a dehumanizing, degrading, inhumane form of governance. 
Indeed, a central role of good governance is to assume a 
special responsibility to look after its weakest members. The 
very idea of global humane governance is, on the whole, a 
recent human creation.44

By this criterion, for most of human history, political 
institutions will have frequently failed. Certainly, the very 
long-term political wish for a democracy, even if much 
contested, has never been fully achieved. Instead, what we 
usually get are variants that have typically favoured small 
privileged and elite groupings that have used their populous 
as a source of taxation, as workers for their lands, as fodder 
for their battles. Ultimately, too, a central challenge for 
critical humanism includes not just the failures of state 
governance but also the need for a connectedness to a global 
governance. This has only become a possibility in our most 
recent history with the creation of organizations like the 
United Nations.

Finally, the emergence of new media-based sources of 
power are creating distortions and corruptions that are 
starting to unravel. Social media is now employed to mobilize 
and conduct politics. In an early phase, it looked as if 
digital technology would lead to an enhanced ‘power for 
the people’: new methods of petition signing, cyber activism, 
crowd funding, a new political blogosphere. But as this new 
world has unfolded, we find ourselves facing dangers such 
as Platform Capitalism, Digital Demagogue and Democracy 
Hacked (all titles of recent books).45 The tweets of Donald 
Trump and his ‘fake news’, alongside the data scandal linked 
to the British consulting firm Cambridge Analytica, did 
much to disrupt smooth political processes. (In 2020, the 
Washington Post claimed that Donald Trump had lied 20,000 
times during his time in the presidential office.46) Critical 
humanism looks for a humane governance, one where all 
people matter.
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The everyday corruption of human life

Corruption involves abuses of authority and trust. It is widely 
found through acts of blackmail, bribery, cartels, ‘dark money’, 
digital misuse, extortion, fraud, nepotism and ‘offshoring’. 
It is often extended to include abuses and harassments of 
various other kinds, including sexual. Corruption seems to be 
practised everywhere around the world and is often culturally 
condoned: by governments, business, law and the judiciary, 
educational institutions, trade unions and entertainment 
organizations – and even by ‘good causes’ like religion, health, 
environmentalism and humanitarianism. Indeed, it is the very 
pervasive nature of corruption that poisons relationships, 
generates fear and resentment, and centrally undermines trust. 
In some countries the overlap of corruption between organiz-
ations and the state is so pervasive that we speak of the mafia 
state (where organized crime directly links to the state, e.g. in 
Italy, Japan, Russia) or the narco state (where drug cartels are 
linked in with ruling groups, as in much of Latin America and 
parts of South America).

In the contemporary world, corruption seems widespread. 
We see it in the power of Russian oligarchs and the influence 
of a new transnationalism class (bureaucrats and politicians, 
corporate executives, media moguls).

Transparency International defines corruption as the ‘abuse 
of entrusted power for private gain’ and finds it everywhere. 
Its Corruption Perceptions Index measures corruption in a 
number of ways. One key measure constructs a scale from 
100 (clean) to 0 (highly corrupt). On this basis, in 2020, 
two-thirds of countries scored below 50; and the average 
score was 43. The worst countries were Yugoslavia (16), 
Yemen (15), Syria (13), South Sudan (12) and Somali (9).47 
Critical humanism fights corruption in all its forms.

Disconnected humanities: a malaise in the world

So many people’s everyday lives are spent in the midst of 
gross inequality, environmental degradation, digital abuse, 
economic exploitation, poverty, displacement and exclusion, 
troubled education, broken states, corruption, crime and 
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ubiquitous violence. And then came a pandemic. It cannot 
be surprising that there are so many instances of troubled 
lives and mental health problems. Across the world, some 
20 million people have schizophrenia and 264 million people 
face depression. Since the 1980s, suicide rates have increased 
by 60 per cent worldwide. And in many countries, happiness – 
measured by various scales – is in decline. Critical humanism 
seeks good mental health, good thinking.48

Living in a Post-Covid World

At the very moment when the Covid-19 pandemic emerged on 
Planet Earth in early 2020, the world was already facing crisis, 
chaos and regression. It was confronting a climate emergency, 
widening inequalities, a global crisis of displacement and 
refugees, ‘democratic fatigue’, digital surveillance and the 
rise of authoritarianism and autocracy, lush with corruption. 
Mental health problems were widespread. Instead of an open 
planetary world rich in diversity, openness and cosmopoli-
tanism seeking to care for and connect with the planet, we 
witnessed the strengthening of closed nation-states and the 
rise of ethno-nationalism, along with border restrictions, 
greed and violence. We saw the rise of populist masses who 
were looking for their One and Only Way, rejecting the 
complex pluralities of global human life. The idea of human 
rights, which had achieved so much so rapidly, was increas-
ingly being rejected. Global organizations were derided. A 
world of digital algorithms and big data posed as progress, 
while deepening the surveillance and regulation of life. The 
vast flow of human suffering, typified by the displaced and 
the refugee, was ignored. And all the time, a major ecological 
crisis – even a sixth extinction – seemed imminent. All kinds 
of catastrophic events were predicted. It is important to recall 
this context in which Covid-19 arrived. But, as we will see, 
it was also a time that saw the rise of global movements 
opposed to much of this. Their energy inspired. But will it be 
enough? Can most of us survive? We will need new visions, 
new stories, new actions. And this is one reason a new kind 
of humanism is needed.
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Appendix: Monitoring the Mutilated World

Statistics do not tell the whole story and need to be approached 
critically.49 But that said, we now have major resources from 
which we can monitor the state of the mutilated world (see 
Table 2.1). 

Table 2.1: Monitoring the mutilated world

The damaged Key resources

Bare Life Global Health Observatory (https://www.who.int/data/
gho)

Global Hunger Index (https://www.globalhungerindex.
org/pdf/en/2020.pdf)

Food security Information
Decent Water (https://www.wateraid.org/uk/)

Environment UN Environmental Indicators (https://unstats.un.org/unsd/
environment/indicators.htm)

Inequality World Social Report (https://www.un.org/development/
desa/dspd/world-social-report/2020-2.html)

World Inequality Database (https://wid.world)
World Rich Index (https://www.hurun.net/en-US/Info/

Detail?num=LWAS8B997XUP) (https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/The_World%27s_Billionaires)

Forbes and Sunday Times rich lists

Digital World Economic Forum: Wild Wide Web (https://reports.
weforum.org/global-risks-report-2020/wild-wide-web/)

Exclusion UNHCR: Internally Displaced People (https://www.unhcr.
org/uk/internally-displaced-people.html)

Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (https://www.
internal-displacement.org)

Genocide Watch (https://www.genocidewatch.com)
World Prison Brief (https://www.prisonstudies.org)
Coalition Against Trafficking (https://catwinternational.

org)
Freedom from Torture (https://www.freedomfromtorture.

org)

Ignorance Freedom of the Press Index – Reporters without Borders 
(https://rsf.org/en/ranking)

There are now many fact checking sites, many listed on 
Wikipedia, country by country. For an example, see Full 
Fact (https://fullfact.org)
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The damaged Key resources

Violence Global Peace Index – Vision of Humanity (https://www.
visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/
GPI_2020_web.pdf)

Global Terrorism Index – Vision of Humanity (https://
visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/
GTI-2020-web-1.pdf)

ILGA State Sponsored Homophobia (https://ilga.org/
state-sponsored-homophobia-report)

Violence against Women: The Shadow Pandemic, 2020 
(https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/4/
statement-ed-phumzile-violence-against-women-
during-pandemic)

Governance Democracy Index (https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/
democracy-index-2020/)

Failed States Index (https://fragilestatesindex.org)
Freedom House (https://freedomhouse.org/report/

freedom-world/2021/democracy-under-siege)
Human Rights Watch (https://www.hrw.org)
International Centre for Transitional Justice (https://www.

ictj.org)

Corruption Rule of Law (World Justice) Index (https://
worldjusticeproject.org/our-work/research-and-data/
wjp-rule-law-index-2020)

Transparency International and Corruption Index (https://
www.transparency.org/en/countries/united-kingdom)

Malaise World Happiness Report (https://worldhappiness.report/
ed/2021/)

Happy Planet Index (http://happyplanetindex.org)
Global Mental Health (https://www.who.int/news-room/

fact-sheets/detail/mental-disorders)
Lancet Commission on Global Mental Health (https://

www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/
PIIS0140-6736(18)31612-X/fulltext)

Catastrophe Global Risk Report (https://www.weforum.org/reports/
the-global-risks-report-2020)

World Risk/Relief (https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/
files/resources/WorldRiskReport-2020.pdf)

Human/
Sustainable 
Development

Sustainable Development Index (https://sdgindex.org/
reports/sustainable-development-report-2020/)

Human Development Index/Report (http://hdr.undp.org/
en/2020-report)

See also The New Humanitarian (https://www.
thenewhumanitarian.org)

New Internationalist (https://newint.org)
Our world in data (https://ourworldindata.org)
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Dividing Humanity

All peoples are different and it’s natural that all think that its 
own way is best.

Herodotus, Histories, Bk 3, Ch. 38 (c. 430 bce)

The poet Louis MacNeice once described the unique beauty 
of every snowflake as ‘incorrigibly plural’.1 And so it is with 
every human life: we live an ‘incorrigible plurality’ of lives. 
Each life takes on a magnificently unique identity from the 
life of others. This is a quite stunning fact of our humanity. 
Indeed, philosopher Hannah Arendt makes our human 
uniqueness the cornerstone of being human: ‘Nobody is ever 
the same as anyone else who ever lived, lives or will live’; we 
all act in uniquely different ways from each other and dwell in 
uniquely different narratives.2 And as we will come to see, it is 
this very difference that can be one of the scintillating joys of 
being human. But it can also be its downfall. Our differences 
are a double-edged sword: a paradox of humanity.

Critical humanism starts with human difference. How do 
we all differ and how can we come to live well with this? If 
we can appreciate human difference, our humanity will be 
enhanced. If we cannot, we may well dehumanize ourselves 
and others. We live life through these differences in our little 
human actions, creativities, stories, moralities, ways of being, 
identities, talking, feelings, sufferings, joys and passions. 
Empathy, compassion and dialogue will become our guiding 
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tools for understanding such diversity. Cosmopolitanism 
and conviviality will be its key social forms. While our own 
lives matter, so too do the lives of others. And we have the 
capacity to share other lives and understand them. More: 
our collective lives are also always bound up with the wider 
biosphere of life. And this matters too. We live in a world not 
just of other different people, but also of animals and plant 
life, living things, all uniquely different, with human empathy 
as our central aid and decoder.

And all this leads to our paradox. The very idea of a 
difference comes with its opposite: a desire for some kind of 
common humanity, a unity that will hold us together. Yet as 
we seek a way of living with others, we stumble into worlds 
so different from ours that we often become estranged. ‘These 
are not my people or my humanity’, we say. And we face 
the possibility of turning the idea of humanity into a divisive 
weapon to categorize people, even exclude others. These are 
not my people: they may not even be human. From this it is 
but a short step to the long history of human cruelty, self-
righteousness, inhumanity and dehumanization that grows 
out of a seemingly positive world of difference. In this 
chapter, I give a focus to this paradox of humanity.

Background: Circles of Connective Humanity

Here is a key puzzle: how do we move from our own unique, 
deeply held, ethnocentric worldview to a wider shared 
worldview of others and their plural cultures? Responses 
to this will differ widely across cultures; but in all of them 
we will find possibilities for a spiral of connections to be at 
work. The Western world develops a view of an inner self 
atomistically present within; the Eastern world sees a self 
that is collectively ‘lost’ in the outer world.3 Our puzzle is 
to sense how a uniquely embodied human existential self 
meets a social world of others. Yet, as philosopher Emmanuel 
Levinas claims, ‘the self is only possible through the recog-
nition of the Other’.4 For Levinas, the focus should always 
be on the Other. We can never be alone with a self. There is 
also always a conversation between ourselves and others. We 
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ultimately see a move from a self-monologue to the Other and 
a potential mutual dialogue. We move from a conversation 
with self to a conversation with others: from an ‘I’ to a ‘Thou’, 
from a ‘Me’ to a ‘We’; to a mutual recognition of others and 
their differences. We live with a potential for understanding 
the standpoint of others. And this raises a general practical 
problem for human beings: how do we cope with the array of 
meetings with these others, especially strangers? How are we 
to respond to them? Do we cooperate and share? Do we get 
into conflict? Do we absorb the strangers’ world, extending it 
to ours? Is there a desire for mutual recognition?5

This is complicated. Two key ideas might help understand 
human connection: the centrality of empathy (sympathy and 
compassion are linked), and ‘the circle of humanity’. The first 
looks at how we feel our way into the minds and hearts of 
others, how we develop mirror reflections acquiring sympathy, 
a feeling for others. In studies with monkeys, biologist Frans 
de Waal and others have found that empathy is not a uniquely 
human trait, even if it reaches more complex levels with 
humans.6 A bedrock of human life is thus the development of 
mutuality and intersubjectivity (the interchange of thoughts 
and feelings between two people). We enter what philosopher 
Fonna Forman-Barzilai calls the ‘circles of sympathy’: ‘Each 
of us is as it were entirely encompassed by many circles, some 
smaller, others larger.’7 She draws on a range of formidable 
thinkers: Adam Smith, Ralph Waldo Emerson, W. E. H. Lecky, 
Albert Einstein, Gandhi and, most recently, Peter Singer. All 
suggest an imagery of life flowing through concentric circles. 
We become aware of ourselves and others, from the closest to 
the most distanced: intimate others, significant others, gener-
alized others, abstract others, even enemy others. There can 
be an elaborate classification of these ‘others’. The (somewhat 
over-simple) image shown in Figure 3.1 provides some sense 
of where I am moving.

This simple diagram encourages us to see life as a course of 
rippling, concentric flows encircling the human self: circles of 
others expanding or contracting. Expanding means inclusion: 
more people and life enter the circle. Contracting means 
exclusion: fewer people and life enter the circle. Life can 
be seen as a pulsating circle of connectivity perpetually 
rolling from a wide sweeping inclusion (call it humanity) 
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to a narrowing exclusion (call it less-humanity) – and back 
to inclusion. Along the way, we face differences, conflicts, 
dehumanization, enemies, resistances, tribalism, new 
identities, dialogue, civility, cooperation, cosmopolitanism 
and, maybe, even a common humanity. This is one way of 
seeing the journey that a life takes.8

From Difference to Division to Dehumanization

Our paradox of humanity is grounded in a flow of experience. 
Human differences can become human divisions. Divisions 
can be exaggerated and result in dehumanization. Life can 
become more segregated, antagonistic and polarized. Enemies 

Figure 3.1: Circles of connective humanity
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are created. The struggle is then to see how we can resolve 
these conflicts – to bring people back together again, to create 
some sense of a common humanity, to live together well. The 
remainder of this chapter charts this flow.

On human difference

Just flip around the media: human difference is everywhere 
on show. Research from anthropologists, geneticists, histo-
rians, psychologists, palaeontologists, political scientists and 
sociologists makes this abundantly clear. Biodiversity can 
be a starting point. The much studied (and now easily 
accessible) DNA charts our genetic diversity as a unique 
structure, each one showing a long different evolutionary 
strand. We can now track our DNA back across our complex 
heritage through many generations and find our very varied 
ancestry.9 We also now know a lot about the diversities in 
plants and animals and the very specialized locales in which 
they flourish.10 In a similar way, certain modes of living and 
groups are able to flourish in various different locales and 
parts of the world. There is a geography of plural human life, 
a cartography; and a cultural anthropology of societies that 
documents a massive array of ‘ways of living’. Evidence for 
this can be found in the great museums and digital libraries 
of the world. With a click of a digital finger, the enormous 
diversities within the human species can be rapidly found.11 
And such differences cannot be taken lightly. They resonate 
deeply with people and usually will not be open to easy 
change.

Very apparent is linguistic diversity. Most of us speak only 
one or two of a small number of languages; but in this century 
there are some 6,700 languages spoken across the world 
(down from 14,500 in 1500). Indonesia’s population of 268 
million spreads over thousands of islands, speaking several 
hundred languages. That said, conservative estimates suggest 
that more than half the world’s languages will become extinct 
by 2100; and only twenty-three languages now account for 
half the world’s population. But languages themselves result 
in a multitude of dialects and hybrid forms. Living languages 
are in perpetual change.12
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Then there is religious diversity. The website Adherents.
com suggests that there are currently more than 4,000 
different religions in the world. And they all claim to be right! 
The top five – Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam and 
Judaism – are all divided, fragmented and deeply conflictual. 
Throughout history, Gods and spirits have been created (or 
discovered) to create multiple meanings and rituals that give 
sense to different lives. With their core texts, leaders, prime 
rituals and ethical codes, they often reinforce difference and 
create social worlds closely connected to power.

There is also tribal, indigenous diversity. Currently, there 
are some 5,000 indigenous First Nations tribes around the 
world – the original inhabitants of parts of the earth: some 
370 million people (6 per cent of the world’s population) 
living in culturally different worlds (many are listed on 
Wikipedia’s list of indigenous peoples).13

And there is political diversity. We move from ideas of 
‘tribes’ to the very modern idea of nations: currently, there 
are around 200 states in the world. They act as political units 
to organize our differences. But within each state there usually 
exist great variations. Increasingly, we also have global – 
transnational – organizations, which cut across countries, 
mixing diversities across the globe.

I have only scraped the surface. We can find many more 
examples of diversity: of gender plurality, ethnic diversity and 
varied sexualities. And much of it runs very deep. Cultural 
variations are neither fixed nor settled nor uniform: we have 
hybrid cultures, mobile cultures, diasporic cultures. There is 
much more to say about this very wide pattern of cultural and 
historical diversity that marks humanity.14

On division and dehumanization

So difference is everywhere. And living with a human world 
stuffed full of variety, ‘a world of many worlds’, is not always 
going to be easy. It can lead to anxiety about the differences. 
We may fail to live easily with this enormous human diversity 
and start using the very language of humanity as a tool to 
divide the world up. We make some people ‘less than human’; 
we dehumanize them.15 The idea of ‘human’ now becomes a 
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powerful sorting device, to distinguish between those who are 
really human (and hence positive and good) and those who 
are not.

It is here that the idea of the ‘Other’ (and ‘Othering’) 
arises. ‘What is the nature of Othering’s comfort, its allure, 
its power?’ asks Toni Morrison in The Origin of Others.16 
This Other is depicted first as different, not-us (perhaps as 
a stranger or a foreigner); then as a lesser being, somewhat 
inferior – maybe barbaric, savage. And ultimately, it is 
claimed to be bad, a monster, evil. And so it is that some 
human beings become nonhuman. Ultimately, they are the 
objects of power, subjugation, hatred and oppression. The 
very idea of ‘humanity’ now becomes a strategy of exclusion. 
It drowns out other particular human-speaking subjects, 
voices, people. And along the way it introduces languages, 
strategies and methodologies that can, first, just disagree; 
then discriminate and exploit; go on to exclude, terrorize 
and torture; and finally savagely kill these other people who 
are different. It organizes deep structures of dehumanization. 
Here come the civilized and the uncivilized, the modern and 
the savage, the normal and the pathological. The cripples, the 
Dalit, the refugees, the Roma: the mad, the bad and the ugly.

Once we start thinking like this, we can soon see a shocking 
historical parade of people whose lives have been treated this 
way: humanity excluded by humanity. Lives have been margin-
alized, silenced, terrorized. Here are the billions of people who 
live largely brutalized, shamed, dishonoured and insecure lives. 
Often, they confront discrimination, exclusion and death. The 
tragedy here is that the very notion of humanity is being used 
negatively, as a weapon of attack. People quietly scream in 
fear ‘Why am I not seen as human?’ ‘I am no longer human.’ 
Cameroonian philosopher Achille Mbembe puzzles over this, 
asking who in the world can claim the right to live a life, and 
who is to be left to die.17 This is a question that takes on an 
even more emphatic relevance as Covid-19 sweeps the world, 
and especially impacts the poorer communities within it.

We can find the horror of dehumanization at work every-
where. Racism is the most common institutional form of it: 
in the racialization of the world; in the colonization of many 
countries by ethnicity throughout history; in the caste system 
of the Hindus; in many mass displacements of peoples; in 
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genocides, ethnic cleansing, ghettos, prisons, slavery and 
wars. But we find it elsewhere too, notably in gender. Feminist 
scholar Catharine A. MacKinnon, for example, can still ask of 
the twenty-first century: ‘When will women become human? 
When?’18 To this we can add the torture, abuse and killings 
across the world of lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans peoples.19

I will have more to say about all this in the next chapter.

Creating enemies

And so our human world becomes stuffed full of divisive, 
sectarian tribes in conflict. Why do we invent enemies, 
outsiders, monsters that are ‘less than human’? Italian 
intellectual Umberto Eco puzzles over this and comments 
generally: ‘Having an enemy is important not only to define 
our identity but also to provide us with an obstacle against 
which to measure our system of values and, in seeking to 
overcome it, to demonstrate our own worth. So when there is 
no enemy, we have to invent one.’20

This seemingly necessary creation of divisive and enemy 
worlds is complex, working on many levels, from the deeply 
psychological to the broadest historical-cultural. Many have 
studied it. For some, it is simply linked to our basic animality: 
like most animals, we simply show an instinctive fear of the 
unknown or of perceived danger. We fear what we do not 
know: people of a different body, ethnicity, nation, gender, 
sexuality or age disturb us. Perhaps this serves some kind 
of evolutionary function. Here, ‘othering’ can become a 
mode of projection (and protection). It is precipitated by a 
deep psychological threat: a form of scapegoating in which 
we project our own fears onto the other and render them 
the enemy, lush with hatred, anger and resentment.21 A 
strong psychoanalytic link is often made here to fears and 
repressions of sexuality, aggression and status. Yet another 
argument suggests this ‘othering’ may be bound up with 
group loyalties: with belonging to groups that create ‘insider 
identities’ and stable attitudes and worldviews that are hard 
to change, while rejecting the lives and values of ‘outsider 
groups’. Here, group belonging can bind us together. And 
closely linked to this is an explanation from anthropologists 
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who suggest it grows from the elaborate working of cultural 
categorization around purity and taboos. Hence most known 
societies see the world as some kind of ‘natural order’ with 
binary boundaries that help to maintain a distinctive sense of 
the social order. ‘Stuff’ that falls outside this understanding 
becomes ‘pathology’. Enemies mark out the symbolic bound-
aries of a group or society. And closely linked to this is 
the sociologist’s explanation of the linkage between group 
boundaries and the formation of the self and identity.22

Bringing some of these themes together, we find a core 
narrative of binary othering. As we define our ‘selves’, create 
our own identities and bond with our own groups, so we 
create binary oppositions that we can come to see as the 
‘enemy’, the ‘other’. The ‘ties that bind’ become the ‘ties that 
blind’. And this may be a cruel blindness: unable to see the 
worlds of others, we are condemned to create enemies.

This sweeping summary suggests that explanations of 
othering are multitiered: from the biological to the cultural. 
But all this has been very abstract. While there are many 
theoretical explanations, the focus ultimately has to move to 
the concrete case, real people and historically specific detail 
of their interests, fears and conflicts. To understand ‘othering’ 
always requires detailing the economic and power relations 
in the historical moment in which it happens: the real-life 
dynamics of war, slavery, colonialism, racism, migration. It 
is to power relations and history that we have ultimately to 
turn. It is only the detailed historical story that can deeply 
explain why it is that, at any time, one group of people are 
‘othered’ and others are not. The history of racialized others 
in the US, for example, links to a wider historical system of 
massive slavery and economic exploitation.

In Age of Anger, Indian writer Pankaj Mishra looks at the 
tensions in Europe and Asia over the past 200 years.23 He 
sees the breakdown of the old established orders and their 
legitimacy; the rise of new demagogues and authoritarian 
leaders involved in hatemongering against immigrants; and 
violence and terrorism stretching across vast swathes of land. 
It is the culmination of a long process. Here we find vast 
irrationalities and the rise of resentment, anger, hate. Just 
how has all this been working itself out in world history over 
the past 200 years?
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There are many such studies. Norman Naimark, for 
example, has looked at five recent ethnic cleansings in Europe, 
from the Armenian genocide of 1915 and the expulsion 
of Greeks from Anatolia during the Greco-Turkish War of 
1921–2, to Bosnia and Kosovo built on long-standing religious 
and ethnic hatreds.24 I will be suggesting that the world is 
littered with this kind of traumatized humanity. A cycle of 
othering is linked to a simmering sense of injustice, a fear of 
difference, a resentment of others and a hatred of enemies.25

Resisting the Fault Lines of Hierarchical 
Humanity

The people we become hostile towards do not appear randomly 
on our horizons. They are structured by means of deep 
hierarchies and fault lines organized through well-embedded 
historical power relations. Most commonly, this involves 
relations of dominance and subordination linked to class, 
gender, ethnicity, sexuality, age, health and ability, and also 
religion, nation, environment and nature. These are the global 
fault lines of humanity and they cannot easily be wished away. 
These ideas (with long-hidden grounded histories) work to make 
visible not just difference, but hierarchies of humanities and 
oppression. They highlight many major forms of domination, 
not just one. They give voice and language to processes that 
may have haunted much of humanity. These days, we see 
these processes as issues of class and class consciousness, anti-
racism and racialization, anti-Semitism and Islamophobia, 
sexism and patriarchy, generational ageism, homophobia 
and heterosexism, disableism and ableism, nationalism and 
postcolonialism. These are key ‘new names’ for the process 
of dehumanizing others. And they intersect with one another. 
Ubiquitous, deep and universal, they have a long, if hidden, 
history that runs alongside the structures of key social institu-
tions.26 Out of these have emerged a multitude of new ‘tribes’, 
global social movements and identity politics that help redefine 
what it means to be human in the contemporary world. Here we 
can find multiple struggles of everyday resistance throughout 
the world. Table 3.1 provides a schematic indication of all this.
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Table 3.1: Hierarchies of humanity: the dehumanization of others

Ideologies: 
narratives of 
dehumanization

Fault lines: 
dominant 
structures

Subordination: 
dehumanized 
‘others’

Resistance: social 
movements

Class and class 
consciousness

economic 
divides

poor/rich; 
slave/free; 
Dalit/Brahmin

workers’ 
movements

Racism and 
racialization

ethnic divides black/white; 
colonized; 
indigenous/ 
‘advanced’

movements 
for indigenous 
peoples; 
colonized 
movements; 
antiracism 
movements

Sexism gender divides 
(patriarchy)

man/woman; 
man-woman/trans

women’s 
movement; 
gender 
movements

Ageism age and 
generational 
divides

good age/bad 
age; 
young/older

youth 
movements; 
‘elderly’ 
movements

Heterosexism, 
homophobia, 
transphobia

sexuality 
divides/ 
heterosexism

straight/gay; 
pervert/normal

gay, lesbian, 
transgender, 
queer movements

Ableism health and 
disability 
divides

abled/disabled; 
healthy/sick

health 
movements; 
disability alliances

Fundamentalism, 
anti-Semitism, 
Islamophobia

religious 
divides

Christian/Jew; 
Hindu/Muslim; 
Protestant/
Catholic; 
Sunni/Shi’a/Sufi

multifaith 
movements; 
secular 
movements

Nationalism national 
divides; 
tribal divides

my country/your 
country; 
colonized/
colonizer; 
citizen/migrant; 
home/refugee

local movements; 
indigenous 
movements; 
global 
movements; 
displaced peoples

Nature and 
environment

species divides; 
environmental 
divides

nature/culture; 
nature/
technology

environment 
movement; 
animal movement

and many 
others …

systems of 
privilege/
division

insiders/outsiders resistance 
movements
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Resistances to division: the humanism of the 
subordinated other

Throughout history, subordinated voices struggle to tell 
their ‘true’ story. New critical stances can be taken towards 
dominant knowledge. This is also a way that emerging truth 
can be explored. Gradually, a ‘standpoint’ grounded in a 
group awareness (an identity and a belonging) of this subor-
dination tries to become coherent and organized. A collective 
humanism of the subordinated other comes to be heard. 
And over long spans of time we have been gradually hearing 
this. Domination generates both a new form of embodied 
consciousness and a new self-identity.

Marxism explored the way a new potential for a class 
consciousness could emerge as classes came to identify 
themselves. Likewise, feminism found an epistemology of 
feminist standpoints as women struggled to find a new 
awareness of their oppressed situation. Slavery was slowly 
resisted and emancipated: the voice of the slave fitfully 
struggled to be heard, and continues to be so in its modern 
form as the Black Lives Matter and antiracism movement. 
Postcolonial repression brought us the subaltern standpoint 
and, ultimately, the movement for indigenous peoples and 
decolonization. In an influential work, Brazilian educator 
Paulo Freire looked for a ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’ as he 
examined colonized racism; while West Indian psychiatrist 
Frantz Fanon made his call for ‘conscientization’ (an emanci-
pated consciousness) in outcast postcolonial groups.27 
Queer activists likewise developed a queer consciousness, 
arising to challenge the dominance of heteronormativity 
and establish new senses of sexual possibilities. A disability 
movement emerged to resist their mainstream mistreatment 
as they developed a language of ‘abelism’. Indigenous tribal 
resistance movements emerge to fight development and the 
destruction of local cultures. And out of the awareness of 
the ecological rifts between Asia and the West, the North 
and the South, new pluralistic communities of resistance 
were born.28
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Living Well Together: The Kindness of 
Strangers

As philosopher Richard Rorty pronounced:

Progress on a world-historical scale consists in enlarging 
the range of people whom we think of as people like us. 
Barbarians, for example, get in as well as Greeks. Greeks get 
in as well as Jews. Women get in as well as men. Blacks get in 
as well as whites. Gays get in as well as straights.29

And so it is that a difference becomes a division; a division 
leads to dehumanization, and an enemy. Enemies then 
resist. And an agonistic world of lives in perpetual conflict 
with others is created. Much of this book is concerned 
with this very question. Throughout history and across 
cultures, most societies have developed their own divisions 
and enemies. And yet there are many historical situations 
and locations where people with differences of all kinds 
have lived well together in the past. It has been done. And 
often. Classic examples include the Silk Road, where a 
lucrative trade thrived across East and West for hundreds of 
years; medieval Spain, where Muslims, Jews and Christians 
created a culture of tolerance; and many big cities of the 
past and today that became cosmopolitan, almost by 
necessity, and thrive on a certain vitality that comes from 
their differences.30 We can indeed find examples of people 
who assemble rich vibrant tapestries of diverse ways of 
being in the world together as some kind of common 
humanity. Yet for much of history, living with difference 
and not creating division and dehumanization has been a 
major challenge.

And so we return to a key question: how can we best live 
together with our differences? Much of this book is concerned 
with this very question. In a key study, The Invention 
of Humanity, Dutch historian Siep Stuurman examines in 
detail this problem of confronting our human differences 
throughout a wide panoramic history. He poses the following 
telling questions:
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How and in what historical circumstances did cross-cultural 
humanity become thinkable? How could it happen that 
people came to see foreigners as fellow human beings or 
even as equals? How did they surmount the deeply ingrained 
ethnocentrism that was omnipresent at the dawn of human 
history? How did they arrive at the daring vision that all 
human beings on earth are basically alike and should be 
considered members of the overarching meta-community that 
was eventually denoted by the term humanity?

He also states:

Common humanity and equality are not primeval acts that 
patiently await discovery. We should, rather, conceive of 
them as inventions of novel and potentially disruptive ways 
of looking at human relationships. That all the people in the 
world constitute a single community is not an empirical fact. 
What it means is that people can be represented as members 
of the meta-community of an ‘imagined humanity’.31

To provide evidence for his argument, Stuurman sets out on 
the very ambitious task of examining many significant texts 
throughout history (from the writings of Confucius to the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights) asking how, from 
the dawn of established societies, the very idea of ‘other 
societies’ has been handled. Looking at a very wide range 
of encounters between strangers, he asks whether they meet 
each other with equanimity or with hostility. When travellers, 
traders or warriors meet other different people, what is to be 
done? Very often, they will confront extreme violence and 
fear, war and hostility. But there is evidence to suggest a 
gradual growth of cooperation, empathy and understanding, 
even sometimes a sense of immanent equality. We see the rise 
of what Stuurman calls the ‘anthropological turn’, by which 
he means how we look at ‘the stranger in the eyes of others’:

Haphazard enumerations of outlandish attributes of foreign 
cultures are transformed into environmentally grounded 
explications of functional patterns of culture. Uninformed 
ethnocentrism is supplanted by informed criticism. … 
Observers of a foreign culture may seek to imagine how the 
foreigners look back at them, thus inverting the habitual 
hierarchy of the familiar and the foreign.32
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Stuurman’s book takes us through sweeping periods of 
history and wide-ranging writings that include the Islamic 
Koran, the works of the medieval Muslim scholar Ibn 
Khaldun; and others from more recent times: Haitian Antenor 
Firmin, Filipino José Rizal. Stuurman also goes right back to 
Homer, and to the histories of other societies produced by the 
first historian Herodotus. In all these accounts he is looking 
for – and usually finds – something of what has been called 
‘the kindness of strangers’. In all of them, he finds early 
signs of strangers being treated as fellow human beings: with 
hospitality and civility, with the possibility of care, including 
respect, recognition and dignity. There is indeed a history of 
our humanity.33

A Toolbox for Connection and Conviviality

Philosopher Martha C. Nussbaum suggests a conundrum:

If our world is to be a decent world in the future, we must 
acknowledge right now that we are citizens of one interde-
pendent world, held together by mutual fellowship as well as 
the pursuit of mutual advantage, by compassion as well as by 
self-interest, by a love of human dignity in all people, even 
when there is nothing we have to gain from cooperating with 
them. Or rather, even when what we have to gain is the biggest 
thing of all: participation in a just and morally decent world.34

How are we to act in the world so as to live well with others? 
The challenge of the paradox of humanity – of unity and 
difference, inclusion and exclusion – can be met in multiple 
ways. The struggles arise in finding ways to live well – 
convivially – with human differences. Here we can move 
from living well with different others in the particularities of 
everyday action towards the building of wider institutions 
that create a form of cosmopolitan living together. Right up 
front we start with the recognition of the physical presence of 
others: their faces, bodies, minds and personalities, and the 
mutuality (and disturbance) that can arise from this. We are 
in the presence of others. Bodies touch, faces gaze, multiple 
voices can be heard. Empathy, role-taking, human sympathy 
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(even, sometimes, compassion) can be activated. Dialogues 
take place. A mutuality and conviviality may (or may not) be 
established. Circles of humanity may be expanded. A cosmo-
politanism of openness, tolerance and living with others could 
be established. This is a kind of toolbox of ideas to help us 
live well with others.

At the heart of this paradox lies five elements. The first 
of these is human communication – symbol, language and 
dialogue. The words and symbols we use matter. They can 
wound and destroy, damage and degrade, and generate 
shame and guilt. And the idea of dialogue makes clear the 
fact that voices can speak and listen to one another respon-
sively, openly, empathetically. Russian philosopher Mikhail 
Bakhtin has been a key guide here, focusing on great novels 
and showing the understanding that lies behind them.

Life by its very nature is dialogic. To live means to participate 
in dialogue: to ask questions, to heed, to respond, to agree, 
and so forth. In this dialogue a person participates wholly 
and throughout his whole life: with his eyes, lips, hands, soul, 
spirit, with his whole body and deeds. He invests his entire self 
in discourse, and this discourse enters into the dialogic fabric 
of human life, into the world symposium.35

At our best, we are capable of digging deep to establish 
conversations with self and others. Here we can pay due 
respect, listen and take seriously multiple voices, trying our 
best to make sense of this, even when it disagrees with our 
stance. It is a fundamental attempt to create some kind of 
mutual agreement to live with each other well. It requires 
familiarizing ourselves with background issues of cultural 
difference, power and inequalities – of locating dialogic 
inequalities. Ultimately, there will be an ‘unfinalizabilty’ and 
open-endedness to such talk. Of course, this is a highly fragile 
and complicated process; but it is possible. And we now have 
to think long and hard about what is required for it to work. 
It requires that we be attentive to other humans. And this will 
never be easy. It does not mean we have to agree: only that 
we can get on a little, and hopefully agree on some things.36

Within this communication, empathy and compassion 
will come to play key roles. In Harper Lee’s classic story To 
Kill a Mockingbird (1960) the lawyer Atticus Finch gives 
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his daughter this warning: ‘You never really understand 
a person until you consider things from his point of view, 
until you climb inside of his skin and walk around in it.’37 
In the strongest version of this, we develop compassion. For 
some, like religious writer Karen Armstrong, compassion 
is the central project of humanism. Her own work has led 
to a Charter of Compassion, and a Golden Rule: ‘to look 
into our own hearts, discover what gives us pain, and then 
refuse, under any circumstance whatsoever, to inflict that 
pain on anybody else … It is an attitude of principled, 
consistent altruism.’38 We can stretch this compassion across 
a wide array of situations, including the recent arrival of a 
widespread transnational literature and film that enables us 
to develop a wide-ranging appreciation of the different worlds 
of others.

Third, we move on to an expanding of the circles of 
humanity – extending our sense of dialogue and compassion 
by appreciating a wider and more varied range of ‘others’. 
This branching out depends increasingly on some sense of 
common bonds that help to connect us. And here the very 
recognition of the idea of some kind of common humanity 
(bringing perhaps ideas of reciprocity, dignity and rights) 
helps towards the creation of human bonds. It is present 
in the worldwide creation of norms of hospitality and 
conviviality – where we build institutions of friendliness and 
kindness to strangers.39

All this might lead to the fostering of a cosmopolitan 
ideal, which, even if flawed,40 helps us to envision a world 
consciousness and world activity where we can come together 
with a growing sensitivity to differences and how to live with 
them. For Diogenes, the idea of cosmopolitanism brought 
together cosmos (world, universe) and polis (local political 
community). For Kant, it brought world laws – and a principle 
of hospitality. There are intimations here of a world politics, 
coming together and bridging peoples of the world with a 
local, welcoming difference. Cosmopolitanism is a complex 
idea with many meanings: in the account of sociologist 
Robert Holton, more than 200 different types are listed, 
giving rise to numerous controversies. For British-Ghanaian 
philosopher, Kwame Anthony Appiah, it is a ‘universal 
concern for legitimate difference’. And for sociologist Ulrich 
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Beck, it suggests a melange, where ‘local, national, ethnic, 
religious and cosmopolitan cultures and traditions interpen-
etrate, interconnect and intermingle’.41 I find it useful as a 
code term for highlighting the ways human beings learn to 
live with difference.

Finally, we reach the most problematic term in our toolbox 
– a sense of common humanity. The paradox of humanity 
suggests confronting differences and divisions, dehumaniz-
ation and polarization, on the way to a wider understanding 
of what it means to be human. Indeed, one of the joys of using 
the word ‘humanity’ has to be that it brings the possibility of 
searching for unifying and harmonizing forces in the world. 
We human beings may find we have something in common – 
a universal – with one another after all: and this is often what 
we call humanity. But finding this is not easy. Whatever this 
may ultimately turn out to be, it suggests we might all share 
and belong to some kind of provisional common human 
universal world. (During the height of the Covid-19 crisis, the 
word ‘humanity’ was frequently evoked to flag the sentiment 
that ‘we are all in this together’.)

Such universalism is fragile. And it takes two major forms. 
One is our subjective, phenomenological, personally sensed 
world of universals: the thought that human beings feel they 
are part of a similarly shared world, a common narrative 
of humanity. This sense does not arrive automatically or 
naturally when we meet ‘strangers’; it has to be achieved 
and worked at (as we have seen above). A second sense of 
universals claims to be more objective. Certainly, long lists 
of such universals are regularly cited. In one book alone, 
Human Universals, anthropologist Donald E. Brown lists 
some 200 of them, ranging from ‘abstraction in speech and 
thought’ to ‘weapons’ and ‘worldview’.42 Despite the many 
suspicious critics, it is really not very hard to find a great 
many suggestive claims as to what the universals (essences) of 
a common humanity might look like. I already hinted at some 
of them in Chapter 1 – see Box 0.1.

In writing this book, I have sensed that several important 
features of being human are frequently suggested. The 
distinguished biologist Edmund O. Wilson, for example, 
argues: ‘Creativity is the unique and defining trait of our 
species; and its ultimate goal, self-understanding;’ while John 



Dividing Humanity 85

Hands, in Cosmo Sapiens, suggests that ‘the one charac-
teristic that distinguishes humans from all other species is 
reflective consciousness’.43 These are not fixed traits, but 
capacities awaiting action. We are animals with potentials. 
We all have capacities to use language, create meanings, work 
with symbols and tell stories. This makes us self-conscious 
creatures who think about our being in the world. We are all 
vulnerable beings living in a fragile world. Yet we can also all 
act in the world (have agency): we can perform things and 
create things. We are social animals and like doing things 
together – even sharing things. We are the creative creatures 
who bring ‘new things’ into the world. And at some level, we 
need to be recognized for who we are – even accorded some 
kind of dignity, value. Much has been written about all these 
features.44

This is tricky ground. I am not claiming a fixed universal 
nature. But I am suggesting there are open-ended poten-
tials for making us human. And they matter. And I am left 
wondering whether they make sense to you, as they do to me. 
It is some of these ideas that we will explore further in Part 
III of the book.



4
Traumatizing Humanity

Human beings will never be delivered from evil. Our only 
hope is not to eradicate it definitively but to try and under-
stand it, to contain and tame it, recognising that it is also 
present in us.
Tzvetan Todorov, Memory as a Remedy for Evil (2010), p. 82

Tzvetan Todorov was one of the most prolific humanist 
writers of the twentieth century, documenting a world of 
atrocity and evil.1 Humans act in the world to create an 
anti-humanity. A world where slavery, war, genocide, rape, 
racism, caste, femicide and colonization are routinely, in 
their times, normalized – leaving humanity ripped apart, 
disconnected, traumatized. The word ‘atrocity’ is derived 
from the Latin, meaning ‘fierce’ and ‘cruel’, and that is what 
this chapter is about. I try to confront the truly dark side of 
humanity, considering how we face the traumatic and violent 
past and ‘settle accounts’ with it. One meaning of the word 
evil is ‘the denial of humanity’. This is our concern.2

Facing Humanity: Holocaust, Atrocity and Evil

A core, if agonizing, pathway to understanding humanity 
must come from scrutinizing the Holocaust. As one of 
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the most acute examples of modern mass human cruelty, 
death and suffering, these horrors make us painfully aware 
that we are an animal capable of extraordinarily extreme 
cruelty, atrocity – even evil. Films like László Nemes’s Son 
of Saul (2015) and Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah (1985) bear 
witness to the cruel inhumanity of humanity, to minimal, 
bare dehumanized life. For some, it is horrendous precisely 
because it is a product of our time: a ‘techno-bureaucratic 
rationality’ that has brought ‘the demise of an ethical 
consciousness’ and the end of humanity.3 The Holocaust 
has necessarily led to an avalanche of testaments to the 
experience, as well as critical commentary about all those 
human beings implicated in such terrors: victims, perpe-
trators, bystanders. The systematic, yet almost mundane, 
slaughtering of some 6 million Jews (but also Roma, 
disabled, gay people, political dissidents) by an army of 
ordinary operatives and technicians opens up a space for 
the most serious thinking about what it means to be 
human, inhuman and dehumanized. Just how is it possible 
to adequately reflect upon the masses of human lives 
being ghettoized, enslaved, deported, stripped bear, rendered 
nameless by numbering, diseased, overcrowded, starved, 
forced to dig their own graves, and ultimately shockingly 
and carelessly slaughtered? Or of children, fathers and 
mothers sent in the most brutalized conditions to the work 
and extermination camps, where they were tortured, sent for 
medical experiments, gassed, shot, buried alive and sent to 
their mass graves? This is an extreme case of the dehuman-
ization and brutalization of life, which rightly haunts most 
contemporary discussions of humanity.

Even more: it is a horror that reverberates. Clearly, other 
groups of humans have been able to engage in such horrors, 
at the very deep level of dehumanization that allowed this 
atrocity to happen. How on earth can some people do this 
to other groups of people? Gradually it becomes clear that 
not only were there large numbers of Germans working as 
camp commandants, but also many in the population who 
were complicit as informers and bystanders. Even some Jews 
themselves may have been complicit. Worse still, and terrible 
to believe, there are now not only many people who are 
unaware of the Holocaust having ever taken place, but others 
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who deny its very existence: Holocaust deniers. How can our 
humanity be so very, very bleak?

All this throws out many challenges. How do we find ways 
to think about such events, to imagine them, to know what 
was going on, to decipher what it all means? How do we 
create a human response to an inhuman act? At the outset, 
let’s say it sharply marks out both the failure of humanity 
and the failure of human ethics. At the deepest level it shows 
the muddiest muck, the profoundest nastiness of what it 
can mean to be human. Call it Evil if you wish. I have little 
doubt that we are truly, all of us, capable of the most vile 
and despicable deeds. Philosopher John K. Roth claims: ‘The 
Holocaust, genocide, and other mass atrocities confirm the 
singular failure of ethics, which is that ethics has not made 
us human beings better than we are’; he asks: ‘How should 
it affect men and women today?’ and he brings us all sharply 
to account:

Defined by the intention to encourage human action that 
fits sound understanding about what is right and wrong, 
just and unjust, good and evil, virtuous and corrupt, ethics 
arguably is civilization’s keystone. Absent the overriding of 
moral sensibilities, if not the collapse of collaboration of 
ethical traditions, the Holocaust, genocide, and other mass 
atrocities could not take place. Although these catastrophes 
do not pronounce the death of ethics, they show that ethics 
is vulnerable, subject to misuse and perversion, and that no 
simple reaffirmation of ethics, as if nothing monstrous had 
happened, will do.4

Roth makes a shocking suggestion: that every person in the 
world should be required to reflect on this monstrous deed 
every morning when they wake up; to think about these 
horrors of humanity before they start out into the world for 
the day; to reimagine them. Roth’s challenge is to make us 
face up to value demands: being human requires us to think 
about and take moral and ethical stances. For now, suffice 
to say, the Holocaust has produced its own major humanist 
literature.

As one small indication, we soon find a vivid and very 
challenging set of vital accounts published by Auschwitz 
survivors, including Elie Wiesel’s memoir Night, Viktor 
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Frankl’s Man’s Search for Meaning, and Primo Levi’s If 
This Is a Man and The Drowned and the Saved. These have 
not just become major testimonies of Holocaust survivors; 
they have also edged themselves into being major testa-
ments to humanity. Wiesel’s memoir, for example, speaks 
to the importance of fighting to keep alive the memory of 
the Holocaust: ‘To forget would be not only dangerous but 
offensive; to forget the dead would be akin to killing them 
a second time.’5 Frankl’s torment enabled him to pursue 
what he called a ‘tragic optimism’, whereby he could see the 
contrasting signs amongst those who could experience and 
survive the camps and those for whom life became pointless. 
For some, he says, ‘it began with the prisoner refusing one 
morning to get dressed and wash or go out on the parade 
grounds. No entreaties, no blows, no threats had any effect. 
He just lay there, hardly moving … He simply gave up. There 
he remained, lying in his own excreta, and nothing bothered 
him anymore.’ In contrast, others found the will to live 
through the search for meaning. All people found a different 
meaning in life, but this meaning had to be ‘very real and 
concrete, just as life’s tasks are also very real and concrete’. 
Man’s destiny is ‘different and unique for each individual’.6 
Each person has to find their own meaning. And this is the 
clue to survival as well as a central feature of humanity. And 
finally, Italian chemist Primo Levi – sometimes called ‘the 
austere humanist ‘or ‘tragic optimist’7 – wrote much poetry 
and fiction after his survival from Auschwitz, most notably, 
in 1947, If This Is a Man.8 Like Frankl, for Levi the issue 
concerns bearing witness to the horrors of the camp (this 
time in Auschwitz) and the Nazi attempt to annihilate a 
whole race. Even as he could embrace humanity, he could 
not forgive.

There are many such accounts. Together they persis-
tently raise questions not just concerning humanity but also 
inhumanity; they challenge us to make sense of the rottenness 
of governance and the idiosyncratic meanings of life, of 
the importance of testimony and memory, of fragility and 
vulnerability, of religion and its failures, of world cruelty and 
justice.
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The Disconnected Human World: Trauma and 
Atrocity at Large

The Holocaust is a prime, major modern illustration. But it 
is a Western concern – as sociologist Jeffrey C. Alexander 
says, it is a sign of ‘moral universalism in the West’.9 The 
Holocaust is not focused upon in the same way in other parts 
of the world; they have their own ‘holocausts’ to deal with. 
Indeed, some commentators puzzle over why the Holocaust 
attracts so much attention when we can find so many other 
instances in the world that are hidden or denied. Stephen 
Hopgood comments that ‘Asia has its own legacy of mass 
atrocity’.10 There was also a Spanish holocaust under Franco, 
which few speak of now. The Soviet famine of the Holodomor 
in Ukraine in 1932–3 killed some 3–12 million people. There 
was ‘the forgotten holocaust’ of the Nanjing Massacre in 
China in December 1937, when more than 300,000 Chinese 
were raped and slaughtered by the Japanese.11 And there has 
been a Latin America holocaust, albeit scarcely yet conceptu-
alized. In her brilliant study, Cruel Modernity, Jean Franco 
critically examines the widespread and deep human cruelty 
and dehumanization that permeates Latin America. In almost 
every country, from Argentina and Bolivia through Chile 
and Cuba to Mexico and Peru, Franco reveals deep modern 
inhumanities: slavery, mass killings, the raping of the dead, 
feminicide, torture, drug cartels, corruption.12 Latin America 
is home to just 8 per cent of the world’s population, but 33 
per cent of its homicides. In fact, just four countries in the 
region (Brazil, Colombia, Mexico and Venezuela) account for 
a quarter of all murders worldwide. Of the twenty countries 
with the highest murder rates, seventeen are Latin American, 
as are forty-three of the top fifty cities.13

Librarian and scholar Matthew White has produced a 
devasting catalogue, a shocking book, which reveals a great 
chain of human atrocities running through history.14 It is only 
in very recent times that we have started to develop any recog-
nition either of how widespread and deep these events run, or 
of their consequences. We have here a dark flow of historical 
anti-humanity, of cruel governance and violent ignorance. 
Throughout world history, billions of people and groups have 
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suffered, usually in silence, from the cruel dehumanizing acts 
of others. Their times and cultures allowed people to do this, 
very often in the ‘name of humanity’. As late as 1800, up to 
three-quarters of the global population may have been living 
in some kind of bondage.15

Modern times have brought many structural atrocities, 
each uniquely different and horrendous. A few symbolic 
words will surely demonstrate this: Auschwitz, yes; also: 
Apartheid, Biafra, Bosnia, Cambodia, Darfur, Gulag, 
Hiroshima, Holocaust, Khmer Rouge, Mỹ Lai, Nanjing, 
Rwanda, the Thai–Burma Death Railway – not to forget 
9/11. And a roll call of key names that have provoked fear 
in recent times include Stalin, Hitler, Franco, Mussolini, 
Mao, Marcos, Mugabe, Amin, Pinochet, Pol Pot, Milošević, 
Hussein. They can all be linked to human atrocities that 
have also been built into a range of social institutions: caste, 
colonization, genocide, inquisitions, prisons, sexual violence 
(including rape), slavery, torture, and wars are all vehicles for 
hatred and atrocity. As we have seen, the story continues with 
new horrors: Boko Haram, Chechnya and Russia, Darfur 
in Sudan, Uyghur Muslims in China, Rohingya Muslims in 
Myanmar.

Today there are also ‘new scandals’ (even as they often 
have long histories), involving the church and child abuse, 
femicide and women’s abuse, refugee crises and camps, corrupt 
economic and political governments, the poor responses to 
pandemics. All could be rolled back over a history littered 
with examples. Similar names from a more distant past will 
often have been long forgotten. We are confronting a trauma-
tized humanity, a sustained ignorance and a viscous circle of 
people around this process.

Regimes of Dehumanization, Disconnection 
and Pervasive Anti-Humanity

There is a devastating human drama unfolding here. 
Throughout history, large numbers of people are forced to 
lose their claim to being seen as human. They are discon-
nected from the mainstream of life, and become the objects 
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of cruelty, torture, physical and symbolic violence, and 
killing. Still others become perpetrators: here are ordinary 
people (you and me) who have often, through the auspices 
of governments and economies, wreaked havoc on the lives 
of others, along with their land, country and world. Societies 
have even been structured around this: a dehumanization 
justified in the name of ‘civilization’, ‘God’, ‘progress’ or 
even ‘humanity’, often masking a deeper pursuit of wealth 
and power. Again, slavery, caste, colonization and genocides 
are key examples. All this has been marked by gender: men 
are more likely to be perpetrators, women the victims of 
sexual violence; by race and racialization: a major marker 
of human difference; by bodily ability and ‘ableism’: those 
who are disabled or disfigured can be discarded; by sexual 
difference, heterosexism and (more recently) transphobia: 
the differences of gender and desire become pathologies and 
perversions; and by nationality and nationalism: often a 
euphemism for racism. Taken together, we find examples of 
traumatized atrocity, cruelty and catastrophe that have left 
vast landscapes of damaged, dehumanized and dead people 
across the world.

Here is the large-scale destruction of lives, a widespread 
suffering for many people and their loved ones. Call it 
a traumatized humanity lodged in systemic and institu-
tional cruelty and discrimination. The word ‘trauma’ here 
implies deep wounding. And cultural trauma becomes a term 
to identify the gradual collective recognition of a shared 
suffering.16 And so, some key questions arise for a human 
future. We have to ask just how we can make narrative sense 
of this; how we can create memories and institutions to deal 
with it; and, ultimately, how we can develop a sense of justice 
and hope that will enable us to move on, beyond the traumas 
of the past world.

Confronting cultural trauma

We must look; we must remember; we must not forget. All 
this has deep, long-term consequences. Fuelled by a hatred of 
difference, an aftermath of trauma, resentment and repressed 
rage lingers on. A world of melancholia and sadness lives 
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on: the world is not right. Handed down from generation to 
generation, this brings new problems of memory, repression, 
frustration, guilt and shame, anger and resentment, rage 
and violence. But sometimes also, maybe, reconciliations, 
forgiveness, justice, hope. These can all become important 
issues for the ways in which lives, groups and societies 
function, and for how humans live with a deep sense of (often 
concealed, denied) societal trauma or wounding. The world 
is full of the dead, ‘ghosts’, the walking wounded, and their 
memories. Look at almost any country or group in the world 
and dig a little. Scars will be found; and often a simmering 
rage and resentment over wounds that were never dealt with 
– or were dealt with very badly.

There is probably no country in the world, then, that has 
not been touched by some atrocity or trauma. Some more 
than others. They serve as a deep underbelly to human-
ity’s malfunctioning. And they usually work in silence and 
a kind of violent ignorance.17 While I surely recognize that 
the Holocaust is uniquely horrendous, I am also suggesting 
that terrible cruel deeds, putative atrocity and deep trauma 
can be found everywhere. I have tried to think of countries 
where regimes of dehumanization and disconnection have not 
happened. It is no easy task. There is no space here to run 
through every country: a few must suffice.

Australia, for example, had to face the deaths of its 
indigenous Aboriginal peoples (who had been living there 
for 40,000–60,000 years before the arrival of the British), 
the early days of forced migration, and the horrors of 
the First World War when more than 60,000 people were 
killed. The multiple countries on the African continent are 
another very apparent case: most faced colonization and the 
so-called ‘scramble for Africa’,18 all carried out in the name 
of commerce, Christianity (missionization), civilization and 
conquest. This left a far-reaching, deep breakdown of many 
countries and cities with their own local cultures. Many 
have not recovered today. South Africa introduced the first 
concentration camps and the development of an unbelievably 
cruel system of full-scale apartheid. But each African state 
now bears its own trauma. Many of them are persistently 
identified as the most failed or damaged states in the world 
today. Little has gone well for them. For another example, 
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look at Indonesia, where an estimated 0.5–1 million people 
were killed between October 1965 and April 1966: a mass 
killing field.19

Or take two of the major global powers: China and the 
USA. China, in recent times alone, undertook the Great Leap 
Forward (1958–62), resulting in 40 million people starving to 
death (the Great Famine), as well as the purge of around half 
a million critics of Communist Party policies. Journalist and 
author Yang Jisheng’s Tombstone is the book that, as its cover 
pronounces, ‘broke the silence on of one of history’s most 
terrible crimes’.20 The Cultural Revolution followed (1966–
76), and in 1989 the Tiananmen Square military crackdown 
killed an estimated 10,000 people. China stays very silent 
about such events. Likewise, the USA has not been without 
its own horrors: dropping the atomic bomb over Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki in 1945; the Vietnam War (1955–75) – not to 
mention the invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan and even the 
occupation of Haiti. Earlier, there was the horror of slavery 
(and the Civil War) with the deep wounds of racism that have 
‘stamped America from the beginning’.21 Indeed, the slavery 
story is one of several paradigmatic instances of the great 
anti-humanity (the caste system, wars, colonization and rape 
being other key examples). It is also the deep foundation of 
the modern Black Lives Matter movement. We can see some 
twelve or so generations of Black Americans having to deal 
with it.22

Racism and the trauma of cruel colonization

A major example, involving much of the world, arises from 
the modern process of European colonization from the 
fourteenth to the twentieth century.23 Stretching back four 
centuries, key European countries (Belgium, England, France, 
Spain, the Netherlands, Portugal) invaded Australia, Africa, 
India, New Zealand, South America and much of Asia. 
Here was significant global subordination, subjection and, 
often, slaughtering of local people. The classic examples can 
be found in the treatment of indigenous peoples, where, if 
they were not killed outright, they were taken by the arrival 
of new diseases.24 By 1945, nearly a third of the world’s 
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population – some 750 million people – lived in territories 
ruled by colonial powers. (Currently, only 2 million people 
live under such conditions.) Empires were built up through 
violence and were usually deeply interconnected with racial 
ideologies. And here we see early (unnamed) genocides, the 
spread of diseases, routine exploitation and widespread 
enslavement.25

The trauma of gender atrocity

In recent times, the extent to which war, terrorism and 
genocidal acts have been accompanied by large-scale atroc-
ities towards women has become much clearer. There is a long 
history of such gender atrocity, as women become objects of 
male violence around the world.26 Today, some 35 per cent 
of women worldwide have experienced either physical and/
or sexual intimate partner violence or sexual violence by a 
non-partner (not including sexual harassment) at some point 
in their lives. It is estimated that approximately 87,000 women 
were intentionally killed in 2017, more than half of them by 
partners or family members.27 Here is a long catalogue of 
defilements and dehumanization: in rape, sexual harassment, 
sexual trafficking, honour-based crime, domestic violence, 
child abuse, female infanticide, online gender violence, acid 
throwing, obstetric violence. Violence takes place against 
women in a wide range of circumstances: refugees, indigenous 
people, lesbians, ethnic groupings, civilians in wartimes.

Owning Our Histories, Reckoning with 
Traumatic Pasts and Making Life Accountable

These horrors are not peculiar to the past. Take a look 
around the world right now. There are at least ten putative 
genocides going on – including the Rohingya (Myanmar), 
the Nuer (South Sudan), the Muslim minority in Central 
African Republic, the Armenian Republic of Artsakh, as well 
as in India, Syria, Nigeria and Iraq.28 Modern slavery (human 
trafficking, forced labour, bonded labour, child marriage) 
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affects around 40 million people (2.6 million of them in 
North Korea).29 And in 2019, 243 million women and girls 
(aged 15–49) across the world were subjected to sexual or 
physical violence by an intimate partner (with the arrival of 
Covid-19, this is rapidly increasing).30

On truth and justice, peace and reconciliation

And so here we have an abiding problem for humanism, 
humanity and world politics. How can societies, groups 
and people come to recognize the atrocities and traumas of 
their past and deal with them? How can ‘the world’ frame a 
suitable response to the horrors it has witnessed? Indeed, is 
such a response possible, or even desirable? Will it be possible 
in the future to build world institutions that can ‘make sense 
of the past’, maybe even ‘settle accounts’, helping to resolve 
traumas of the past and ease the way into a future? How 
can we make sense of testimonies of atrocity, our stories, 
our rituals, our monuments? How can we remember this 
past as we handle the problems of memory, truth and justice 
across the changing generations? These are major, possibly 
intractable problems for humanity. They may never be fully 
resolved. But we are making a start. In less than a century, 
many important issues have been put on the table.31 Table 4.1 
sets out some of the basic issues here.

Institutionalized accounting

Across the world over the past century or so there have 
been many innovative attempts to make sense of atrocities 
through some kind of resolution and reconciliation. Such 
attempts have gradually emerged through the work of treaties, 
tribunals, courts, commissions and many testimonies and 
narratives (often linked to debates on ‘transitional justice’, 
and ‘memory’). We get an early idea of the scale of the 
problem in the wake of the horrors around the First World 
War with the Treaty of Versailles in 1919 and the devel-
opment of a League of Nations, when the very idea of ‘crimes 
against humanity’ first appeared. In their own time, none 
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of these ideas was really successful. For example, after the 
massacre of Armenians during the Turkish Revolution, the 
idea that this was a ‘genocide’ or a ‘crime against humanity’ 
was denied by Turkey – and still is to this day. But it did open 
the way to questions, language and debates – and even the 
possibility of an International Criminal Court (ICC), though 
this did not finally arrive until 2002. (Even then, many 
countries – the USA, China, India, Iraq, Libya, Yemen, Qatar 
and Israel – would not ratify it.) Here too, we can see that the 
attempt to handle the aftermath of the First World War with 

Table 4.1: Making sense of atrocity and anti-humanity

Issue Examples

Look across the world’s 
history and identify 
atrocities and name the 
inhumanity

‘Crimes against humanity’, including genocide, 
slavery, war, caste, torture, colonization, 
sexual violence, etc.

Listen to all people, 
dialogue across voices

Who are the perpetrators, victims, deniers, 
bystanders, including ancestors and 
descendants? Who has power? Who does not?

Build institutions, create 
due process

Laws, courts, trials, commissions, tribunals 
(informal/formal; local/global)

Search memory: 
pursue history, truth, 
knowledge and wisdom

Problems of testimonies, archives, memory, 
truth; issues of plural pasts, post-memory, 
just memory, generational memory; issues of 
epistemological injustice

Pursue accountability, 
seek just and good 
outcomes

(a) From injustice, wounding, torture, 
extermination, ignorance, denial
(b) Through seeking common grounds in 
punishment (prison, fines, etc.), retribution, 
vengeance, reparation, restitution, 
rehabilitation, forgiveness
(c) Towards ‘justice’, ‘truth’ and awareness; 
education and symbolic morality

(i) micro: face-to-face interactional justice
(ii) macro: long-term and wider structural 
injustice

Become aware of time 
and generations

Short-term outcomes vs long-term outcomes: 
always need long-term appraisal through 
different generations.

Face dilemmas, looking 
to hope

Acts of memorialization; acts of reparation; 
acts of education; local and global political 
divides
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the Versailles Treaty was yet another failed beginning. The 
tasks ahead will be difficult and gradual.

Perhaps the modern zenith for making sense of all this 
really gets going with the Nuremberg Trials of 1945–6. Here, 
the Holocaust was put on trial, and three issues – crimes 
against peace, war crimes, and crimes against humanity 
– were put on the global justice agenda. Again, although 
something of a failure overall, it nevertheless brought into 
play a panoply of ideas and structures for gradually moving 
forward. There is a clear sense of the need for justice after an 
atrocity – the suffering is so great that some kind of account-
ability and settlement is required. Hence the idea of ‘crimes 
against humanity’ that transcended individual states and 
needed an international court; and an institution (in this case 
a court) where people would speak to truth and give witness 
to acts of anti-humanity.

Since these early times, many new institutions and ideas 
have been developed with similar concerns. It is exemplified 
most forcefully with the ending of Apartheid in South Africa 
and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission that was 
subsequently set up. Desmond Mpilo Tutu was a prominent 
figure in the commission and argued for the importance of 
forgiving. In The Book of Forgiving, co-written with his 
daughter Mpho A. Tutu,32 he outlined four key stages:

1. Admitting the wrong and acknowledging the harm.
2. Telling one’s story and witnessing the anguish.
3. Asking for forgiveness and granting forgiveness.
4. Renewing or releasing the relationship.

The idea of reconciliation and reparation broadens the process 
to include not just offenders (their accountability, their need 
for transformation, their desire to be reintegrated into the 
community), but also victims and the wider community. We 
are all interconnected. There is a wound in the community, 
and it needs correcting. And ultimately a healing will be 
needed. It recognizes hurt, looks at needs for reparation, 
and asks, whose obligations are these? It implies an under-
lying respect and sense of dignity. Ideas of reconciliation are 
centuries old, used in Africa today, for example in Acholi 
cultures and the mato oput ritual with enemies (the modern 
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interest comes from Desmond Tutu). Other examples include 
the use of shalom in Hebrew (meaning peace, harmony, 
wholeness), ubuntu in Bantu African (meaning compassion, 
virtue), hozho in the Navajo language (meaning beauty, 
harmony, goodness) and whakapapa, a basic principle in 
Maori culture.33

There have been at least fifty truth and reconciliation 
commissions across the world in recent times, many in South 
America and Africa.34

Memory, pluralizing pasts and the struggle for truth

In his powerful study of memories of trauma arising from 
the Vietnam War, novelist Viet Thanh Nguyen remarks that 
‘all wars are fought twice, the first time on the battlefield, 
the second time in memory’.35 A key question becomes just 
how these atrocities are to be recalled from the past? And 
how might they be linked to truth? Narrative memory raises 
issues of the way in which different groups can bring different 
memories to situations and how they can change over time. 
The big issues of narrative and history, truth and time, 
memory and justice are raised. How do our multiple stories 
of this past change over time with different groups, even as 
our sense of time, value and truth may change? Memories of 
the Holocaust, for example, radically changed in Germany 
between the 1950s and 1960s (when silence prevailed) and 
the 1980s and 1990s, when it became widely focused upon 
by later generations – as well as groups who set out to deny it 
had even happened. The memories of history keep changing. 
The challenge is to understand the ways in which narratives 
of atrocities change over time and throughout history: they 
often get silenced, denied, often justified, even normalized 
through differing values. What can so easily be talked away 
and eventually forgotten (as the dreadful acts they were) 
might in time come to be described as ‘terrible deeds were 
done’.

It has, for example, taken a very long time for the US to 
take slavery seriously as one of the world’s major atrocities. 
It is hard not to know about the history of slavery in the US: 
ever since the early slave narratives, and from the Civil War 
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onwards, it has been part of America’s story. That said, the 
country has not been able to face up to it in any full-scale 
responsible way, even as the long-documented ‘race divide’ 
continues. For example, unlike the 9/11 Museum (built 
rapidly at great cost), only one small (self-financed) museum 
is dedicated to slavery: the Whitney Plantation Museum in 
Louisiana. The first such museum in the US, it opened its 
doors in 2014, a full 160 years after the abolition of slavery 
in 1865. By contrast, after just one silent generation, the 
Holocaust entered full-blown public consciousness. Susan 
Neiman’s Learning from the Germans provides an inciteful 
comparison of these two events.36

Conclusion

The world is struggling to frame all these issues into workable 
narratives and institutions. But they have brought myriad 
problems. They have rarely been very clear about their 
purpose. Their outcomes have frequently not been just. 
They have often outwardly failed. The United Nations has 
responded in very mixed ways.37 Intense biases linked to 
existing power are frequently displayed. Many of the world’s 
major atrocities – like colonization, deep racism and gender 
atrocity – still struggle even to be recognized, let alone 
seriously discussed. And there is the persistent complexity of 
knowing – of how we can remember differently in different 
times and places.

So far, much of this work has been done in a quasi-
theological and therapeutic language of individuals. This is 
important; but it neglects the deeper and more fundamental 
questions of power and the macro structures of dominance, 
divisions and inequality that are nearly always pervasive 
in such encounters. In Justice and Reconciliation in World 
Politics, Catherine Lu introduces two helpful ideas of justice: 
interactional justice looks at the ‘settling of accounts between 
agents’, and basically looks back to the past; structural 
injustice looks at structures and how they reproduce ‘objec-
tionable social positions, conduct, or outcomes’, and looks to 
the future.38 Both are necessary: one harmonizes a past order; 
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one looks to a better future world. The first looks largely at 
reparation; the latter at wider social change. Keeping this 
distinction in mind just might help the arguments advance 
more clearly for the coming generations.

The world is full of division and damage, violence and 
atrocity. For the past hundred years or so, the world has just 
begun to take itself seriously as a planetary agent, making 
people and governments responsible for life on the planet.  
Slowly, new languages, institutions and practices are emerging 
to make humanity more accountable for itself. These are early 
days: we are just at the beginning, there is a long way to go 
and it will not be easy. Our future lies in doing this well.





PART III
Humanizing the World: 
Flourishing Humanity

Many years ago, while reading Alasdair MacIntyre’s After 
Virtue, I came across a remark that has lingered with me 
over the years. He comments: ‘I can only answer the question 
“What am I to do?” if I can answer the prior question “Of 
what story or stories do I find myself a part?”’1 In this section 
of the book, I look for stories of which I want to be a part: 
stories that make me human. Here I look at:

• narratives of worldly care;
• narratives of human values;
• narratives of human creativity and transformation;
• narratives of acting in the world to make it a better place 

for all.





5
Narrating Humanity

That every individual life between birth and death can 
eventually be told as a story with beginning and end is the 
prepolitical and prehistorical condition of history, the great 
story without end. But the reason why each human life tells 
its story and why history ultimately becomes the storybook 
of mankind, with many actors and speakers and yet without 
any tangible authors is that both are the outcomes of action.
Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (1998 [1958]), p. 184

The important work of the inspirational Hannah Arendt 
puts narrative and story at the heart of the human condition. 
‘Telling stories is what makes us human: we are the thinking 
animal and ours is a narrative humanity.’1 We write histories 
of who we are, who others are, what we value, how we 
change, how we connect – all the time asking just what our 
earth, our universe, our humanity means. Narrative becomes 
our key vehicle for connecting to others and generating 
dialogues about human life and human action. We litter 
the earth with a multitude of such tales. In this chapter, I 
look a little at the longue durée of human stories, and chart 
something of its rich inheritance in helping to create our 
humanity. It is a big task for a little chapter.
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Narrative Humanity: Capacities and Ecologies

No other life form that we know of to date has quite the 
conscious ability we have, given our linguistic capacity to 
assemble narrative, to search for the meaning of life and 
existence. Throughout millennia, swathes of people across 
many continents have explored their life worlds by telling their 
stories and listening to those of others. A mosaic of narratives 
of humanity has been created from myriad visions of life from 
the plurality of our pasts. And through this we cultivate our 
oh-so-distinctively human worlds of empathetic hermeneutics: 
worlds where we put our intelligence, our awareness of 
others, our compassion and meaning-making skills busily to 
work. These are our ‘humanities’: our imaginative creativities 
that ‘investigate the expressions of the human mind’.2

We can look back to earlier global landscapes to find this 
quest for humanity and connection in the stories first found in 
the creativities of Palaeolithic Cave and Ice Age Art. Mainly 
imageries of wild animals and landscapes, here are hints of 
human arts and stories from our earliest days.3 A little later 
we find the epic drama of family and mass war within the 
200,000 verses of the Sanskrit Mahābhārata, compiled in 
the third century bce. There is also Gilgamesh and the clash 
between the tyrant king of Uruk and the wild man Enkidu 
(along with the quest for understanding life and death as the 
triumph of love) on a journey in Mesopotamia that has come 
down to us via the twelve clay tablets of the Sumerian Epic of 
Gilgamesh, around 3,000 years ago. Here too are the ancient 
Egyptian Books of the Dead (c. 1991–59 bce), written on 
papyrus scrolls; the I Ching (Book of Changes, written in 
the late ninth century bce, whose sources and material are 
unknown); and Sun Tzu’s The Art of the War (c. fifth century 
bce) written on bamboo. It is to Herodotus and Thucydides 
that we look for the first major sense of our ability to be a 
‘history-making’ animal: the need to preserve and learn from 
the past. And then we have the Iliad and the Odyssey. Here 
are tales of moral, ethical and political value helping people 
of their time to find some meaningful plots. Then, as now, 
we connect to the complexity, contingency and chanciness 
of life; we can find tales of our journeys, human contests, 
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human contentment, human consummation.4 At the heart of 
all this lies, simultaneously, a creative human capacity to tell 
stories and an environment that facilitates dialogues around 
the telling of tales of how we all live together.

Human capacity to tell stories

Practically, humans need stories to animate their lives, forge 
connections and make us pay attention to the world. Stories 
can lay out key plots of our existence, the characters we 
might come to be and central images and tropes that could 
guide our lives. The evolutionary significance of stories does 
not lie in abstraction but in making us attentive to the details 
of a human life and the worlds in which we live. Attending 
to detail, we bring into action our intelligence, cognition, 
memory, creativity, empathy and imagination.5 And in more 
recent times the power of the story has expanded through new 
media into the imaginative empathetic worlds of the (increas-
ingly transcultural) arts, drama, literature, photography, film, 
music and – now – the digital life world. As we will see, we 
now act in a deeply mediated hybrid reality.

It is through all this that we get the study of what we call the 
‘humanities’: ‘the study of how people process and document 
the human experience’.6 This becomes the foundation of our 
cultures and education, eventually revealing the nature of our 
humanity through the creations of literature, drama, poetics, 
religion, art, music, history, dance, film, language, philosophy 
and more. All these ‘documents of life’ display the power 
of symbols and language alongside the creativity of human 
beings. They are vital in sensing who we are, where we have 
come from, and just where we might be heading. More than 
this, as the Russian literary philosopher Mikhail Epstein 
remarks:

To study the human being also means to create humanness 
itself: every act of the description of the human is, by the 
same token, an event of one’s self-construction. In a wholly 
practical sense, the humanities create the human, as human 
beings are transformed by the study of literature, art, history 
and philosophy: the humanities humanise.7
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Critical humanism rightly claims that any education that 
fails to cultivate an awareness of this extraordinary range of 
classical and contemporary human stories from all around 
the world and in all their modes would be seriously failing 
in its job. Our great flow of humanity connects cave art to 
the Dharma of the Pillars of Ashoka; to the hieroglyphics of 
Egyptian pyramids; to the Bible, the Tarah and the Koran; 
and to Harry Potter and Star Wars of the twenty-first 
century. This fictive chain drapes around the world with 
multitudes of human documents, each bringing its own 
stories to tell. From their own time. And space. And each of 
them is potentially busy displaying some fragment of the rich 
multiplicity of what it is to live in a world and be a human. 
Every country and group has its own rich storehouse of 
stories to be listened to. Now, for the first time in history, 
there is the possibility of accessing a vast global canon of 
transnational literature, film, poetics and art. We neglect or 
forget them at our great peril.8

World landscapes, media and political ecologies of 
stories

These stories – like all wisdoms and knowledge – are 
not just free-floating ideas. Human narratives are rooted, 
grounded in specific times and places: bodies, environ-
ments, locations, spaces, ecologies, media and dialogues. 
As I have said elsewhere: ‘Our stories do not float in 
from the imaginary heavens but are grounded in institu-
tional, mediated, locational and everyday power.’9 Here 
are the human worlds of cave-dwellers, pastoralists, indig-
enous tribes, religious movements, emerging civilizations, 
feudal peasants, slave plantations, subalterns, factories, 
city-dwellers, modernists, postmodernists, digital commu-
nicators – and the rest. All our stories ‘grow’ through the 
presence of others, and the changing modes of commu-
nication give rise to different modes of narrative culture: 
visual, oral, writing, reading, print, electronic, digital. We 
move from talk to ‘text messaging’. Table 5.1 suggests a 
little of how this works.10
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Lineages of Narrative Humanity

Where do our stories come from? Every society and group 
will have its own story to tell. A while back, Rachel Carson, 
the great pioneer of the modern environmental movement, 
saw a huge potential to read our earliest history by inspecting 
the archaeological sediments around us. As she said: ‘The 
sediments are a sort of epic poem of the earth. When we 
are wise enough, perhaps we will read in them all of past 
history.’11 Nowadays, these sediments have indeed become 
central to the new science that is building up a narrative 
picture of just who we once were and who we have now 

Table 5.1: Media landmarks of narrative humanity

Media Society Narrative humanity

Visual, oral, 
language

Indigenous peoples 
Ancient civilizations

Oral and visual narratives of 
humanity: 
a ‘sentient ecology’ keeps stories 
close to the earth, sky, waters, 
animals, etc.

Writing and 
reading

Ancient civilizations 
Early cave 
Axial Age 
Pre- and modern 
eras

Writing narratives of humanity: 
more complex manuscript writings; 
early religious and philosophical 
thinking; move towards more 
abstraction

Printing China 
Europe 
Making of the 
modern world

Print narratives of humanity: 
print capitalism; rationality and 
bureaucratization

Electronic Modern technology, 
science and 
electronics

Mediated narratives of humanity: 
mass production and reproduction; 
photos, recordings, radio, film

Digital media Digital era Digital narratives of humanity: 
algorithms and codes: platforms 
and big data; Facebook, Twitter, 
YouTube, etc.

Hybrid media The present world Deeply mediated hybrid narratives 
of humanity 
An eclectic array of media becomes 
embedded in everyday life
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become. Looking back through rocks and ruins, we can catch 
a glimpse our story, of our ‘being-in-the-world’. We can 
see it in the unfolding of geological forms and waves. Since 
Carson made this claim, there have been major developments 
in architecture and palaeontology. And more: our modern 
understanding of DNA now enables us to read the past from 
bones of old.

Origins stories

The human odyssey – both personally and historically – is the 
oldest and grandest of human narratives. It speaks to origins 
and journeys. And there is now a very wide array of origins 
stories: perpetual quests to find the origins and meaning of 
life and the planet. From Hopi stories of crawling out of the 
earth, to Norse tales of giants, to Greek myths of Gods and 
chaos, all ‘tribes’ will have their own stories. The history 
of narrative myths is cluttered with tales of origins. Every 
religion and belief system has its own tale to tell.12

The modern scientific origins story of the evolution of the 
human species, charting humanity’s world time arrow, is now 
commonplace in schools, museums, films, documentaries 
and books. It can be told speedily here. Many religions and 
cultures will have tales that are at odds with this account; but 
it is one with a growing foothold in the world. Most scientists 
will probably agree with it in broad outline.

David Christian’s Origin Story: A Big History of Everything, 
is a major well-known example, taught in schools and online.13 
It charts nine critical thresholds from the Big Bang to the 
creation of earth, the Holocene, and on to our Anthropocene 
and ‘sustainability crisis’. We can see this history emerging 
through three spheres: (1) the cosmos (and the grand worlds 
of stars, moons and galaxies), (2) the biosphere and the 
emergence of diversities of life on Planet Earth and (3) the 
transformations of our human species, moving through an 
animal stage, a farming stage and an agricultural one before 
reaching our industrial Anthropocene age. Likewise, the 
(earth) scientists, Simon Lewis and Mark Maslin chart out 
their version of history through the earth’s four major rock 
formations: from the Hadean (before life on earth), through 
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the Archean (from earliest life about 4 billon years ago), to 
the Proterozoic (which begins when multi cellular life can be 
detected in rock layers some 2.5 billion years ago) and on to 
the Phanerozoic (which started 541 million years ago when 
life became complex, visible and abundant). Lewis and Maslin 
finally reveal a very modern era that shows the Anthropocene 
emerging as the most recent stage in the development of the 
modern world. Ultimately, the predicted death of the sun will 
come in around 4.5 billion years’ time. Box 5.1 suggests some 
of the key moments in this story.14

A little species with a big story

This story of our universe extends across billions of years. 
The story of humankind spans millions of years. The story 
of humanity covers the more ‘thinkable’ thousands of years. 
Starting to evolve around only 200,000 years ago, Homo 
sapiens truly is the new arrival – just a speck of dust – in 
a vast multiverse. It starts to ‘think’ around 70,000 years 
ago. Humanity, as we understand it, has existed possibly 
only a scant 5,000–10,000 years. So we are talking about a 
very short time indeed. If we think about the history of the 
universe as a twenty-four-hour clock, then the human species 
emerges somewhere between the last few minutes and the last 
few seconds before midnight.

Our blue planet sparkles in an extraordinarily expanding 
multiverse with a long and spectacular diversity of emergent 
life. But our human species has lived only a short while on 
it, evolving slowly in this deep complex world of time-space. 
Our vast biosphere harbours many other forms of life. There 
may have been 100 billion of us humans since the dawn 
of humanity but we are only 0.01 per cent of life on earth 
right now. We come and go. And life keeps evolving. There 
is nothing to guarantee us a place in the universe. Just as we 
came late, so we may go early.

Our story is one of plural human narratives: cave art, 
agrarian civilizations, indigenous groups, early cities, Indic, 
Graeco-Roman, Christian, Islamic, Sinic, African formations. 
As human narratives emerge, they are never pure. As they 
roll through history, they fragment and become entangled 
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Box 5.1: Stories of an emergent human species: critical 
moments

Universe stories: far distant
13.8 billion years ago: the universe emerges in a Big Bang.
4.5 billion years ago: our sun, solar system and earth are formed. 
This history has itself been divided into four aeons.

Stories of life on earth: very distant
3.8 billion years ago: a spectrum of living organisms begin to 
emerge on earth.
600 million years ago: first large organisms on earth.

Stories of life on earth: distant
65 million years: dinosaurs wiped out.
6–7 million years ago: hominids splits from chimpanzee lineage.

Human stories: far distant
200,000–30,000 years ago: Homo neanderthalensis roamed Europe 
– a closely linked but now extinct species.15

200,000–250,000 years ago: our own species, Homo sapiens, 
emerges in Ethiopia – hunter-gatherers.
50,000–70,000 years ago: first art, complex technology and religion 
appear – the ‘cognitive revolution’ brings language, fiction, history.
35,000–45,000 years ago: cave paintings and figurines.

Human stories: distant past
14,800–4,600 years ago: Neolithic age – from hunting and 
gathering to food production and village life.
10,000 years ago: agricultural revolution, bringing farming and 
permanent settlements.
8,000–12,000 years ago: first temples – e.g., Gobekli Tepe.
5,000 years ago: earliest writings in Sumer, Mesopotamia and 
Egyptian hieroglyphs.
2,500 years ago: the Axial Age (from 800 to 300 bce), which brings 
great traditions of thinking, writing and morals/religion.

Human stories in modern times
500 years ago: scientific revolution starts; early globalization as 
world zones linked.
400 years ago: new world colonization to eventually impact most 
of the world.
250 years ago: industrial revolution, industrial capitalism, 
secularism, modernity – and the Anthropocene.
70 years ago: consumer capitalism; humans land on moon; creation 
of world institutions like the United Nations and ideas like human 
rights become global.
2020: the present moment – the digital, robotic and space revolu-
tions have arrived in the last stages of capitalism, portending big 
changes.
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with others, merging and adapting. Wide-ranging cultural 
hybridity is the name of the game.16

Only fairly recently have we started to take very seriously 
the global history and the underlying principles, logic and 
patterns of this vast universe of stories, narratives and 
texts. In his path-breaking book A New History of the 
Humanities, Rens Bod, who is professor of logic, language 
and computation at Amsterdam University, outlines the 
truly diverse range of the humanities from Antiquity to the 
present, showing its rich, cumulative, worldwide patterns and 
shapes.17 Typically, a reader will focus on one discipline or 
one period of time and in one country. But Bod encourages us 
to look more holistically at the connections between different 
disciplines, to look across world texts in order to seek out 
the common patterns and principles that can be found across 
them. And from this we can start to find the cumulative 
wisdoms of humanity over time.

Narrative tensions of an axial age

Something like a narrative epiphany happened some 2,500 
years ago. It was a time for humanity’s great puzzlement 
about its own existence and the emergence of what might 
be seen as the great foundational narratives. It was the time 
for the ‘great thoughts and great thinkers’ about the unity of 
humanity. It was a time when:

Man everywhere became aware of being as a whole, of himself 
and his limits. He experienced the horror of the world and 
his own helplessness. He raised radical questions, approached 
the abyss in his drive for liberation and redemption. And in 
consciously apprehending his limits he set himself the highest 
aims. He experienced the absolute in the depth of selfhood 
and in the clarity of transcendence.18

Some call this the Axial Age, identified as such in 1949 by 
the philosopher Karl Jaspers – though not all agree with this 
terminology.19

This was a time when bold, major contrasting claims 
about the meaning of human life emerged. Moral prophets, 
grounded in power relations, helped to shape a meta schema 
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of assumptions to believe and live by.20 Here are the great 
diverse ecologies and narratives of human thinking that will 
come to mark out varied political ways of thinking for large 
clusters of people for centuries to come. As sociologist of 
religion Robert Bellah remarked: ‘Our cultural world and 
the great traditions that still in so many ways define us, all 
originate in the axial age.’21 These so-called ‘axial narratives’ 
flag the emergence of the multiple political meta religions 
that helped shape humanity’s great foundational historical 
civilizations and regions: minimally Confucian China, Hindu 
India, the Muslim Middle East, and the Christian West.

And these narratives bring deep religious power struc-
tures that order, ritualize and coerce lives – and a putative 
humanity – over the millennia. Each one provides sweeping 
stories of what it means to be human. Each one has its 
own regional biogeographical ecologies of life evolving over 
time, diversifying and spreading round the world through 
migratory journeys. Each one generates its own mapping of 
‘the human project’. And each one depicts boundless agonistic 
conflicts along the way. In all this, ideas of human nature in 
the universe are being teased out into major world narrative 
structures through great men and their great texts. As Darrell 
J. Fasching and co-authors have shown,22 these ideas have 
helped shape the narratives of where we are today and given 
us very distinctive languages and symbolic events of what it 
means to be human. Many scholars see a breakthrough of 
major civilizations in China, Greece, Israel and India creating 
a tension between the mundane and the transcendental, and 
between the ordinary people and the elites who lead. They 
may also even be the pathways to what Eisenstadt calls 
‘multiple modernities’.23

And so the world’s multiple, schismatic and pervasive 
religions become deeply woven into narratives of what it means 
to be human. For most of humanity’s more recent history, they 
have provided central canopies of meaning. They have served 
to define who we are and what our purpose is. They have 
provided narrative frames for our routines and rituals, our 
codes and cultures, our hierarchies and symbols, our beginning, 
middles and ends. These are not just narratives of the past. 
These axial narratives of humanity live on today, shaping the 
lives of the vast majority of people on Planet Earth.24
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Shaping some key early world narratives

This cannot be an exhaustive listing, but it does provide a key 
sense of a rough cartography, a loose world mapping that can 
still be found in the world today. Key narratives are created, 
tensions and conflicts established, and broad regions come to 
be shaped by such thinking.

• Indigenous narratives are the earliest stories (not part of 
the Axial Age), derived from the original ‘first peoples’ 
of a country – many now extinct, but a great many alive 
and trying to flourish. Such narratives suggest our deep 
connection to the earth and other living things.25

• Sinic narratives: Confucius 551–479 bce. Confucianism 
is the earliest major narrative and remains the backdrop 
of one of the world’s largest and most dominant regions: 
China. Although there might only be around 6 million 
followers of Confucius today, it has deeply shaped China 
and parts of Asia, and suggests the importance of harmony, 
training and education in virtues and character.

• Hindu narratives signpost a cluster of religions, gods and 
goddesses of the Indus Valley Civilization. The inspira-
tional Vedas, Mahabharata, Upanishads and Ramayana 
were composed between c. 1500 and 60 bce. Today, with 
nearly a billion followers, Hinduism is the third largest 
world religion, primarily found in South Asia.

• Buddhist narratives, founded in India by Prince Siddhartha 
Gautama (c. 563–483 bce), spread from India to Southeast 
Asia and then along trade routes to Central Asia and China 
(c. 75 bce), Japan (c. 594 bce), Tibet (c. 645 bce) and the 
West (c. 20 bce). Today, there are approximately half a billion 
Buddhists, some 8–10 per cent of the world’s population, 
with hundreds of small groupings worldwide. This suggests 
a deep compassion and connection to all life and the world.

• Classical ancient narratives: Homer (around eighth 
century bce); Plato (c. 423–348 bce), Aristotle (384–322 
bce), found in the Odyssey, the Republic, The Nicomachean 
Ethics.

• Judaic narratives are to be found in the Hebrew verses of 
the Tanekh, the Talmud, and the Midrash. Here are the 
stories of Abraham, Moses, Isiaiah and many more. There 
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are 13 million Jews worldwide (more than 5 million now 
living in Israel).

• Christian narratives spread widely from the first century 
onwards through the stories and writings of the Bible. 
Jesus Christ (c. 4 bce–ad 30/33) in Palestine. Christianity 
is today the world’s largest religion, with more than 2.3 
billion adherents and more than 33,000 denominations. It 
has shaped – and continues to shape – vast landscapes of 
life around the world.

• And many more: including African tribal narratives. 
The Persian religious leader Zoroaster (died c. 553 bce) 
founded the dominant religion of the Persian empire, 
which gradually declined in importance. Sikhism was 
founded by Guru Nanak (b. 1539) around 1469.

• Islam emerges later with the Prophet Muhammad, who 
was born in Mecca around 622. This is outside the reach of 
the Axial Age, but is now the second largest world religion 
covering 24 per cent of the world’s population (approxi-
mately 1.8 billion) and covering 25 countries.

Humanisms in the very recent past have told only the 
Western, predominantly Christian, narrative. Yet there are 
surely also Confucian humanisms, Islamic humanisms, 
Buddhist humanisms, Judaism humanisms and Hindu 
humanisms. Important as accounts of the West are, they bring 
a major risk of representing only Eurocentric and limited, 
biased standpoints. In fact, the Western narrative is only a 
small part of the story.

Recent Times: Modern Ecologies of Narrative 
Humanity

As Czech-Canadian scientist and policy analyst Vaclav Smil 
has pointed out, the past six generations have amounted to 
the most rapid and the most profound change our species 
has experienced in its 5,000 years of recorded history.26 
We have already noted just a few of the many significant 
early moments in the narrative history of humanity. I now 
jump to modern times. Between 1800 and today, the world 
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population grew from 1 billion to nearly 8 billion. (There 
are now at least seven cities with populations larger than 20 
million – Tokyo, Delhi, Shanghai, Sao Paulo, Mexico City, 
Cairo and Mumbai.)27 The past 200 years have been a period 
of extraordinary change. The long evolution of the human 
species that has spanned millions of years now tapers into the 
most recent times. The slow changes of the long past turn into 
the rapid changes of the short present. And a world narrative 
humanity incrementally and slowly grows with it.

Stunning new narratives of change emerge. These became 
the big topics for sociology, which developed at this time to 
study the very issue of rapid social change. This is the time 
of the great revolutions (scientific, industrial, political); the 
three industrial revolutions (first steam, then electricity and 
assembly lines, now computers and digitalization); the great 
transformation (the rise of capitalism); the death of God; the 
rise of individualism – and so on. It is also the time of a major 
‘European colonization’ of the world (as Latin America, 
the Caribbean, Africa and India are taken over by Europe), 
making the narrative map of the world look quite different.28 
It is the time of modernization and globalization.

Here we find seismic changes in human narratives: the 
‘shock of the new’ and what might be called the ‘globalization 
of narratives’. A mosaic of narratives initially established 
through indigenous groups, early civilizations and the Axial 
Age are now joined by an array of ‘modernist tales’. New 
nation-states appear, each gradually having to confront 
this global reshaping of ‘multiple modernities’. There are 
many different pathways into this emerging ‘modern world’ 
(with many contrasting narratives accompanying them). We 
confront ‘world history’, historical geography, the history 
of objects in the world, a history of histories. Few can now 
live without a sense of being part of a large and complex 
narrative of global history: the big histories of dynasties in 
China; the making of some fifty-five different countries in 
Africa, forged through cruel invasion; a European Union 
that attempts to bring war-torn countries closer together; a 
Russia that becomes the Communist USSR and then returns 
to being a Russia; or a Latin America or an India colonized 
and then decolonized.29 Vast landscapes of the world have 
been peopled with a wide array of cultures – all with dramatic 
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histories. And so our world narratives now reach a peak level 
of complexity, change and contestation. We increasingly have 
to recognize the plural historical world. And this becomes a 
more fluid, less sure, more risky and precarious place. People 
and their local worlds are under serious threat. And yet: at 
the same time there is a sense of emerging cosmopolitanism, 
of convivial world narratives in the making for some, of a 
possible bringing together of differences.

Twenty-first-century narratives

Just when social change could not have led to any greater 
sense of confusion and insecurity, new changes speeded 
up even more. This is the era of deeply mediated hybrid 
narratives of humanity.30 We entered the ‘fourth indus-
trial revolution’: of intelligent machines and the internet of 
things.31 New technologies start to fuse the physical, digital 
and biological worlds, suggesting a new and profoundly 
radical transformation of our humanity. Narratives arrive 
relating the digital revolution, the genetic revolution, AI and 
‘super intelligence’, and body transcendence. New pervasive, 
deep mediated realities make more and more of us live daily 
with digitalism and media. All this presents us with daily 
routines of commercialism, celebrities and entertainment. A 
new narrative world of algorithms and mediated logic makes 
for a coded environment that defines, selects, organizes, 
presents and rearranges, even colonizes, the world we live in. 
Often this brings a lack of authenticity and a considerable 
simplification of the complexities of the world. Digital surveil-
lance capitalism has arrived. According to Shoshana Zuboff, 
we now live in ‘an information civilization shaped by surveil-
lance [that] will thrive at the expense of human nature and 
will threaten to cost us our humanity’; ‘surveillance capitalists 
know everything about us, whereas their operations are 
designed to be unknowable to us. They accumulate vast 
domains of new knowledge from us but not for us.’32

We are moving into another stunning new period of 
dramatic change, even as the narratives of the indigenous 
world, the Axial Age and modernity continued to unfold. The 
narrative is now linked to globalization, the Anthropocene, 
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environmental destruction, space exploration, digitalism, 
robotics and a deeply mediated world. Each one of these 
distinctive processes helps to radically reshape the human 
story. The emerging narratives of humanity are being refash-
ioned once again. The long historical world of the humanities 
has been recoded into a digital humanities. Stories of the 
past can now be digitally archived and kept alive for the 
present. And so many ancient documents of the past can be 
accessed at the click of a finger, even as we can scroll into 
Google Earth to cross-check the activities in every country in 
the world. History and geography – time and space – have 
compacted.

In this exuberant new period, humanity has gradually 
established a conflictual meta-narrative. Looking at the 
vast pluriverse through theories of both evolution and 
the cosmos, humanity can now also see its own stunning 
insignificance. And yet, at the same time there is a growing 
recognition that we just may be the only species in the 
universe that has been capable of moving beyond Planet 
Earth, both mentally and physically. It has brought the 
arrival of an awareness of ourselves as an interplanetary 
species. In this sense, we may even be a rather special little 
creature: A Homo Deus.33

Thinking Like a Planet: Narratives of Worldly 
Care

I want to suggest that a global meta-narrative of collective 
humanity, full of tensions, may have been struggling to make 
itself heard over the centuries. People dwelling in different 
locales find things that bring them together to act collec-
tively ‘on behalf of the world’. We start to think and act a 
little ‘like a planet’.34 A new transnational and cosmopolitan 
consciousness of connective collective care for all peoples and 
life on earth is gradually and slowly emerging. I call this a 
meta-narrative of worldly care.35 It has many elements and 
its emergence can be tracked through many sources: founda-
tional religious beliefs, trade, travel, ideas of hospitality, a 
sense of love, tales of moons and stars, cosmopolitanism. It 



120 Humanizing the World: Flourishing Humanity

will surely have been present in early migrations that created 
a self-consciousness about journeying across the wider world 
and meeting other people who lived in it. Worshiping a God, 
travelling the Silk Road, building elaborate cities, looking to 
the stars – a common togetherness has a long history. Often 
though, this common humanity was couched in a language 
of ‘othering’; and humanity remained divisive. We saw 
something of these world journeys in Chapter 3.

The modern journey moves in various waves, starting with 
a long and slow period during the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, but increasingly speeding up in the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries.36 Two critical tipping points arrive in 
the twentieth century in the aftermath of the world wars. 
Both led to a great deal of searching for solutions to problems 
of war, peace and international cooperation. The First World 
War was accompanied by major plague and led to the deaths 
of many millions, and a number of significant attempts were 
made to bring about a sense of global connection; the League 
of Nations was developed at this time. But it was not until 
after the shocking horrors of the mid-twentieth century, 
especially the genocides and the Holocaust, that a constel-
lation of ideas and organizations around a ‘global humanity’ 
started to gather strength. Historian Bruce Mazlish has traced 
all this clearly in his The Idea of Humanity in a Global Era.37 
Organizations of global governance accelerate, and ideas, 
institutions, actions and social movements become directed 
towards the promotion of better worlds for all the peoples of 
the world.

Here is humankind on Planet Earth. We come together, 
develop a fragmented, hybrid world consciousness, express 
concern and care about humanity as a whole and stumble 
towards shared common values. We have a long history of 
trying to develop a common global humanity. Nowadays, 
much of this early development is seen as very flawed; but it 
nevertheless foregrounded some major human possibilities. 
Box 5.2 suggests a few key moments in history where some 
key elements in the creation of a meta-narrative of worldly 
care became more plausible.

Many events have helped shape the elements of an emerging 
twenty-first-century meta-narrative of connective global care. 
They hold some promise of connecting, of bringing things 
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Box 5.2: Meta-narratives of worldly care: a few 
symbolic moments

1648
Hugo Grotius (1583–1645) was the founder of international 
law, which led to the Peace of Westphalia, a common law 
amongst nations and ‘The Free Sea’. It starts to shape narra-
tives of the separate laws of ‘sovereign nations’, eventually 
international law, crimes of humanity and International 
Criminal Court (ICC).
Signs of emerging narrative of world laws and international 
order.

1839
The Anti-Slavery Society was formed (still in existence: https://
www.antislavery.org). It was not the first such organization: 
the Society for the Relief of Free Negroes was formed in 1775 
(with four meetings).
Signs of emerging narrative of world humanitarianism.38

1851
First International Sanitary Conference convened in Paris (in 
the wake of cholera epidemics in 1830 and 1947). A push for 
world public health begins, culminating in 1948 with the birth 
of the World Health Organization.
Signs of emerging narrative of world health and wellbeing.

1893
Parliament of the World’s Religions founded, with more 
than 4,000 people of different faiths from around the world 
crowding into a hall in Chicago; a global interfaith movement 
was established.
Signs of emerging narrative of world interfaith.

1915–19
The Treaty of Versailles and League of Nations were estab-
lished after the First World War, aiming for an ‘organized 

together. And they did not arrive out of the blue. This 
chapter has suggested, if only schematically, that there are 
many past signs of such universal quests. A concern with the 
environment, for example, is flagged with the earliest indig-
enous stories and earliest religions: for they usually brought 
an awesome sense of earth, sky, animal life and our human 
connection to the world.
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common peace’, in the words of US president, Woodrow 
Wilson. Both were considered failures.39

Signs of emerging narrative of peace and nonviolence.

1933
The first Humanist Manifesto flags the creation of a global 
humanist movement. Five Humanist Manifestos were 
published in the twentieth century, which helped shape a 
secular humanism (and indeed partially help to redefine it as 
secular). The first three, in 1933, 1973 and 1980, built up an 
argument for a secular humanism with its own morality and 
without religion. In 1998, a Declaration of Interdependence 
was published, calling for a new world community and global 
ethics. As a result of the enormous changes that took place 
in the twentieth century, another manifesto was published 
in 2000, drafted by Paul Kurtz. All these manifestos had the 
support of a wide range of signatories.40

Signs of emerging narrative of a world humanism and secular 
governance.

1945
United Nations established for international peace after the 
horrors of the Second World War, the Holocaust, and the 
atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki on 6 and 9 
August, killing between 129,000 and 226,000 people.
Signs of emerging narrative of humane world governance.

1945–9
Nuremberg Trials held for the purpose of bringing Nazi war 
criminals to justice; leads to ideas of crimes against humanity, 
and later, an early model for the Commissions of Truth, 
Reconciliation and Justice. Ideas of transitional justice and 
truth commissions spreads.
Signs of emerging narrative of world social justice.

1946
UNESCO established to bring together the global issues of 
education, science, culture and communication. A world 
heritage programme was created, as well as a digital 
programme and a world memory programme.
Signs of emerging narrative of world heritage and culture.41

1946–8
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) adopted, 
enshrining and consolidating the idea of universal human 
rights.
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Signs of emerging narrative to consolidate a transnational 
world of human and collective rights.

1955
Asian–African Conference at Bandung, Indonesia. Twenty-nine 
Asian and African nations met to share their own traditions in 
search of a new world order.42

We begin to sense a world narrative beyond the West.

1957 / 1969 / 1972
On 4 October 1957, the first artificial Earth satellite Sputnik 
I was launched by Soviet Union. On 20 July 1969, Apollo 11 
landed the first humans on the moon, and the first views 
were seen of the world, a global planet, as a whole. On 7 
December 1972, a ‘Blue Marble’ image of the earth taken 
29,000 kilometres (18,000 miles) from the earth’s surface by 
Apollo 17.
Signs of emerging narratives of a cosmic world.

1972 / 1988 / 2000
United Nations Conference on the Human Environment 
(UNCHE): the 1972 Stockholm Conference raises climate 
change as a world issue. In 1988, the International Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) was established with 195 members and 
recognized the importance of the environment crisis. In 2000 
the Earth Charter was published.
Signs of emerging narrative of earth, environment and 
sustainability.

1990
The first Human Development Report was published; an 
annual report has since been released.
Signs of emerging narrative of human advances across the 
world.

1945 / 1981 / 2018
An ancient idea is made prominent with the creation of the 
United Nations in 1945. International Day of Peace established 
in 1981. World Summit for Peace, 2018, adopted principles 
advanced by Nelson Mandela, whose objective was to promote 
global peace.

2020
Covid-19.
The first major pandemic of the digital age. A new portal 
opens …
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In the modern era, as vast human diversities become 
abundantly apparent, we can see the search for ‘common 
grounds’ through many elements: from international peace-
keeping to world institutions of governance, from dialogues 
between different faiths to movements for world health, from 
a growing concern over the world’s habitat and wild life to 
the development of charters concerned with ‘crimes against 
humanity’.43 Above all, the emergence of the United Nations 
and the human rights movements cultivated a growing 
sense of a common universal humanity. This was needed to 
transcend the self-interest of ‘greedy’, combative nation-states 
with strong ideological differences. Here, then, is a narrative 
that tries to look at the world from outside. It wants to tell 
its story with the voice of the whole planet: it wants what is 
best for all its living things and the planet itself. This is no 
easy task.

Important but difficult ways ahead

And so there is a growing movement for people to think 
beyond the narrow interests of their own individual needs 
or those of their limited states. Slowly, a global narrative 
has been emerging through hybrid media to help us move 
outwards – to ‘think like a planet’. It has been in the making 
for millennia. In recent times, it has accelerated, becoming 
more organized, visible and public. The UN has to be its 
key contemporary institution. But in building this, many 
problems have become apparent.

We are dealing here with idealistic and utopian projects: 
trying to bring together a world of 200 nations with long 
conflicting histories, values and political systems is inher-
ently fraught with difficulties. There are major inequalities 
between nations. We are dealing with many nation-states 
busily pursuing their own interests with little concern for 
collective connectivity. Often, blocs are constricted in their 
pursuit of regional interests. The intense individualism of the 
USA may never be reconciled with the collectivist approach of 
India or Japan. The East and the West may have fundamen-
tally different modes of thinking. Past and present traumas of 
power exist – from tribal wars to deep atrocities – that may 
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never allow reconciliation. The rule of authority or the rule 
of freedom may be in constant tension.

There are also manifest practical problems. When, for 
example, the United Nations organizations bring together 
roughly 195 nation-states all trying to put their ideas into 
practice and perform multiple tasks (like peacekeeping or 
preserving cultural heritage), we confront all the dysfunc-
tions of large-scale bureaucratic institutions. Take a look 
at the UN website to get a sense of the complexity of this 
large organization. It employs some 40,000 people and is a 
top-heavy organization, even as it tries to create down-to-
earth local groups. Here again are the problems of power, 
special interests and ideological clash. For although both 
the UN itself and the UDHR were assembled for world 
ideas, claiming a global universal narrative signed up to by 
numerous and growing numbers of nation-states, there has 
been, until recently, ample evidence of both the dominance 
of the West (and especially the United States) and also the 
formation of key voting block alliances. For a large number 
of participants, there is a distinct suspicion that these organiz-
ations and rights are a new disguise for a Western hegemony 
and require resistance. At the same time, countries form 
blocks to vote against other blocks: Catholic and Muslim 
countries unite, for example, in order to prevent rights of 
women and gays. Little is mandatory; all depends on good 
will, which is frequently not forthcoming. As a telling sign, 
very often nations do not pay their contributions.

Cosmopolitan connective narratives of worldly care are 
in the making. But they pose threats and problems for many 
countries. The struggles for a balanced, kind and equal world 
will never be easy.44 Yet this open, shifting, contested mosaic 
narrative provides a key tool for ‘humanizing the world’ 
in the future. Defending and developing this narrative – its 
complexities, practices and institutions – becomes a key 
challenge.



6
Valuing Humanity

As we listened to favela dwellers, inhabitants of informal 
settlements, farmers in their fields, monks in their places of 
worship, we began to see that ordinary people do not gener-
alize or systematize their thinking. A global ethic, applicable 
to all mankind, is essentially unimaginable and irrelevant. 
This is not because ordinary people don’t reflect, and often 
deeply, about the injustice of the world and imagine a better 
one. … The validity of a moral proposition does not turn 
… on whether it can be universalized or generalized … Its 
validity turns instead on whether it is true for them and their 
immediate community, whether it makes sense, even provi-
sionally, of their specific context and situation.

Michael Ignatieff, The Ordinary Virtues (2017), p. 202 
(my italics)

The very idea of humanity has been long associated with 
values, even if they bring much disagreement. By ‘values’, I 
simply mean the symbolic things that matter to us. Things 
that connect us to the world and to which we give signifi-
cance and importance in our daily life. Things that become 
ends, goals: being in good health, having enough food, being 
modest, trusting others, appreciating a good film or story, 
having companionship, being kind, cultivating resilience, 
achieving success, finding love. Becoming human is largely 
a matter of acquiring, connecting to, narrating, habituating 
and living such values. Indeed, being human – the idea of 
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‘humanity’ itself – may well be something that many people 
treasure and value. Such values come also to be connected 
to broader issues like norms (the social expectations that 
guide us), laws (the rules that officially regulate us), ethics 
(the personal life we aspire to) and morals (the social good). 
Our values are usually embedded in stories. They are put to 
work in dialogues. They are often held very dearly and are 
not susceptible to easy change. And they take many forms.1

In everyday life, these values cover boundless grounds. Here 
is a little opening smorgasbord of some of the many things we 
value: achievement, altruism, authority, beauty, bravery, care, 
citizenship, civility, compassion, conviviality, cooperation, 
cosmopolitanism, courage, craftmanship, creativity, curiosity, 
dignity, diligence, duty, empathy, environmentalism, equality, 
fairness, fortitude, freedom, friendliness, generosity, global 
justice, hard work, harmony, honesty, hope, human rights, 
humane governance, humility, humour, integrity, intelligence, 
justice, kindness, liberty, love, loyalty, nonviolence, objectivity, 
piety, politeness, rationality, resilience, respect, responsibility, 
security, selflessness, skilfulness, solidarity, spirituality, sustain-
ability, tolerance, transcendence, trust, truth – and much more.

Which of these values might you favour? Are there any 
common grounds across world cultures that might share 
some of these values? In this chapter I give a central focus to 
the importance of values in making sense of humanity.

On Values, Narrative and Humanity

Values are closely bound up with the language and narratives 
of humanism. To speak of ‘human nature’ or ‘the human 
condition’ is to immediately open up a Pandora’s box of value 
dialogues over whether we are good or evil, free or deter-
mined, responsible or not. To speak of ‘humanity’ usually 
suggests some value we should aspire to. And to speak of 
humanism itself raises issues of what it means to be human, 
and ultimately how this might help create a better for world 
for all. Humanity is organized through values in ways that 
other animal and plant life is not. For sure, there is plenty 
of evidence that some animal life may well have a kind of 
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evaluative world;2 but it does seem that only humans can 
develop complex systems that can be coded, written down, 
developed, even cherished. Our cultures are then deeply 
‘moral’, even ‘sacred’, as we become the ‘moral, believing 
animals’.3

The complexity of values

Values come in many forms. Sometimes they fly into worlds 
of abstraction. They float to us from the high heavens coded 
in key texts as world religions. Or they can arrive as complex, 
Kantian-style analytic arguments lodged in Western philo-
sophical political and ethical discourses. (In Western thought, 
for example, deliberative and rational argument around 
values is often focused on ‘virtues’, or ‘justice’.) Values can 
also become institutionalized – found at work, for instance, 
in economies (as market values, for example), in governance 
(as democratic values, for example), in health (as health ethics 
and care ethics) or as educational values, family values or 
even digital values when they instruct us in daily life. And 
many values become ritualized: in daily prayers, frequent 
church going, court rituals, medical procedures, etc.

Critical humanists are most interested in what might 
be called grounded pragmatic values: how we live our 
values practically with the challenges involved in negotiating 
everyday experiences. How do people assemble and ‘live’ 
values? In the introductory quote to this chapter, Canadian 
political thinker Michael Ignatieff speaks of ordinary lives 
lived far away from the abstract values talked about by 
priests, intellectuals, global rights theorists or lawmakers. 
In his research on human values, spanning six countries, he 
finds just how little people are concerned with the grander 
abstractions of ethics and values.4 Academics may talk about 
care theory, or dignity, or human rights. Ordinary folk 
rarely do. Yet they do regularly put values into practice. A 
growing number of studies (often identified with anthro-
pological ethics) have moved away from abstraction to 
field work engagement with gang behaviour, coping with 
illness, facing the death of children, family struggles for the 
good life, etc. They ask how moral dilemmas are lived, felt 
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and practised in everyday life. For example, anthropologist 
Nancy Scheper-Hughes looks at how impoverished women 
on a mountainside favela in Brazil confront the poverty and 
imperilled longevity of their children, demonstrating values 
of love and care.5

In such studies, what matters is not religious or philo-
sophical abstraction (important as these may also be), but 
the down-to-earth ways in which humans make muddled 
and messy subjective practical decisions about the problems 
in their lives. As people get on with facing their myriad 
daily problems, values are lived as practical things: they 
emerge chaotically out of interaction, conversation, stories 
and dialogues. They arise as daily practical and problem-
solving activities are confronted. As American philosopher 
John Dewey put it: ‘Moral conceptions and processes grow 
naturally out of the very conditions of social life.’6 We face 
them as we confront suffering and precarious moments. So, 
as we are busy talking, living and dying with one another, we 
develop our values. Ignatieff’s study did not find abstractions; 
but he did find that people everywhere now have a grounded 
sense of a right to their voice. They lived by uncomplicated 
‘ordinary virtues – trust, honesty, politeness, forbearance, 
respect’.7 And, maybe, dignity.

The language of academic folk, though, usually focuses 
on values in highly abstract and rational arguments. Here, 
languages of justice, virtue, responsibility, human rights, 
democracy, dignity and care will often very likely lie at the 
core of their thinking. And these can often become the more 
cognitive and rational arguments for our everyday acts (often 
as ‘justifications’). Yet such abstractions can have a way 
of taking us away from the human, the lived life and the 
experienced. In truth, our values are also always connected 
to our emotions, feelings and brute bodies, made from what 
Kant famously called the ‘crooked timber of humanity’.8 The 
psychologist Jonathan Haidt speaks about the irrationality 
of our values, while the philosopher Martha C. Nussbaum 
grounds many of our values in emotions.9 Our bodies can 
become angry about unfairness; lives can be emotionally 
engaged with beauty; we feel compassion. Throughout 
history, these feelings and rationalities will get translated 
socially into norms and laws, ethics and morals, religion and 
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politics. They are also often values put into rituals, notably 
with systems of religion and governmentality. A challenge 
for critical humanism is how to better understand these 
associated values of everyday life around the world.

Another vital feature of human values is that they tend 
to be ambiguous and plural, bringing the potential to 
clash, confuse, contradict and change. Tensions have to be 
confronted and choices have to be made. Indeed, many values 
lead to antimonies and dilemmas that make them wide open 
to debate and contestation, argument and dialogues.10 And 
these discursive potentials are also distinctive features of what 
it is to be human. Our values will also evolve; which means 
they have histories and genealogies as they flow through lives 
and the backgrounds of whole groups and societies. And they 
can therefore change. But much of this value debate is tacit 
and unshaped – we do not follow textbook manuals of ethics 
but instead live life as best we can.

The pragmatic account of values

How do we find our values? We are not short of research on 
this. Some link to biology, some to evolution, others to political 
economy; many are developmental and psychological, while 
others span cultural historical and anthropological work. Still 
others remain more philosophical or metaphysical. All have 
much to offer. Here I take an inclusive pragmatic humanist 
account.

The pragmatic account of values claims that they arise out 
of embodied experiences through a complex bundle of activ-
ities in the vast sweep of the everyday grounded historical 
world. They then become habits and stories from which we 
can learn to live an ethical life. Character may be built. In 
order to understand this, philosopher Philip Kitcher suggests 
we need to look back historically to capture this ongoing 
creation of a human ethical project. Throughout history we 
can see the gradual emergence of values – like altruism and 
cooperation – through the activities of people. He argues: 
‘Ethics emerges as a human phenomenon, permanently unfin-
ished. We, collectively, made it up, and have developed, 
refined, and distorted it, generation by generation. Ethics 



Valuing Humanity 131

should be understood as a project – the ethical project – in 
which we have been engaged for most of our history as a 
species.’11

There is a very long tradition of speaking about ‘the 
evolution of morals’ or, more recently, the ‘natural history of 
morality’. Within these wide-ranging abstract ideas, particu-
larities of local cultures and people are always present. So 
a useful stance is to examine just how human values arise 
practically out of our everyday problems of living. Values 
become tools for connecting us to life’s problems. The classic 
example would be the value of ‘cooperation’ that would 
enable early tribes to work together. ‘Care’ would always be 
a practical value – for example, raising children, looking after 
the sick, caring for the dying. Or ‘nonviolence’, which could 
become a tool to prevent constant conflict and war. And 
‘human rights’ itself becomes a value(able) tool for handling 
the problems of treating one another with equal respect. 
In the end, human beings are grounded, creatively engaged 
creatures who struggle in their various ways to make sense 
of the world and give meanings (and languages) to their life 
and world; part of this sense-making will raise questions of 
what it is to live a good or bad life. Putting this in the widest 
context, we get a little toolbox of ways through which to 
create and connect to our values. We do this pragmatically as 
a result of our experiences in the world, using:

• our brainy, active, cognitive and emotional intelligence 
developed through our evolutionary past – a brain, with 
emergent reasoning and reflective abilities;

• our intuitive consciousness of practical problems needing 
resolution in the world;

• our ability to regularize conduct through habits, and 
ultimately the development of what might be called 
character;

• our empathetic capacity towards others and their suffering;
• our social capacity to live with others, cultivate some kind 

of relational skills and adapt to the values of ‘our groups’;
• our language skill for telling stories of life (valued and 

devalued);
• our capacity for dialogues and conversation through 

language;
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• our generations of ancestors who have gone before and 
become exemplars and moral leaders and who left us with 
‘generational wisdoms’;

• our continuous and contentious historical and cultural 
development through conflicts with others.12

We move from body and brain to history and power. 
Critical humanism works with a pragmatic and pluralistic 
account of human values. Values are always grounded in 
the rich plurality of real embodied experiences and practical 
world problem solving. And multiple problems lead to 
multiple values, just as common problems might lead to 
common values.

In this process, we return to our problem of differences. 
And their contexts. Right at the heart of this lies the idea that 
different contexts will bring different problems and different 
values. Values become embedded in time and space. And 
much of our long past can be characterized as the promul-
gation of ethnocentric values, where the value of one group 
comes to see its own values as the values for the whole world. 
‘Our tribe is better than yours’; ‘our religion is better than 
yours’; ‘our science is the correct truth’; and ‘our civilization 
or nation is quite simply better than any another’: our story is 
best. We start to see the paradox of humanity at work again 
here, creating differing sets of inclusive and exclusive values. 
Just who exactly our ‘other’ will be has been a recurrent 
historical and sociological problem. Religious and tribal wars 
become a prominent feature of social life.

We now have a rich geography of morals that shows 
how all across the world and its human groupings, people 
come to value different things in different ways at different 
times. Sometimes these differences may be quite profound, 
as suggested in the divide between Asian and Western 
values, beliefs, ways of seeing.13 We can see a long historical 
flow of societies and human life as vast conflicting webs of 
‘experiments in values’. Organized in deeply different ways 
by a multitude of various historical cultures, values arise 
through shared problems in living, becoming embedded 
in collective social routines and habits and organized into 
social institutions, even as they may change as time moves 
on. As our lives twist and turn, so we confront different 
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kinds of problems that in turn bring different kinds of value 
epiphanies.

The human world can be seen as orchestrated through 
a splendid cacophony of historically evolving mosaics of 
multiple values lodged in religious, ethical, moral and legal 
stories. Values materialize in key different institutions as we 
create and tell stories: from those very earliest cave drawings 
to the latest digital design. Again, we can see a grand narrative 
march moving from Gilgamesh and the Odyssey, through the 
Bible and the Koran, and on to large Kumbh Mela gatherings 
and the latest soap operas and social networking. Human lives 
become inescapably drenched with normativity, meaning and 
morality that speak to what we can or should value, or even 
who we should be. Human societies are storytelling flows 
about human values, always in perpetual process as humans 
engage with the multiple everyday troubles and joys as they 
work and play, live and love. And such stories and values 
are always embedded in political processes – our values are 
bound up with states, religions, economies, communications: 
the key sources of power.

In the previous chapter, we have seen the emergence of 
stories from the cave age to postmodernity. Embedded in all 
this are the stories of value, often in the forms of good and 
evil. There have been many attempts to trace this genealogy 
of human values from the earliest of indigenous peoples. Here 
we look for evidence of the value of cooperation between small 
groupings, as well as early presence of values and enemies in 
these small populations. All this would have been grounded 
in the small-scale daily struggles for survival. Strategies of 
cooperation and competition and modes of handling conflict 
and aggression would have taken elementary forms.14 What 
we also saw in Chapter 5 was a phenomenal explosion of 
values taking place in the Axial Age about 3,000 or so years 
ago. Here is the initial orchestration of meta value systems. 
Some highlighted many gods (the polytheisms of Hindu 
belief and the monotheisms of Judaic, Christian and Muslim 
beliefs); others had no core god (Confucianism, Buddhism). 
All provided central narratives of states, word religions and 
philosophies creating (or discovering) major accounts of how 
to live a good life. And all were embedded in struggles for and 
about power.15
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Older narratives suggest a necessary taming of some of 
our aggressive instincts (to prevent a war of all against all) as 
we became more and more cooperative (even civilized) with 
each other. More recent research draws out sophisticated 
comparisons with our nearest evolutionary animals, telling 
the story of just how our values and moral lives are inter-
twined with both animals16 and the evolving complexities of 
the cultures we create. This has also involved the search to 
narrate the evolution of the human mind itself – the ‘making 
of the prehistory of the human mind’.17 This might be the 
time when the Big Bang of culture happened: the emergence 
of Palaeolithic art and religion, and with this the rise of more 
complex and imaginative reasonings. Gradually we also see 
the rise of moral leaders and exemplars. Throughout history 
there have been individuals who have denounced the ways of 
dominant groups and who have seen the need for a change 
of values. The list of such moral figures is long: starting 
perhaps with Confucius, Moses and Buddha and moving 
on to Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King and Nelson 
Mandela.18

Martin Luther King is an important modern example. He 
brought together a number of key issues, he was an outspoken 
humanist, a wide-open passionate Christian, a protagonist 
against race hatred, a nonviolent civil rights activist – and a 
charismatic speaker. He inspired a movement and a politics 
that still flourishes in the USA today, representing a plea 
for the centrality of grounded values, ultimately looking for 
values that might be shared across the world:

A true revolution of values will soon cause us to question the 
fairness and justice of many of our present policies. … A true 
revolution of values will soon look uneasily on the glaring 
contrast of poverty and wealth with righteous indignation. It 
will look across the seas and see individual capitalists of the 
West investing huge sums of money in Asia, Africa, and South 
America, only to take the profits out with no concern for the 
social betterment of the countries, and say, ‘This is not just.’ 
It will look at our alliance with the landed gentry of Latin 
America and say, ‘This is not just.’ The Western arrogance of 
feeling that it has everything to teach others and nothing to 
learn from them is not just.19



Valuing Humanity 135

Modern Narratives of Humanity: Transforming 
Values

We jump on to current times. Capitalist modernity in all its 
varied forms inevitably brought profound social change and 
with it ‘the shock of the new’ and a proliferation of complex 
values. Many traditional values of the past were called 
into question. The new power of the capitalist market, the 
politics of rationality and science, the rise of the city along 
with the decline of the traditional community, the growth of 
individualism, the threat to religion and rise of secularism, the 
imposition of colonial values, and the spread of new political 
ideologies of democratic liberalism and socialism: all this and 
more led to a radical shifting and challenging of older values.

Documenting this widespread shift in human values is bread 
and butter to social thinkers. Some, like German sociologist 
Norbert Elias, have linked it to the rise of civilizing values; 
others, like French philosopher Michel Foucault, as regulative 
and controlling.20 It has been centrally linked to an ‘elective 
affinity’ with Christianity (the rise of the Protestant ethic), the 
growth of rationality, the demise of the godly values and the 
rise of a certain disenchantment with the world. Many have 
shown the decline of community values and the rise of more 
impersonal ones. And all have had to deal with the emergence 
of new kinds of markets that give prior value to money, 
wealth and economic development above all – and which are 
happy enough to live with the degradation of much human 
labour. Above all, the shift has been associated with the rise 
of individualistic values rather than collective ones. And it has 
been a predominantly Western change.

All of this has complicated the plurality of world values. 
We now live in a world of traditional religious values living 
side by side with the rise of new modernist ones. This has been 
one of the key findings in the research of the World Values 
Survey (WVS) led by political scientist Ronald Inglehart. 
Running since 1981, a comparative survey is conducted every 
five years that provides a global overview of human values 
(WVS Wave 7 covers the years 2017–21). Currently, about 
eighty countries are involved, many with their own local 
research centres. Asking fairly basic questions, the surveys 
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have come to be depicted on two major world axes of values. 
The first tracks the well-established values of the past, which 
are usually religious (traditional), alongside emerging secular, 
rational and capitalist values (modern). The second tracks 
two other dimensions, which the authors call survival values 
and self-expression values. The world can be mapped across 
these dimensions (see Figure 6.1).

• societies that have high scores in traditional and survival 
values include Zimbabwe, Morocco, Jordan, Bangladesh;

• societies with high scores in traditional and self-expression 
values include the US, most of Latin America, Ireland;

• societies with high scores in secular-rational and survival 
values include Russia, Bulgaria, Ukraine, Estonia;

• societies with high scores in secular-rational and self-
expression values include Sweden, Norway, Japan, Benelux, 
Germany, France, Switzerland, Czech Republic, Slovenia, 
and some English-speaking countries.

Connecting and disconnecting: value narratives in the 
twenty-first century

Human values have been transforming over a long time. 
Moving from locally based, ethnocentric and relatively simple 
situations to multiple globally connected, polyvocal and 
complex systems, human values have become less absolute, 
less clear, less secure. In the past, we have often mistakenly 
taken our own little local stories to be the values of the whole 
world, discrediting or dehumanizing those in other parts 
of the world with different values as barbarians, heathens, 
primitives, savages. Many big wars have been fought over 
who holds the One True Story. Colonialism embodied this 
very spirit and took it to an extraordinarily cruel extreme, 
proclaiming, is it did, that our world and our values were the 
best. On the basis of this simple yet seriously misguided view, 
vast tribes of indigenous peoples were wiped out, slavery 
legitimated, and races exterminated.

This process continued as globalization gathered pace. 
We now see a world capitalist system, a rise in global 
mediated realities, and core commercial values colonizing 
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the entire planet – even as the old tribal world of Axial Age 
religions continues. We find a human world where the market 
and money, competitiveness, greed, celebrity, entertainment, 
commercialism and a desire for unrelenting growth have 
become key values for our time. So-called neoliberalism 
has arrived. The mutilation and disconnection of the world 
continues (see Chapter 2). Yet globalization has never just 
been about economic matters alone. It has also brought a 
shift in awareness of differences around the world in many 
spheres: religion, science, governance, media, popular culture, 
decolonization and ethics.

For growing numbers of people, the twenty-first century 
world has become a speeded-up world of mediated, digital 
and robotic values. While there have been numerous value 
narratives throughout history, the scale has now become 
widely unmanageable. What has happened is that not just 
different countries and religions, but also different groups 
are taking a stand, claiming their own values. For at least 
half the world’s population now, human reality has already 
become a mediated and digitalized reality; people are living in 
a deep mediatization of human values. More and more lives 
exist through media of all kinds and our values are embedded 
within them. The values here may be quite wide-ranging but 
there is a pervasive concentration on entertainment, play, 
celebrity, consumption. Documentaries often take the form 
of ‘info-entertainment’. As one author famously said: ‘We 
are amusing ourselves to death.’21 We live with simplified 
messages, muddled values and persistent speed, complexity 
and bafflement. And ‘becoming human’ (socialization) now 
requires a deep immersion into media of all kinds from a 
very young age. The self, now a data self, comes to exist 
through digital life. Increasingly, we apparently fail to exist 
if we are not online. And this creates another core emergent 
value system: of performing a self – agency becomes a matter 
of self-presentation and self-promotion. And we come to 
develop a quantified self as we finely monitor this valued 
self. Behind all of this is an emerging and enveloping extreme 
atomization and even narcissism.

For many, contemporary global human values seem to 
be in a muddle. And it is too soon to see quite where 
this all might be headed. But certain themes are becoming 
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quite clear. These can signify powerful messages of the rich 
diversity of the values of human life: we are world humanity 
and we are plural. A stream of global events (like Covid-19, 
the environment, migration, racism, authoritarian states, 
religious conflicts or gender troubles), alongside a multiplicity 
of human rights issues and a global media, have all helped 
shape an awareness of global diversity and value polariz-
ations. All this leads to a plural consciousness: a potential 
to move us away from just one set of values to an awareness 
of the many. We have to confront openness, diversity and 
tolerance in the pluriverse. Being ethnocentric makes it harder 
to live in the world or be part of a global humanity. And it 
can lead to dire consequences.

Consider the key example of religion. The diversity of 
different world religions means they are often seriously in 
tension with each other. Most of the major conflicts in the 
world in 2020 can be linked back to religions. Bloody battles 
are regularly fought. They are often at odds with themselves, 
as they degenerate into a multitude of schisms. Religious war 
has been a regular feature of history. But globalization has 
brought a growing awareness of this diversity and conflict of 
religions. How can this now be lived with? Violent sectarian 
and religious conflicts have become central features of the 
mutilated world. These range from Islamic extremists waging 
global Jihad and power struggles between Sunni and Shia 
Muslims in the Middle East to the persecution of Islamic 
Rohingya in Buddhist Myanmar and outbreaks of violence 
between Christians and Muslims across Africa. According 
to the World Economic Forum, in 2018 more than a quarter 
of the world’s countries experienced a high incidence of 
hostilities motivated by religious hatred, mob violence related 
to religion, terrorism, and harassment of women for violating 
religious codes.22

And yet, on a more positive front, different world religions 
are now coming together to help form multifaith and inter-
faith gatherings. His Holiness the Dalai Lama, for example, 
speaks of moving ‘beyond religion’, bringing mindfulness 
to our thinking.23 Nowadays, there are numerous religions, 
many of which are becoming more and more flexible and 
open to other faiths (and even to no faith). It is not just 
that we have reached a partially secular age; religions are 



140 Humanizing the World: Flourishing Humanity

(sometimes) being transformed, using language such as ‘after 
Buddhism’, ‘Buddhist atheists’, ‘secular Buddhism’, ‘beyond 
Islam’.24

Searching for Signs of Fallible Shared World 
Values

Most of the world’s perpetually unbearable conflicts are 
over values – and there may never be agreements. Critical 
humanism recognizes that conflict and contestation are the 
name of this game of mind, body and emotion. But that 
said, it can also claim that some values have featured so 
regularly throughout history, across so many cultures, and 
are so widely held today, that they are worth noting as being 
potentially vital, human, worldly – yet fallible. I use ‘vital’ 
deliberately to stress that they are life-giving.25 And I stress 
‘fallible’ because of the complexity of values and knowledge 
in the world.26

So these are not absolute universals: there can hardly be 
values that will cover all societies for all time. For the critical 
humanist, values are always messy: potentially diverse, 
historically contingent, and always contested, fallible and 
negotiable. There is no absolute necessity about any of them. 
They grow from actual experiences and can function to order 
the personal, social and political life in situ, in their time and 
place. Traditionally, religions have provided major guidance 
as to how to deal with values. But modern and postmodern 
world values have become far more precarious.27

And yet. Even as it is easy to find multiple differences 
between values around the world, it is also not really that 
hard to find great commonalities that keep recurring. There 
are many of them, including the Golden Rule, the flourishing 
life and its goods, and virtues; and, more recently, human 
rights and global ethics. Cosmopolitanism may be another.28 
While sometimes discussed abstractly, such values are more 
commonly found operating in very local, specific grounded 
experiences.

The Golden Rule is one of the earliest and most widely 
held candidates for being some kind of vital universal value. 
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Bluntly, this says: treat others as you would like to be treated. 
The Analects of Confucius sums it up: do not do to others 
what you don’t want them to do to you (15:23). But it can be 
found in all religions, from the Jewish ‘Love your neighbour 
as yourself’ (Leviticus 19:18) through to Christianity. It can 
be seen as the norm of natural law and is most surely one of 
the most common of all moral and ethical dictates. Oddly, 
it is usually ignored by ‘serious’ Western philosophers and 
intellectuals (except perhaps Kant), but it can be found widely 
everywhere in rough-and-ready practice. In his study of the 
Golden Rule, philosopher Harry J. Gensler devotes more than 
thirty pages charting the very long history of its multiple use, 
beginning with the hunter-gatherers (where he suggests that 
tribes that worked cooperatively and acted with each other 
had a better chance to survive).29

Like all general guides, the Golden Rule is riddled with 
problems; but the grounds for its wide appeal is surely that 
it brings together a vocabulary of many other, often dimly 
sensed, linked concerns: empathy, sympathy, compassion, 
care, fairness, reciprocity and mutuality, the sense of other 
people, alterity, connection. These ideas are often seen as part 
of a Western style of valuing; but they can surely be found 
across many cultures (even if not organized in the same way). 
Here most clearly we sense a prime feature of humanity: the 
significance of the awareness of others, of what has come in 
the West to be called ‘the second person standpoint’, of being 
able to see the world from someone else’s point of view, and 
ultimately the ideas of cooperation, reciprocity, altruism and 
a recognition of other people. Many ethical stances arise to 
distance themselves from crude self-interest towards concern, 
even a care, for the other.30 Even as it may go out of intel-
lectual fashion, it remains as one of the key bases of everyday 
thinking about values.

Another perennial moral value found in most cultures 
through much of history is that of the realization of human 
potential and the living of a good life: the quest for their 
world to flourish and to find the good (virtues).31 Flourishing 
and the virtues present in diverse ways across many world 
religions and philosophies, in the foundational arguments of 
Confucius, Aristotle, Christ, Buddha and much of African 
ethics.32 Confucians, for example, highlight the five constants 
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of ren (benevolence, humaneness), yi (honesty, righteousness, 
justice), li (proper rites, cultivating nature), zhi (knowledge, 
practical wisdom) and xin (integrity); Hindus highlight ahimsa, 
nonviolence; while Buddhists stress karma, compassion and 
alleviating ill-being. In most religions, the realization of 
flourishing lives ultimately depends on strict adherence to 
their faith: their life is realized through service to their God 
and not to live such a life signals failure. In classical Greek 
culture, ideas of flourishing were also widely developed, most 
prominently in the writings of Socrates, Aristotle, Plato and 
Epicurus. And such ideas have been modernized for today. 
Sociologist Christian Smith has reviewed around twenty 
recent accounts of human flourishing, all of which come up 
with lists of the various goals and attributes of a life.33 A 
couple of influential examples will help get the idea clear.

A very popular idea half a century ago was developed by 
the humanistic psychologist Abraham Maslow in a succinct 
listing which placed our human needs in hierarchic order. 
Very much out of fashion these days, but widely used in the 
mid-twentieth century, he suggested five classic pyramidical 
levels. Humans have basic physiological needs, security needs, 
social needs, esteem needs and, ultimately, actualizing needs. 
With this self-actualizing, people come ‘to have for human 
beings in general a deep feeling of identification, sympathy, 
and affection … they have a genuine desire to help the human 
race. It is as if they were all members of a single family.’34 An 
ideal life would spiral through all these needs.

The most prominent recent example, and probably the 
most widely used modern Western version of this ‘virtue’ 
theory, is found in the influential work of the economist 
Amartya Sen and the philosopher Martha C. Nussbaum. 
Their ideas were used as a foundation for the creation of the 
United Nations Human Development Index (UNHDI); their 
aim was to investigate ways of understanding human devel-
opment that were not rigidly linked to economics and GDP. 
The purpose, instead, was to examine underlying structural 
or social opportunities that could lead to a fulfilling life. 
This moved the emphasis away from the centrality given to 
economic understanding that had long dominated discussions 
of human development, and instead asked questions about 
human rights, justice, capabilities and the social conditions 
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under which these can flourish. The UNHDI highlighted both 
longevity and education alongside GDP, gender differences 
and, latterly, also includes dimensions of social inequality 
and sustainability. Nussbaum refined her ideas as ‘capability 
theory’, where the question posed is: ‘What is each person able 
to do and to be?’35 From this, she built an account of human 
capabilities grounded in ideas of freedom, polarity, justice 
and dignity. Here is an idea whose time has certainly come: it 
is now widely used and is constantly evolving and changing, 
especially through the work of the Human Development and 
Capability Association (HDCA) and its Journal of Human 
Development and Capabilities. Nussbaum outlined ten global 
human capabilities: (1) life itself – to live a life of at least normal 
length; (2) bodily health – including nourishment, shelter and 
reproductive health; (3) bodily integrity – the ability to move 
freely and be secure against assault, including sexual assault; 
(4) senses, imagination and thought – creativity, education, 
an ability to seek the meaning of life; (5) emotions – and 
especially to be able to love, grieve and be angry; (6) practical 
reason – ‘to form a conception of the good and critically reflect 
on it’; (7) affiliation – to empathize, connect, dignify others; 
(8) other species – to show concern for and to live with other 
animals, plants and the environment at large; (9) play – to 
be able to laugh, play and enjoy recreational activities; and 
(10) control over one’s environment.

This strikes me as a very appealing listing, though 
Nussbaum has always been quick to point out that it is a 
work in progress which she invites readers to add to and 
modify (though in the thirty years since she first proposed it, 
it has not changed much). The ten capabilities are all equally 
important.36

In a way this is a modern virtue theory. Virtues suggest an 
excellence, the good and the better ways of cultivating a life. 
Standards of excellence are suggested, modes of education 
and character training are given, and lives are then lived in 
an attempt to enhance and improve them. A good character 
comes to embody these virtues. As a major world tradition, 
virtue theory went out of fashion in the West, seen as 
conservative and moralistic; but it is now showing signs of 
making a comeback.37 But it has always been deeply rooted 
in the rest of the world.
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Thinking about virtues and flourishing can bring a vast 
listing of possibilities. Confucius, for example, highlighted 
benevolence, righteousness, wisdom, propriety and trust-
worthiness. Aristotle listed eighteen virtues. In current times, 
psychologists such as Christopher Peterson and Martin 
Seligman have produced very long lists; Judith Andre suggests 
honesty, compassion, generosity and humility; and Michael 
Brady distinguishes four classes of virtue: strength (fortitude 
and courage), vulnerability (adaptability and humility), 
morality (compassion) and the practical and epistemic excel-
lences that make up wisdom.38 Brady argues that virtues flow 
from suffering, which is also a common theme in Buddhist, 
Hindu and Confucian thought. The puzzle for me with this 
thinking is that so many virtues and ways of flourishing are 
highlighted. Which ones should we choose?

Another possible candidate for being a vital human value is 
more recent: the idea of human rights. We have encountered 
this before. While nowhere near as prevalent as the ideas of 
the Golden Rule or human flourishing, there are certainly 
traces to be found in the past. There is a latent history of 
human rights.39 As we have previously seen, it comes into 
its own as a universal standard through the creation of the 
United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR), which elevated it in a major way to a feature to 
be raised for all societies. Despite very severe critics (see 
Chapter 1), many have claimed that the current human rights 
paradigm is the world’s first universal, indigenous, moral 
system. In a short space of time it has brought about many 
significant changes for many groups.40

Finally, modern times have brought a distinctive quest for 
something like global values. Canadian economist Rodrique 
Tremblay has laid out ‘Ten Commandments for a Global 
Humanism’, opening with: ‘First humanist rule: Proclaim the 
natural dignity and inherent worth of all human beings, in 
all places and in all circumstances.’41 There are now many 
courses, research programmes, centres and textbooks that 
detail this quest for a global ethics and global justice. Usually, 
they involve courses that are global and interdisciplinary 
and they try to link theory and practice. The focus of their 
debates is often on specific world issues, like migration, war, 
technology, space. Often present in much of this writing is 
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a continuation of the dominant modes of ethical thinking, 
either from traditional religious values or from a Western 
viewpoint. For example, two texts, both called Global Ethics: 
An Introduction, one by Heather Widdows and another 
by Kimberly Hutchings, provide important statements but 
also draw heavily from Western ideas.42 Hutchings sets up a 
debate between rationalist and nonrationalist ethical founda-
tions, while Widdows examines classical (Western) moral and 
political theory and applies it to world issues.

A search for fragile values in a twenty-first-century 
pluriverse

On inspection, then, it is possible to find signs of multiple 
‘world values’ at work in the past. Today, as the world’s 
nations and media increasingly intertwine, the time has come 
to take this gradual yet perpetual quest for shared narrative 
values very seriously. There have clearly already been many 
attempts to do this. But conditions today now make it all the 
more urgent. We are necessarily more reflective about the 
plural world as a whole as it faces major world crises: from 
global plague to environmental crisis and digital surveillance. 
Chapter 5 has already suggested that we may be nudging 
towards some kind of world consciousness, a need to ‘think 
like a planet’. A provisional kind of cosmopolitan narrative 
of living together is in the making. Seeking some putative 
‘common grounds’ over values must be one of the tasks 
ahead. Such values would have to be suggested tentatively, 
without making grand or authoritarian claims. They would 
have a prime goal of bringing us all together. The above 
discussion shows both a little of the possibility of this debate 
even as it hints at its complexity, maybe impossibility.

Here I return to the spiral of humanity that was outlined in 
Chapter 1 and sketch out a simple, provisional tour of some 
of the puzzles we face. Each puzzle suggests some pragmatic 
values that might be able to help us. This is not meant as any 
kind of fixed, finished or final code. Rather, it is open, porous, 
flexible – always open to perpetual debate and modification. 
The starting point is to be attentive, to think, even to meditate 
a little. The challenge is to engage in dialogue about the 
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problems people face while living in this world and to act 
a little to make it a better, more connected human place. 
Finding human problems, we try to resolve them. We make 
connections to life’s domains through a long lineage of human 
values, some of which seem to be pretty, if fallibly, universal.

Environmental, earthly values

How can we live well on this earth and the commons along 
with other living life? This raises issues of living alongside 
other biological life cooperatively (animal ethics), while 
caring for the resources of the planet on which we live (earth 
ethics). Out of this arises the basic values and virtues of our 
environment: of living well and in life’s ecologies, with other 
animals, and things. Above all it leads to sustainability. These 
are the values of the commons, the environment, animal 
ethics and a sustainable world.

Existential values

How are we to confront birth, life and death, human vulner-
ability and human suffering? These are the big human 
problems of our existence. Out of this arises the need to be 
recognized as a creative valued person in the world, given 
respect and dignity and, in return, the need to act with an 
awareness of others, with a certain responsibility to others 
and future generations. These are the values of dignity, 
respect and responsibility.

Interpersonal values

How do we face the challenge (and joys) of meeting other 
people, of raising and looking after children, of encountering 
‘strangers’? These are issues of relating and connecting. The 
roles of empathy and compassion – maybe even love – are 
present in many animals, but they also need cultivating. 
Care, which takes different forms in different parts of the 
world, becomes a key general value. We ask how we can 
best connect, relate and live well with self, others and the 
world. These are the values of care and compassion, love and 
kindness.
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Community and identity values

How do we come to belong with some groups and identify 
with them: from family to team to neighbourhood? We 
confront the problem of ‘belonging’ to social communities 
and worlds and the ways in which can find and live well with 
‘our’ groups, sensing who we are. But how can we, at the 
same time, avoid the narrowness and parochial limits that 
come with this? We need to expand our circles of belonging 
and reduce the need for enemy others. These are the values of 
belonging and identity, sharing and cooperation.

Society’s values

How are we to face the problems of living in a society, 
including its systems of education, economy and governance? 
How can we best help to form a society that is fit for all 
human beings to live in? At its core, this usually means 
confronting the classic values of social justice and their linked 
components of freedom and equality. We seek the freedom 
of peoples as we also seek their fair treatment. This raises 
a perpetual tension. If freedom pushes too far, it may well 
lead to marked inequalities. Likewise, greater equality may 
require serious restrictions on freedom. This is revealed in 
the longstanding historical question of governance veering 
between authoritarian states and democratic states. All this 
has raised voluminous debates about the meanings of justice, 
freedom and equality – along with some component dimen-
sions of human rights (to both freedom and equality), the 
nature of inequality, of intersectionality and justice, of human 
capabilities and, of course, the nature of democracy. Multiple 
forms of freedom and justice are identified (for example, 
economic, social, gender, intersectional, world), along with 
a range of contrasting theories (utilitarian, social contract, 
conflicts). A very elaborate language or discourse now exists 
to evaluate all these critical values.43 These are the values of 
justice, freedom, equality, rights – and maybe democracy.

Cultural / pluriversal values

How do we face the problems of making a good life and 
flourishing in our cultures? To do this, we need a sense of 
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human flourishing and of ‘the good’. These ‘virtues’ help us 
to live well in the world and to appreciate the cultivation of 
good habits and character. But what might these virtues be? 
How do we flourish? To tackle the problem of how to be 
secure in the world, how to feel confident and safe, we need 
the values of trust. These are the virtues and the flourishing 
of life – a good life in a good world.

World values

How do we face the problems of living in the wider world, 
an international order, a pluriverse of differences? We try to 
live with our differences, not to quarrel, fight or be aggressive 
towards one another; we try to seek peace and nonviolence. 
We face issues of living together well, being hospitable 
towards one another, and developing tolerance and convivi-
ality. These are the values of cosmopolitanism, nonviolence, 
dialogue and peace.

Cosmic issues

How are we to face the problem of living a planetary existence 
in a wider cosmos? As Brian Cox has asked: Who are we? 
Where are we? Are we alone? Why are we here? What is our 
future?44 No bigger questions exist. How can we recognize 
our smallness yet also the value of our own life, the vastness 
of the multiverse and its long expansive future? And how do 
we face the need to live and die as best as we can within it? 
These questions lead us to planetary values of hope, sustain-
ability (again) and transcendence.

Humanity is bound up with the search for meaning in the 
world and a core feature of this is the values that human 
beings make. This chapter has roamed over the complexity 
of such values, even opened a Pandora’s jar. Looking for key 
vital values for the world will be an ongoing challenge for the 
future.
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Transforming Humanity

The fact is we all live within the Earth as pluriverse; we weave 
the pluriverse together with every existing being through our 
daily practices. We are all summoned to the task of repairing 
the Earth and the pluriverse, one stitch at a time, one design 
at a time, one loop at a time … Some of our stitches and loops 
will likely contribute to the web of relations that sustain life, 
others less so or not at all.

Arturo Escobar, Pluriversal Politics (2020), p. xvii

What kind of future will we make for the world and 
for humanity? According to Arturo Escobar, as he puzzles 
over the question of how we might move forward, we are 
confronting a world of ‘pluriversal politics’.1 We have to 
engage with multiplicities of life worlds and societies. We 
ask how can we connect well to the planet on which we live? 
How might flourishing human lives be revitalized across 
generations? What is to be done? These are big political 
questions that animate humanism in the twenty-first century. 
Here I look to humanity’s creativity and its future: cultivating 
a politics – and pedagogy – of humanity.

Narratives of Future Humanity

Of one thing we can be sure: lives and societies will change. As 
Yuval Noah Harari says in his bestselling book Homo Deus, 
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‘The single greatest constant of history is that everything 
changes’.2 In this chapter I look at change and start with just 
a few stories of where humanity might be heading; towards a 
world of the future with unpredictable possibilities.3 As I write, 
we are facing a global pandemic, Covid-19, that looks as if 
it is likely to change everything: work, economies, housing, 
intimacy, travel, education, health, families, communication, 
rituals, time and space. It may even change the meaning of 
life and humanity itself. The point to remember though is that 
when the virus struck, we were already witnessing momentous 
changes in capitalism, the environment, governance, religions, 
communications, technologies. The world was already facing 
crisis – even regression.4

One thing is clear: we cannot know what the future will 
be like, but we can be sure it is going to change. Here are just 
four of many possible future narratives.5

An apocalyptic world

I start with the narratives that takes us to the precipice.6 
We are stumbling towards ‘Apocalypse Now’, a condition 
documented in films and books galore.7 Earlier writings 
include works by Shelley, Wells, Forster, Huxley, Orwell. A 
new generation of films then emerged: Blade Runner (1982) 
and The Terminator (1984); we got lost in The Matrix (1999), 
confronted the fearsome Aliens (1986) and Prometheus 
(2012) from other planets; and came to live with Annihilation 
(2018). More concretely, we arrived in an era of catastrophic 
ecological change conducted in slow motion,8 a world on the 
precipice of catastrophe and existential risk. There is now a 
pandemic, of course. But we also face a world of deep human 
division and incompetent and inhumane governance alongside 
a risky nightmare of an emerging surveillance, digital and 
robotic order. Sociologist John Urry spends two pages of his 
book What Is the Future? simply cataloguing works on this 
theme.9 He lists more than 100 books with titles ranging from 
Our Final Century and The Next Catastrophe, to Requiem 
for a Species and Catastrophic Times. One odd title is The 
Collapse of Western Civilization: A View from the Future. 
None of this makes for a pretty picture.
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We may well ask, as people have so often done in the past: 
can we survive? Perhaps no humans will ultimately survive. 
It may signify the end of our grand but short human story. 
We will join the already told stories of the great mammalian 
extinction. There have been five major species extinctions 
since the dawn of the earth; and now we are facing the sixth. 
More likely, perhaps, a few people and groups will survive. 
But these few may yet again be divided between the poor with 
nothing and the rich, the privileged, who can escape to other 
planets or find special enclaves on earth. There are signs that 
some of this elite group are already preparing to do just this.

The catastrophes that humanity faces have been called 
existential risks. Swedish philosopher Nick Bostrom has come 
up with more than twenty-one possible catastrophes that 
could wipe us out – ranging from nuclear destruction and 
asteroids and comets colliding, to major world epidemics and 
some kind of digital collapse. At present, the most significant 
problems are the eco-crisis of climate warming and biodi-
versity decline. We can see this happening before our very 
eyes as weather patterns change and we find ourselves facing 
heatwaves, floods and other dramatic events. The subtitle 
of David Wallace-Wells’s book The Uninhabitable Earth is 
A Story of the Future. He documents the dying oceans, the 
freshwater drain, the unbreathable air, the wildfires and the 
plagues of warming.10

Others have carefully evaluated the full range of disasters 
awaiting us. We have arrived at the age of the Anthropocene 
and the Precipice. The Anthropocene is that newly designated 
and controversial ecologic era where human beings have 
altered the very shape and structure of the nature of the planet, 
bringing great potential risk. It indicates a ‘Great Acceleration’ 
of mobilizing ‘energy and resources on … an unprecedented 
scale’.11 It highlights the ways in which humans are destroying 
the planet. Starting in the mid-nineteenth century with the 
wide extraction and use of fossil fuels, it marks not just 
damage to the earth, but also an intensive polarization of 
wealthy and poor. The Precipice is the time in human history 
when ‘humanity is at high risk of destroying itself’.12

The themes of destruction and collapse are clear. But 
this is most likely to be gradual: making impacts on some 
groups and some parts of the world before others. Many past 
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societies have regularly collapsed.13 It is not so much that 
humanity will be instantly obliterated, but how some might 
survive to live falteringly, unequally and painfully in new 
rotting and declining social conditions.

Techno-futures and transhumanism

A less harrowing tale is told by the Swedish-American 
physicist and cosmologist Max Tegmark, who claims we 
are about to move into Life 3.0 (the title of his bestseller), 
where AI and technological evolution will become central 
from now on. Earliest life was biological evolution (Life 1.0) 
which moved into cultural evolution (Life 2). But now, under 
Life 3.0, ‘Technology is giving life the potential to flourish 
like never before – or to self-destruct’. Tegmark charts some 
twelve directions life could travel over the next 10,000 
years, showing a wide range of possible directions, from self-
destruction through reversion to libertarian utopias.14

Many ‘transhumanists’ suggest we are potentially heading 
for a marvellous future. Look at some of the technological 
changes we are already becoming familiar with in the early 
decades of the twenty-first century – and multiply them. 
We can already see the enormous potential (but also the 
problems) of new technologies that aim to:

• prolong life and improve health so that we may live for 
500 years, 1,000 years – or even forever (but then we are 
surely also forced to ask: how long do we really all want 
to live? what would be the consequences?)

• transform life by creating new forms of being in the world 
that we can hardly imagine in the present (but what might 
these forms be? are they likely to bring huge risks? do we 
really want this?)

• extend intelligence into machines and robots so they can 
think more speedily, with greater variety and complexity: 
a superintelligence; brains may well be able to function 
outside the human body (but do we want to be just brains, 
or just regulated by brains?)

• extend digital surveillance so there is no private world 
of being human anymore: no inner world, no ‘personal’, 
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no secret life (do we really want our lives to become a 
complete machine-based algorithm?)

• put men on the moon and start to colonize other planets; 
to make interstellar travel a commonplace and hence to 
make a new human world in the wider cosmos (but can we 
ever actually do this? at what cost? and even if we could, 
surely it would be for just for a few?)

Welcome to the ‘hyperlands’ of the transhumanist: the scien-
tists who want to extend, enhance and enlarge humanity into 
a super hyper-functioning humanity plus. This pathway will 
lead to a deep metamorphosis of our being. Humanity as we 
have known it becomes something very different. In a near 
future, we will not be able to recognize who we once were.

What, then, happens as nanotechnology, gene therapy, 
digital expansion and robotic development expand, accelerate 
and take over more and more lives over the next few genera-
tions, in the next 50, 100 or 200 years? Here is a human 
future where we give power to the machine makers. Blessed 
be the machine makers, for they will indeed have inherited 
the earth! Some, like inventor Ray Kurzweil, argue that we 
can expect an acceleration of machine intelligence that will 
overtake human intelligence. Once this happens, machines 
and humans will merge. Our humanity becomes a singularity. 
How humans act in all spheres of life will radically change: 
our current world will become unrecognizable.15 Meanwhile, 
other scientists, like Michio Kaku, take us in a different 
direction. He leads us into the world of space exploration 
that has only recently appeared in these last few moments of 
humanity’s history.16 Such discoveries have changed the way 
human beings can understand and live in the vast universe. 
We are only at the earliest of days, but already there are plans 
by some to colonize the universe. Our future is becoming an 
interplanetary humanity.

A progressive world

A third narrative claims that the world will continue to 
progress. This is the hallmark of Steven Pinker’s bestselling 
book Enlightenment Now. Drawing largely from a review of 
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major world indicator statistics, the case for human progress 
is made in some 550 readable pages.17

So here is the good news. Science and rationality have 
helped human beings to live much longer. Life expectancy 
hovered at around 30 years for much of history (some people 
lived longer than this, but there was heavy toll in the first year 
of life). By 2020, life expectancy in Spain, France, Italy and 
Australia was over 82 years. In Japan it was the highest, at 
86 years. And even in the countries with the worst health, life 
expectancy was between 50 and 60 years. The population of 
the Central African Republic and Namibia had the lowest life 
expectancy, hovering at around 50 years.18 Or we could take 
the rise of literacy, something unknown even as an issue for 
most of human history. While 88 per cent of the world could 
not read or write at all in 1820, today it is more like 17 per 
cent, and falling. Since the mid-twentieth century, the global 
literacy rate increased by 4 per cent every five years – from 
42 per cent in 1960 to 86 per cent in 2015, with the global 
literacy rate for all people aged 15 and above being 86.3 per 
cent. The global literacy rate for all males is 90 per cent and 
the rate for all females is 82.7 per cent. There are differences 
across countries, but overall we can also see better global 
health, expanding education, declining poverty, reduced 
violence, the growth of knowledge, the development of 
human rights, growing women’s equality, enhanced political 
participation and the rise of claims for LGBTQT equality. I 
could go on. Over the past 300 years, the struggle and gaining 
of freedoms and justice for the ordinary person have been 
placed firmly on the agenda in ways that simply wasn’t imagi-
nable in the distant and longer past. And the last 200 years 
have brought both more scientific knowledge and greater 
artistic creativity than all the previous centuries combined. 
The past half-century or so has made all this more accessible 
to more people than ever before in history.19

A case in point: The Human Development Project

Some of these changes will happen by chance. Some will flow 
from radicalism. Some have been by human design. Consider 
the now well-known example of the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), signed into being by the United Nations 
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in 2000. This brought eight rather grand aims of action to 
improve the world: such things as reducing global poverty and 
infant mortality, enhancing global literacy, and improving the 
situation of women. This is the first time ‘global humanity’ 
had set itself such a broad goal for the entire world. (We might 
say, again, that humanity was starting to think like a planet.) 
Although the MDGs were far from being wholly successful 
and certainly had their many critics, by 2015, at the end of this 
project, a lot of success could be claimed. Global poverty had 
significantly fallen. Across the world, the number of people 
living in extreme poverty had declined by more than half, 
from 1.9 billion in 1990 to 836 million in 2015. Likewise, the 
numbers of starving and chronically undernourished people in 
low-income societies had declined from around 40 per cent in 
1990 to 12.9 percent in 2013. There was also greater access to 
drinking water in 2015 (by more than 90 per cent), and there 
were more reasonable sanitary conditions (open defecation 
had fallen by half since 1990). In low-income societies there 
had been a clear improvement in child mortality: from 165 
deaths per 1,000 live births in 1990 to about 43 in 2015. 
Literacy had increased from around 16 per cent in 1990 to 
about 91 per cent by 2015, and education at all levels was 
recognized and significantly on the increase, especially for 
girls. There had been a striking growing global concern about 
the situation of women; by 2015, there was greater gender 
equality in employment and in political institutions.

This has to be big news. We see very large groups of human 
beings working hard to make the world a better place for a 
significant number of people, even if not as much as had been 
hoped for in the original goals was actually achieved. What 
is striking here too is the very way in which the world was 
becoming organized to battle these problems. It is no longer 
always a matter of each country on its own. This was a global 
project for the betterment of humankind.

And this project has gone further. As it came to an end, a 
new one emerged, reshaped at the UN General Assembly in 
2015 as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Again, 
reactions brim with critics and naysayers, but after a long 
and complex debate,20 the SDGs were adopted as a universal 
set of seventeen goals, with 169 targets and accompanying 
indicators, which were agreed by UN member states to frame 
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their policy agendas for the fifteen-year period from 2015 
to 2030. Table 7.1 lays out the goals in their shortened and 
rather striking form. This is quite a list. Before Covid-19 hit, 
fair progress was being made; it is now very unlikely that the 
goals will be met by 2030. For instance, some seventy global 
vaccination programmes were stopped within a few months.21

Creative cosmopolitan communities

The dominant narratives of our putative futures highlight the 
ways that technology and rationality, or both, will change 
our lives, for better or for worse. But a critical humanism 
starts with different possibilities: with value-inspired, feeling 
human beings who look for imaginative connections to act to 
build better worlds. The question must never simply be what 
technological change will do to us; but always what we are to 
do with technological change. The issue of future possibilities 
can never be one that will ignore the technological, nor can it 
be unprepared for the catastrophic. But it has to be one that 
foregrounds the creative, contingent, political human actions 
that we do. Humans make human worlds. Critical humanism 
lives in practical action, in pragmatic narrative and value 
making. We create imaginaries of futures where our creative 

Table 7.1: The Sustainable Development Goals for a world in 2030

1 No Poverty
2 Zero hunger
3 Good health and well being
4 Quality education
5 Gender equality
6 Clean water and sanitation for all
7 Affordable and clean energy
8 Decent work and sustainable economic growth
9 Industry, infrastructure, and innovation

10 Reduced inequalities
11 Sustainable and resilient communities
12 Responsible consumption and production
13 Climate action
14 Conserve and sustain life below water
15 Conserve life on land
16 Peace, justice and strong institutions
17 Partnerships for the goals
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human actions can make multiple better worlds happen. It is 
to this that I now turn.

A Politics of Humanity: Creativity, Connection, 
Challenge

Critical journalist Rebecca Solnit wrote: ‘What we dream of 
is already present in the world.’22 Solnit has witnessed how 
human beings bring hope to dark times. She sees that we are 
active creative people, who can transform our futures. It is 
up to us, our visions and our actions. And already, across 
the world in a multitude of ways, millions of people are busy 
acting together to try to make the world a better place for 
all. We have to take this to heart. When it is set to play, we 
can see an effervescent cascade of people, small groups and 
communities working to make the world better. At least six 
features underpin this slowly emerging politics of humanity.

Connective consciousness: thinking like a planetary 
person

At the centre is the development of a connective consciousness, 
balancing and connecting many very different ideas simultane-
ously. It thinks both like a planet and like a person. Thinking 
like a planet, it starts with the widest mappings of Planet 
Earth and our fragile world and its nations. Like Google 
Earth, it starts ‘above’ the world, mapping its contours, 
zooming in on detailed parts of the planet. It is only very 
recently that anybody (with access to a computer) has been 
able do this. We can start to see the world as an interactive 
and connective whole. Here we see a pluriversal world. Look 
at documentaries like Earth from Space to get a sense of how 
this big picture is created.23 But we can also zoom in from the 
holism of Google Earth to the uniquely vulnerable individual 
and their local groups. This creates a connective double 
consciousness of local and global, person and planet. Google 
Earth maps out a Planet Earth in a cosmos – an emergent 
planet of worldly wisdom. From this we can gradually create 
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a cosmopolitan geopolitical awareness. But zooming in on a 
country or community, town or building, we can soon find a 
local world abuzz with human creativity and action. Here is 
a ‘politics of small things’ at work in everyday life.24 And so 
we also think like unique creative human persons: we bring a 
microscope to our unique vulnerable human being, living in 
local creative worlds, engaged in practical value and political 
worlds of everyday life. Let’s be very clear: both humanity 
and politics are about active, creative people who are busy 
making larger human worlds.

Cultivating this connective awareness – a globalization of 
a multiple consciousness – means that across the world we 
learn to think both big and small, global and local, general 
and particular, macro and micro: world and life.25 From 
this, we develop a way of politics that will make connec-
tions and bridges. One concern is with how, on a day-to-day 
level, human creativity can flow upwards to change the 
more conventional broader structures of power. At the same 
time, broad general narratives of worldly care can flow 
downwards. An emerging ‘world care project’ looks beyond 
nations to think like a planet, to think holistically of the 
complexity of the world as a whole and not get caught up too 
much with narrow parochial sectional interests – important 
as they must be.

With these two different ways of thinking, we try to bring 
together human actions, human imaginations and human 
connectivity to make bridges into wider global political 
processes. Here is a fusion of micro projects of life with macro 
projects of a wider worldly care – all with the common aim 
of making life better for all people in our rapidly changing, 
troubled and insecure times.

A mosaic of participatory worlds of pluriversal politics

In the miasma of global social life, there exist multitudes 
of active people building grounded little communities and 
groups steeped in dreams for a better world (see Box 
7.1). Here is a worldwide participatory mosaic of creative 
human life unmistakably and irredeemably grounded in 
the local multiple cultures of the world. One step at a 
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Box 7:1: A cascade of effervescent politics of humanity

‘You just have to look. People are telling stories everywhere 
to change the world’: so say Rickie Solinger et al. in Telling 
Stories to Change the World.27 In this book alone, we hear 
voices showing the power of stories in creating political 
change in twenty-three communities around the world, from 
Darfur and Jaghori to New Orleans and Kampala.

Or look at Peter Weibel’s powerful collection of essays by 
activists and scholars on a very wide range of movements, 
countries and modes of action.28

Look also at Pluriverse: A Post-Development Dictionary, 
which brings together an extraordinary range of dynamics 
for change from all around the world, creating a people’s 
pluriverse of transformative issues: from agroecology, body 
politic and deep ecology to permaculture and queer love. All 
work within a ‘Global Tapestry of Alternatives’ (GTA), which 
shows how the recent world has witnessed the emergence of 
‘an immense variety of radical alternatives to this dominant 
regime’.29

Or look at Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl Wudunn’s Half the 
Sky: How to Change the World,30 which documents the ways 
in which many women are changing the world. Or Joe Willis’s 
work, which looks at how the ‘food sovereignty movement’, 
the ‘access to medicine movement’ and the ‘water justice 
movement’ developed to question and challenge neoliberal 
regimes where profit, self-interest and often corruption are 
predominant. Here is a ‘transformative politics’, which seeks 
to ‘fundamentally transform and transcend those structures’.31

There are many people all round the world working to 
make it a better place in so many ways. Go to the website 
of the Union of International Associations (UIA): https://
uia.org. Or look at Wikipedia’s list of social movements: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_social_movements. 
Thomas Davies has traced the history of several hundred years 
of an emerging transnational civil society where NGOs have 
grown.32

time, we find people all around the planet getting into 
groups to make the world a better place: activist groups, 
community groups, caring groups, church groups, counselling 
groups, digital networks, humanitarian groups, militant 
groups, mutual aid, nongovernment organizations (NGOs), 

https://uia.org
https://uia.org
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transnational NGOs, utopian colonies, participatory groups, 
radical movements, religious groups, self-help groups, social 
movements, support groups, volunteer groups. And day-to-
day care. On a narrower and more formal level, the 2020 
Yearbook of International Organizations profiles some 
67,000 organizations across 300 countries and territories.26 
All these groupings have histories, often well documented. 
Usually they work in distinctive spheres, for example, abuse, 
animal protection, antiracism, civil strife, communications, 
disability, drug issues, economic change, environmental, 
gender, health, human rights, homelessness, honour-violence, 
housing, mental health, refugees, religion, sexuality, slavery, 
social justice, torture, water, wildlife – and much more. Some 
well-known examples include Amnesty International, the Red 
Cross, Médecins Sans Frontières, the women’s movement, 
the environment movement, the international lesbian, gay 
and queer movement, Wikipedia, the international forum on 
femicides, the Popular University of Social Movements, Buen 
Vivir. In their most well-known forms, these groups often 
bring manifestos for change, the growth of international 
social movements, and major civic or global organizations 
that seek to do good for all in the world. And they pursue 
many different kinds of change: to maintain the status quo, to 
reform the world, to assist people, to revolutionize.

The emancipatory ideas of a caring world humanity

A key to the politics of humanity is an emancipatory thinking 
for a flourishing world, one that moves critically beyond 
some of the dominant modes of thinking and listens to a 
wider range of ‘voices’ and narratives. This has to build out 
from both the global South and global North, as well as the 
East and the West, recognizing the failures and successes of 
both.33

Some ideas will come from religiously inspired founda-
tions: ideas that grow from agaciro in Rwanda, Buddhist 
wisdom-based compassion, buen vivir in South America, 
earth spirituality and ethics, Kawsak Sacha in the Amazonian 
Rainforests, kyosei in Japan, liberation theology, ubuntu in 
South Africa, Zapatista autonomy in Mexico. Links can be 
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made to a Confucian politics, to Taoist politics, to Islamic 
ethics and politics. Other ideas will come from grounded 
thinking all over the world where new non-Western ideas 
are being developed, representing a new vocabulary and 
consciousness from the global South. Box 7.2 suggests some 
of these themes.

Box 7.2: Thinking beyond the West: an emerging 
consciousness

Portuguese sociologist Boaventura de Sousa Santos has 
commented: ‘The understanding of the world by far exceeds 
the Western understanding of the world; the cognitive 
experience of the world is extremely diverse, and the absolute 
priority given to modern science has entailed a massive 
epistemicide.’ How can we move beyond the limits of the 
current Western moment? Here are some ideas:

Connective humanity: linking human existence and values to 
earth, living things, society, world and the cosmos.

Pluriversal politics: the cultivation of thinking and action 
across many different worlds, ideas and groupings.

Planetary social thinking: thinking inclusively to include wider 
planetary and cosmic existence.

Transnationalism: thinking beyond nations.
Decolonization: thinking beyond colonization – the critique of 

colonization and the rethinking of past modes of thinking 
in colonized countries.

De-Westernization: thinking beyond the West, reducing the 
hegemony of Western thought.

Subaltern politics: thinking beyond dominant voices, listening 
to the oppressed, marginalized and subordinated (includes 
indigenous polities: Third World feminism, the inequalities 
of the land).

Cultural translation: understanding the diversities of languages 
and texts across the world: an awareness of different great 
traditions (the non-Western canon).

Emancipatory thinking: thinking beyond dominant ways of 
thinking – ‘conscientization’, ‘radical pedagogy’ – devel-
oping world emancipatory ideas.

Dialogues across civlizations, faiths, cultures: talking with the 
vast differences of the world.

Local knowledge: thinking beyond Western and modern forms 
of knowledge.34
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Ideas also come from recent generations of critical thinkers 
over the past half century, often working in and around 
universities across the world, cultivating a wider canvas for 
discussing the political than the one provided by standard 
Western Enlightenment thinking. A new language is arriving 
that speaks of the transformative: a politics of agonistics, 
belonging, care, compassion, cosmopolitanism, decoloni-
zation, dialogue, difference, disability, environment, ethnicity, 
feminism/gender, global justice, hope, ignorance, intersection-
ality, love, posthumanism, queer, race, rights, vulnerability. 
These are all key ideas that seek to move the world on. It is 
a listing that is rich with ideas on how to move ahead, how 
to transform the world into a better place. All have their 
followers; all have their critics. We get glimpses of new and 
better worlds slowly arriving.35

Grounded real utopianism

I am sensing a grounded utopianism in the making. 
Utopianism has a long and troubled history. These days it 
is usually considered a failed idea on three major counts. 
Theoretically, it is too idealistic. Practically, no utopia has 
ever been achieved. And politically, attempts to build some 
kinds of utopia have often floundered in authoritarianism 
and totalitarian systems. Utopianism is widely held not to be 
a good idea.

And yet: recent (largely sociological) research has argued 
for a modified utopianism. Sociologist Erik Olin Wright 
developed the idea of real utopias (built out of emancipatory 
projects found already existing in the world). Ruth Levitas, 
another sociologist, has argued for utopia as method, to 
be a tool – a way of thinking, researching and suggesting a 
‘prefigurative’ way to change the world. They both suggest 
pathways to what I call a grounded real utopianism.36 This 
is a pragmatic refined version of utopianism through which 
the focus is on an existing world practice, or institution, so 
that its best features can be evaluated, developed and taken 
forwards. Here we look especially for the multiple practices 
of creative politics, worldly care and their narratives; from 
this, we can examine the ways they are being put into 
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practice; we can probe their weaknesses and failures; and we 
can aim to rebuild and enhance them. We engage in a politics 
of recreating the world.

These practices will not be utopian, but they will have 
utopian narratives – or at least the possibilities for positive 
future imaginaries. While recognizing the impossibility of 
utopia in itself (by definition almost), the idea can be used as 
a method, a strategy for change. Put simply, it suggests that 
procedures might start by looking at groups and institutions 
striving for better worlds. It takes these as a starting point, 
and then looks for the ways in which they are failing and how 
they may be enhanced. In a sense, the idea applies something 
like a scientific method to projects of life: checking and 
counterbalancing and looking for better solutions.

Start to look for solutions and you can see them in many 
places. For example, although they all come with associated 
problems, there are now many global institutions that have 
already been established for environmental sustainability, 
peace, knowledge and cultural heritage, human rights and 
harm reduction: they harbour magnificent dreams and ideas 
of how a harmonious world might work. And yet these insti-
tutions have as yet been constantly thwarted by bureaucratic, 
political and financial pressure, and deeply tainted by geopo-
litical conflicts and tensions. As with all politics, key lobbies 
and ideologies become entrenched – in this case, on a global 
scale.

A caring, compassionate and critical digital citizenship

More and more, the digital has become the creative space 
of political action. Politics increasingly works with the 
‘algorithm’ – the ‘online’, the ‘bubble’, the ‘selfie’, the 
‘celebrity’, the ‘demotic’. A critical humanist politics looks for 
humane governance that works ultimately for the flourishing 
of all its peoples (citizens). Part of this now has to include the 
flourishing of human beings who are interconnected across 
digital worlds and planetary life. It looks for what some have 
called a digital republic, others a digital citizenship.

All this suggests a politics of humanity whereby how 
people act in the world shapes the world we live in: for good 
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or bad. Ultimately, this asks us to see the big picture (a little 
like a planet) and work towards a pluriverse of worldly 
care and wisdom. But it also grounds understanding in the 
practical activities of human beings, including the digital. It 
detects a multiplicity of creative groupings all around the 
world who are busy right now working actively to build 
a more human, compassionate, cooperative, value-aware, 
connected and worldly future for all across the planet. It 
sees a world where our human actions can try to tame the 
damaging potential of technology, reduce corrupt abusive 
power, prevent an environmental crisis, weaken immiser-
ating inequalities – and more.

Cultivating humanity’s hope: movements and education 
for change

A politics of humanity must also be a politics of education 
and a politics of hope. It is grounded in passion for the 
creativity of human actions to bring about new and better 
things in the world. Sadly, for many people, humanity is 
lodged in suffering: they face a damaged, divisive, discon-
nected life. With that, a kind of pessimism can take hold. The 
world has failed; little can be changed.

Here there is a pessimism of old-style politics of both the 
right and the left. For the political right, there is the desire to 
return to an imagined idealized past, to conserve traditions 
and to reject the idiocies of radicalism that are thought to 
have wreaked havoc on the world.37 For the political left, 
optimism can provide a false palliative for humankind.38 
Lauren Berlant, for example, links it to ‘cruel optimism’.39 
Encouraged to want unachievable futures, those very things 
we desire become the obstacles of life. Either they are 
unattainable, or they are worthless in themselves. For both 
right and left, the very idea of hope often seems a false hope. 
The very idea cheats us. Likewise, the idea of grand utopias 
– so beloved of thinkers of the past – have generally been 
shown to be failures, with unforeseen consequences and 
relationships.40

And yet. For both religion and humanism, hope becomes 
a key value and a vital feature. The two are intertwined. 
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Religion’s hope has a long history and suggests that the 
future for humanity depends upon faith and the sacred. For 
Buddhism, this faith lies in an ultimate and eternal recurrence: 
we will return to the earth in different forms. For monotheists, 
hope is usually linked to some kind of salvation, forgiveness 
and an afterlife. The Christian view brings together love, faith 
and hope. Faith is certainty about salvation and love is the 
key. For Thomas Aquinas, hope is for a future glory, called 
out as a communion with God.

Humanity’s hope is different. It lies in a perpetual search for 
creative building and critical engagement with vital, common, 
human values: as a cosmopolitan world, as a community, as 
a generation, as a good person. It has to think pragmatically, 
concretely and holistically across the world. Humanity’s hope 
sees the future of humanity through the lenses of what people 
do on this earth to make it a better place for all, for its own 
sake and for its place in the pluriverse. It is another key to 
what is meant by humanity, as well as a guide for humanist 
action.

Hope knows about the darkness (the gloomy), yet looks 
to the light (the positive). Hope is aware of a dark past, but 
looks to a possible future that just might be better. Hope is 
built on memories that help make new ways of knowing life. 
Hope is necessary, because it sees a value that provides us 
with both an ultimate challenge and a directive to ‘move on’. 
Hope is willing to, indeed must, dream a little.41

Humanity’s hope takes many forms. There is a kind of 
habitual pragmatic hope that looks for the little acts of 
kindness in everyday life and in the everyday: in positive 
sightings of life in the stories people tell. Cosmopolitan 
hope looks at the rich diversities of life as a planet and at 
the big picture, and celebrates the luxuriant complexity 
in the world, signs for a positive experience living here. 
Grounded utopian hope dreams of better worlds, but finds 
the grounds for such dreaming in real, existing local worlds. 
And there is ultimately a generational hope which makes us 
think about the complexity of time, of the here and now 
in a world of pasts and futures, forcing us to ask whether 
we are leaving humanity in a better place for subsequent 
generations.
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Ancestors, activism, futures and generational hope

After the darkness of the Second World War, Marxist philos-
opher Ernst Bloch wrote his magisterial three-volume world 
history of hope.42 He documented the history of our little 
daydreams and wishful images through to our full-blown 
outlines for a better world and dreams of utopias in myriad 
future forms of life. People are on the lookout for a better 
future, developing an anticipatory consciousness, dreaming 
ahead. It may perhaps be yet another universal of humanity. 
Another philosopher, Hans Jonas, highlighted the need to 
think about future generations and to consider an ethics of 
collective responsibility in the political sphere.43

The future of generations and the importance of 
responsibility

We all live in a time we call the here and now. But our here 
and now moves within labyrinths covering at least five 
generations: from our grandparents to our (putative) grand-
children, the world rolls on. In the vastness of universal time, 
a more limited generational time – for us, around 200 years 
of life – provides a manageable time space to think within. We 
can look at ‘ghosts’ of the past and assemble fictions of the 
future that are linear, life stories composed like straight lines. 
Or we can construct lives of past and future as omnipresent 
in the current moment; we can see the dead in the living time 
as memories, and future children and people as wishes and 
dreams ahead. A key challenge for temporal thinking like 
this is how to address the puzzle of human advance: how 
to live with ancestors and yet move the world on for a new 
generation. How to make the world a little better for each 
generation to come.

In recent times, at least in the West, we have not always 
made a good job of this. For the continuation of humanity, 
each generation has to have a belief in a future for their 
children, hoping that their children will have good lives, at 
least as good as theirs and probably better. Each generation 
will act in the world in which they dwell so as to make it 
better for their children. In distant times, change was not 
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really significant: every generation would face a similar 
world. But in current times, the problems of generations 
become more acute given the speed and rapidity of potential 
future change. For much of history, progress was not an issue: 
life was just lived; generational hope was unstated. But now, 
the speed, scale and critical nature of changes that create a 
perpetually damaged humanity have made the problem of 
generational hope a necessary and urgent one.

Hope can grow from our day-to-day creativities of 
change. A vital micro politics is being developed that 
focuses on grounded local change. In recent times we have 
witnessed a fast acceleration in worldwide global activisms. 
They develop repertoires of action and make ‘contentious 
claims’, looking to wider issues of inequality, division, 
colonization, world suffering. They raise new ‘voices of 
difference’ across the world. A feature of the last several 
hundred years has been the gradual advance of a new kind 
of grounded politics based on social movements and a new 
politics of identity.44

Extinction Rebellion is one major recent example of 
generational hope. In 2019, this new movement appeared, 
pushing forward an agenda for significant immediate change 
to avoid environmental catastrophe. It was spearheaded by 
(mostly) young people concerned about their future. A young 
Swedish activist, Greta Thunberg, led the youth movement 
that quickly developed to challenge governments’ environ-
mental practices, and to bring home the issue of generational 
hope. And it was clear: the connection was being broken. 
As Thunberg declared at the UN Climate Action Summit on 
23 September 2019:

This is all wrong. I shouldn’t be up here. I should be back 
in school on the other side of the ocean. Yet you all come to 
us young people for hope. How dare you! You have stolen 
my dreams and my childhood with your empty words. And 
yet I’m one of the lucky ones. People are suffering. People 
are dying. Entire ecosystems are collapsing. We are in the 
beginning of a mass extinction, and all you can talk about 
is money and fairy tales of eternal economic growth. How 
dare you!

For more than thirty years, the science has been crystal 
clear. How dare you continue to look away and come here 
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saying that you are doing enough, when the politics and 
solutions needed are still nowhere in sight.

You say you hear us and that you understand the urgency. 
But no matter how sad and angry I am, I do not want to 
believe that. Because if you really understood the situation and 
still kept on failing to act, then you would be evil. And that I 
refuse to believe that. …

With today’s emissions levels, our remaining CO2 budget 
will be gone in less than eight and a half years. …

You are failing us. But the young people are starting to 
understand your betrayal. The eyes of all future generations 
are upon you. And if you choose to fail us, I say: we will never 
forgive you.

We will not let you get away with this. Right here, right 
now is where we draw the line. The world is waking up. And 
change is coming, whether you like it or not.45

Extinction Rebellion is one instance of a worldwide flourishing 
in the animation of human struggle: of being and working 
together to make a better world. A multitude of projects for 
change, large and small, are being developed. This becomes a 
rich fertile ground for a politics of connective humanity and 
generational hope as they work to reduce harm, cultivate 
flourishing and connect well with life and world. They echo 
the Filipino José Rizal, who claims that ‘the youth is the hope 
of our future’.

Acting to Transform the World

Throughout this book, I have been signposting much that 
needs to be done: a damaged world that needs repairing, 
a divided world that needs bringing together, a trauma-
tized world that needs healing, a narrative of worldly care 
that needs developing, and a cultivation of worldwide 
connective values of care, justice and flourishing. Powerful 
groups exist that seek to impede a creative and diverse 
humanity for all.

My closing argument is straightforward: each generation 
has the challenge of finding where such emancipatory 
projects are under way and helping to develop them to a 
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higher level. In doing this, they help foster a worldwide 
politics of humanity alongside a growing pedagogy and 
literacy of hope. Drawing on ideas in the book, the final 
section summarizes these ideas into a more direct manifesto 
for this kind of humane world politics.





PART IV
Transforming the World : 
A Politics and Literacy for 
Humanity

• create a connective planetary imagination: a politics of 
humanity;

• heal the mutilated world: a politics of harm reduction;
• live well with difference: a politics of inclusion, dialogue 

and compassion;
• reconcile with the troubled past: a politics of memory and 

truth, justice and reconciliation;
• understand the history of the narrative world: a politics of 

narrative worldly care;
• pursue common shared values: a politics of world values;
• create a connective world: a politics of generational hope 

and movements grounded in utopian realism;
• transformative futures: a politics and literacy for a better 

world;
• ultimately connect: thinking like a planetary person, build 

a politics and literacy of connection.





8
A Critical Humanist 
Manifesto for the Twenty-
First Century

Critical humanism brings a wide-open politics and literacy of 
humanity. It encourages multiple critical projects that work for 
a more connected, transformative and better planetary human 
world future – projects that are political, cultural and educa-
tional. Each generation looks to others and tries to:

• reduce the harm and hazards of the planet, especially for 
the vulnerable, exploited and marginal;

• connect lives to the continuity and richness of the earth and 
cosmos we live in;

• build creative and flourishing human worlds for all life.

Many words are walked in the world. Many worlds are made. 
Many worlds make us. There are words and worlds that are lies 
and injustices. There are words and worlds that are truthful and 
true. In the world of the powerful there is room only for the 
big and their helpers. In the world we want, everybody fits. The 
world we want is a world in which many worlds fit.
‘Fourth declaration of the Lacandón Jungle’, trans. in Marisol 

de la Cadena and Mario Blaser, eds, A World of Many Worlds, 
p. 1
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Preface: A Crisis for Humanity – Beyond Covid-19

It is 2020. Covid-19 stalks the world, changing everything. 
Indeed, pandemics provide ‘tipping points’ for such change: 
moments where everything is open for reconsideration since 
everything is provisionally under threat. As Albert Camus 
noted in his 1947 novel The Plague: ‘The Pestilence is at once 
blight and revelation.’ Radical moments like this bring the 
question: is this a time to reassert the (failing) old order; or is 
this a time of possibility, for a rethink and a change?

And yet. When the pandemic entered the world in January 
2020, humanity was already in crisis, facing a major stage 
of upheaval. Covid-19 might be seen as advance warning, 
a threatening virus arriving in a world already under siege 
from many fronts. For several decades before, there had 
been warnings: a concern over environmental degradation, 
digital dehumanization, a robotic end to humanity, polarizing 
inequalities, political breakdown, migratory exclusion, growing 
culture wars and widespread existential risks. As well as being 
the age of Covid-19, this is also the age of the Anthropocene, 
a decolonizing world, a digital lifeworld, a global mediated 
reality, a fourth revolution – even a potential sixth extinction. 
The catastrophes and damage of ever-expanding growth 
make an environmental crisis plainly visible to all who would 
see. Here is also the time of Brexit in Europe, Trump in the 
United States, Bolsonaro in Brazil. Key players and powerful 
states are undergoing change. Global strategist Parag Khanna 
reminded us in 2019 that ‘for most of recorded history, Asia 
has been the most important region of the globe’.1 And 
now China once again has become a major dominant hub 
in the new interconnected, multipolar world order. Although 
China’s history carries a latent humanist Confucianism, it also 
includes an unmistakable authoritarian stance. Today it incor-
porates a strong moral credit surveillance system run by the 
state, is no celebrator of human rights, and does not focus on 
the individual in the way democratic systems do. A political 
map of the world in 2020 shows many other states moving 
towards authoritarianism, even totalitarianism.

Very old debates between left and right, capitalism and 
socialism, democracy and authoritarianism often make little 
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sense as new possibilities are glimpsed. Part of this coming 
future must continue to be the ceaseless coming to terms with 
the settlements of the past. After three generations, there 
remain many unresolved tensions left over from the cataclysmic 
horrors of the twentieth century. The gradual emergence of a 
world system of humane states that started after the Second 
World War is now seriously at risk. Along with this, we see the 
fragility of democracy in a world now marked by the rise of 
authoritarian populism. Autocratic leaders are on the march. 
Reviewing the crisis of the neoliberal modern world, journalist 
Edward Luce comments: ‘Many of the great questions facing 
humanity will be answered largely in India, China and Africa – 
not in the West. For the first time in centuries, the West must 
get used to that.’2

Another factor of great significance for the future is digital 
politics. As always, those who own the technology (Big 
Tech) exert great power over people and the wider political 
and educational process. The rise of media and digitalism is 
changing the face of politics at all levels. The core feature of 
politics is rapidly becoming the algorithm. The new surveil-
lance capitalism is colonizing the world. We have to consider 
that we may be entering a new world where not all the 
political participants will be human.

Politics and education perpetually transform life. There is now 
a strong need for a digital pedagogy. The world is being politi-
cally rewired, and new forms of politics, literacy and education 
are starting to emerge. Education can never remain what it 
used to be. It has to move on to adapt to changing times. 
This is more apparent than ever. At such a time, we can surely 
suggest that a new world of humanity – with its political, social 
and economic reconstruction – should also be in the making.

The need for a politics of humanity and a 
pedagogy of hope

Bluntly put, one likely imminent future will be authoritarian, 
cruel, divisive and chaotic. Values are being claimed that are 
far, far away from those usually claimed for any kind of worldly 
humanism. What may now be at stake is the very existence of 
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the ‘human being’ and a belief in some kind of ‘humanity’. 
Critical humanism suggests a transforming political narrative: 
a politics of connected humanity, a quest for common values 
and narratives, a revitalized education, and a literacy for human-
ity’s hope. It is a time for change from the dominant worlds of 
neoliberalism that have brought us to a tawdry state of market, 
material and commercial values pervading all in sight, including 
education – a time when politics has taken a profoundly nasty 
authoritarian turn. We need a vision of something better. Putting 
the earth, people and planet together in the age of a pandemic 
is surely the time to hear the call of a planetary humanity. What 
follows is a call for a new politics and a new education.

A MANIFESTO: NINE THESES

I Creating a Connective Planetary Imagination

We have to reimagine: to hear the call of humanity across the 
world and universe, making connections with earth, being, 
others, life and the cosmos. We need to create a connective 
politics and education for a better world.

Today perhaps it is wise to try to transfigure the old humanisms 
that have played important roles in Euro-American states into 
multiple affirmations of entangled humanism in a fragile world.

William E. Connolly, Facing the Planetary: Entangled 
Humanism and the Politics of Swarming (2017), p. 168

Political philosopher William Connolly joins a wide range of 
thinkers and activists who think the time has come to think 
like a planet – to develop a planetary imagination. And this is 
part of a critical humanism that seeks an energetic revitalized 
imagination towards humanity and humanism in the cosmos 
in a twenty-first-century world. Humanism has always been 
concerned with the ways human beings look for the meanings 
of life. Critical humanism claims humanity has to be a plural 
and constantly debated idea. It brings an aspirational and 
ethical imagination, a transformative politics, an educational 
practice and an aesthetic for living in the cosmos. It suggests 
an open-ended creative project in the universe.
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Critical humanism encompasses a global and planetary 
humanism, not simply a Western one. It arises from the 
fragility of the universe, the plurality of the world and the 
vulnerability of life. It suggests a human consciousness that is 
very aware of its own insignificance in the universe. Yet one 
that is also aware of the powerful creativity of humanity. Its 
actions in the world can change the world, and the planet. It 
becomes aware of the suffering of the world, the muddle of 
world thinking, the power imbalances and cruelties enacted 
by the human world. Never fixed nor settled, it is perpetually 
contested, drawing on insights from a wide range of earlier 
world thought, directing us to our deep interconnections with 
earth, existence, relationships, others, community, culture, 
society, world and cosmos. All weave together across the 
planet in a vast and puzzling entanglement. Sensitizing us 
to what it means to be a connected acting human-being-in-
the-world, it provides us with the core elements for building 
a cosmopolitan narrative of a worldly care, a flourishing 
humanity and a sustainable planet. It can give us a hope 
for meaning and sense in the world, an open wish to make 
pluriversal, planetary life a better place for all. But it has to do 
this with modesty and scepticism – there are many different 
pathways to do this.

We start by putting the classical idea of ‘humanity’ under 
question, as something worthy of investigation in itself. 
Critical humanism is just that: a critical stance. It appreciates 
that meanings of humanity shift over time and space. It moves 
beyond a focus on the rationality of Enlightenment thought, 
to incorporate affect, feelings and bodies. It moves beyond 
secularism and limiting religions. And it moves beyond the 
ideas and structures of the dominant, colonizing and totalizing 
‘male’ West to incorporate the multiplicities of other world 
cultures and the plural planet. The whole world, even the 
universe, now needs to be our canvas. The humanities of our 
past have become damaged, divided and disconnected from 
the world. Now we look for the globalization of an – albeit 
fragile – cosmopolitan human narrative, consciousness and 
politics. An agenda is being shaped.

1. Humanity is damaged. We need to heal the mutilated 
world. We try to make sense of the sufferings of the world 
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and act positively towards them. We build a politics of harm 
reduction.

2. Humanity is divided. We need to live well with human 
differences across the world. We try to resist the cruelty of 
division, enlarge the human circle, cultivate compassion and 
dialogue. We build a politics of dialogue, compassion and 
inclusion.

3. Humanity has been traumatized. We need to confront our 
troubled past and their atrocities. We try to build institu-
tions and develop practices that enable us to cope with 
the trauma of the past. We build a politics of memory and 
truth, justice and reconciliation.

4. Humanity is shaped by narrative. We need to understand 
the long history of our narrative world. We try to develop a 
narrative that ‘thinks like a planet’ while bringing a multi-
plicity of responsible world narratives that enable flourishing 
and bind us all together on one planet. We create a politics 
of narrative worldly care.

5. Humanity is shaped by values. We need to pursue the 
globalization of common shared human values. We try to 
appreciate the world’s historical struggle to find a good 
world and to negotiate this into the present. We create a 
politics of global values.

6. Humanity is transformative. We create a politics and 
education to create a connective and flourishing world for 
all. We try to make each generation aware of human flour-
ishing, cultivating a human creativity directed towards a 
better world and a future with hope. We cultivate a politics 
of humanity and literacy: of generational hope and social 
movements grounded in utopian realism for this better 
world.

Ultimately, then, we are building a politics and literacy of 
humanity, an imagination for better worlds, a new world 
politics for the present world. We try to help bring about 
social changes to help make a better world for all. We create 
a politics of connective humanity. Right now, creative life is 
going on all over the world to face such issues. We can find 
them in a multitude of projects through the work of millions 
of people. This manifesto is dedicated to them.
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II Healing the Mutilated World: A Politics of 
Harm Reduction

We have to understand just how badly we have damaged our 
world and work to repair it (even as we also attend to its joys). 
We need to pay attention to human suffering and ask what 
we can do about it.

We are threatened with suffering from three directions: from 
our own body, which is doomed to decay and dissolution and 
which cannot even do without pain and anxiety as warning 
signals; from the external world, which may rage against us 
with overwhelming and merciless forces of destruction; and 
finally from our relations to other men. The suffering which 
comes from this last source is perhaps more painful to us than 
any other.

Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents (1930), p. 14

Sigmund Freud taught us much about the inevitability of 
human suffering. That said, we might ask ourselves what good 
a politics of humanity will be if it does not work to eliminate, 
reduce, repair or reform the sufferings of the world. This 
has been a central concern of many of the world’s religions 
and past humanisms; it becomes a core concern for critical 
humanism. For many, our current world remains a world 
of damaged, degraded, dehumanized life. So this is one of 
humanity’s core challenges: to repair the mutilated world.

With full irony, the world for some may seem never to 
have been better as they march gloriously into the new scien-
tific age of space travel, robotic technology, gene editing and 
superintelligence. But for large numbers of others, the end 
stage of humanity may be approaching: a world of inequality, 
neglect, precariousness, cruelty, unkindness – even atrocity. 
The benign view of this is that we are becoming posthuman; 
the dark view is that we have reached the end of the human. 
For many, it is still a world where many do not get the 
most basic food, health, safety or security. They live a bare 
humanity.

Our twenty-first century is a world of disconnected, 
damaged, divided humanity. And since the arrival of Covid-19, 
the damage has accelerated. Critical humanism takes a strong 
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Table 8.1: Social imaginaries for a post Covid-19 world: from damaged 
humanity to a humanized world

Damaged humanity: a society 
unfit for people 
Imagining troubled humanity 
Dehumanization and despair

Humanized world: a society fit for 
people 
Imagining better human worlds 
Humanization and hope

Breakdowns and deficits in 
health, food, housing and 
income

A secure society 
Basic levels of service for health, food, 
housing and income for all

Environmental collapse A caring and sustainable society 
Caring for the planet, the environment 
and all living things: creating a 
sustainable common and a low carbon 
society

Technological dehumanization 
(digital, genetic and 
surveillance)

Creating a plurality of compassionate 
technologies 
Digital citizenship, ethics for human 
technology

Perpetual capitalist crisis 
(greed, inequality, 
competition)

Creating a plurality of economies ‘fit for 
all people’ 
Rethinking economics and building a new 
economic order based on human values

Widening and growing 
inequalities within and 
between countries

A just and fair society 
Narrowing inequalities by creating a 
plurality of fair and just mechanisms 
with the rights to dignity for all

Dividing others/excluding 
others: expulsion and othering 
of others

An inclusive and sympathetic society 
Expanding the circles of sympathetic 
others, resisting ‘otherness’, reducing 
discrimination and exclusion

Growth of social ignorance: 
failing education, media 
and rise of fake news and 
prejudices

A society with epistemic justice and 
responsibility for knowledge 
A literacy and pedagogy of hope: 
expanding a plurality of cultural 
knowledge, creating critical informed 
ways of thinking across transnational 
boundaries

Violence, terrorism, war A nonviolent world 
The pursuit of perpetual peace, 
reduction of violence; support of 
antiviolence across spheres of life

Failure of governance; 
reassertion of authoritarian 
states; breakdown of 
democracies

Humane world governance 
Creating a plurality of open 
participatory governance with both 
local and global societies of civility, 
citizenship and compassion
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Corruption The trusting society 
Building a foundation of honesty, 
respect and truth

The malaise of the world The flourishing mind 
Establishing secure contexts for 
creativity, critical thinking, hope and 
‘mindfulness’

Historically traumatized 
societies: shame, anger, lack 
of trust

The reparatory society 
Creating institutions that deal with their 
damaging pasts and seek justice

stand against this mutilated world, and becomes a project for 
harm reduction; it aims to:

• challenge bare humanity by establishing world institutions 
that help sustain, maintain and repair human life;

• challenge the degradation of the environment and the 
perpetual pursuit of growth by seeking a sustainable and 
nourishing world;

• challenge destructive technology by seeking to make 
technology and digitalism compassionate;

• challenge dehumanized economics by setting up economies 
fit for all people, based on human values;

• challenge dangerous violence by establishing worldly insti-
tutions that promote world peace and nonviolence;

• challenge divisive exclusion in search for a harmonious and 
inclusive world for all;

• challenge damaging governance by seeking humane and 
caring governance for all peoples across the world;

• challenge cruel ignorance by expanding worldly cultural 
awareness of knowledge and creating a transnational, 
critically informed way of thinking about truth and 
wisdom;

• challenge the corrupt world by aiming for honesty, truth 
and trust in relations;

• challenge the mishandling of the traumas of the past world 
and aim to make the world responsible for its past.

Critical humanism lays out many challenges but it also lays out 
many possibilities.
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 1. Transform degraded environments. We are destroying our 
planet: its air, its water, its earth, its life. We have created 
catastrophic, collapsing environments. Cultivate environ-
mental care and justice.

 2. Transform destructive technologies. We have invented 
destructive digital and robotic life, which puts humanity 
at risk. This certainly brings advances, but we do not give 
enough attention to the dangers and risks. The world is 
being colonized by surveillance capitalism and humanity 
is being lost. We are facing the coming deep digitaliz-
ation and mediatization of humanity. We have created 
depersonalized, risky, often soul-destroying, digitalized 
data-based life. Cultivate compassionate digitalism and 
digital citizenship.

 3. Transform dehumanized economies. We have created a 
runaway economy based on money, markets and profits 
that brings dehumanized and exploitative economies 
with alienated, degraded work. We need a plural world 
economics: an environmental economics, a majority 
economics, a feminist economics, an economics of 
wellbeing, a participatory economics, a human economics. 
Rebuild a human economy organized with people and 
human values in mind – see Table 8.2.

 4. Transform immiserating inequalities. We have divided the 
world into a small haven of 1 per cent elite rich and a 99 
per cent remainder of lesser mortals. Many of the world 
lives in slums and favelas. Over the past few decades, we 
have created increasing and immiserating inequalities that 
make life precarious and bitter. Minimize inequalities and 
work for global social justice.

 5. Transform excluded peoples. We have segregated vast 
swathes of people from the mainstream of planetary life. 
A disposable humanity snakes the earth – a human flow 
of displaced people, environmental refugees, political 
refugees, asylum seekers, the mass incarcerated. We 
have created divided and excluded peoples. Migration 
processes have long produced large groups of marginals, 
even outcasts. We see people without any rights at all – 
‘denizens’, as they have been called. The rise of a specific 
group that had been called the precariat. Facilitate the 
harmonizing inclusion of all people.
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 6. Transform troubled truth and ethnocentric ignorance. 
We have created an era where knowledge and truth 
have become increasingly complicated. We live in worlds 
of irresponsible realities of ethnocentric ignorance. 
Knowledge and truth are in crisis: from diverse religious 
dogmatisms, from postcolonial awareness, from digital 
bubbles, from marketed, metric education and from trivi-
alized media and news. Work for truth and trust.

 7. Transform perpetual dangerous and cruel violence. We 
continue to be a violent species. For many, violence 
pervades and invades everyday life – not only in the realities 
of new wars and civil strife, homicide, rape and abuse, but 
also in our very mediated imageries of a prevalent extreme 
violence. We have created (and normalized) ubiquitous 
cruelty and violence – rape, terrorism, war. And there is 
an enormous gender skew to this: men are more prone to 
be violent, women to being the victims/survivors. Cultivate 
nonviolence and peace.

Table 8.2: Humanizing economies: from market values to human values

Market values Human values

e.g., Hayek, neoliberalism e.g., Green economics

Importance of freedom Importance of care and justice

Growth and GDP Wellbeing

Competition Cooperation

Money, cash nexus Circle of others, care, empathy and 
compassion

Egoism, self-interest Altruism, otherness

Consumption and commodification Creativity, skill, action

Self-promotional, advertising, 
marketing

Mutuality, sharing

Trickle down: from top to bottom Bottom up: from the people

Wealth of capital and money Wealth of people/wellbeing/ 
humanity

Economy progressively incorporates 
all previous autonomous form 
of life (e.g., universities become 
academic capitalism)

Economies coexist with other 
flourishing and relatively 
autonomous institutions (e.g., 
education, media and governance)
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 8. Transform weakened governance. We create governments 
that are often weak, dominating, self-seeking, corrupt, 
insecure. Often siding with the wealthy, they simply 
do not manage to look after the mass of their people. 
Often, they neglect or abuse their citizens. Governance 
fails when leaders are driven ultimately by economic (and 
status) self-interest, often connected to major (frequently 
concealed) corrupt actions. It fails when they perpetuate 
and generate inequalities and have little concern for the 
suffering of many of their people. And it fails when they 
refuse to take seriously the claim that all the world’s 
people are equally human. Today, democracy is in decline 
and authoritarianism and populism are on the rise. Many 
states are fragile. And digital power is shifting the way we 
do politics. Build a world of humane governance.

 9. Transform corrupted life. We create organizations, 
groups and ways of life that generate corruption, crime, 
drug abuse, sexual terrorism – developing cruelty and 
inhumanity, and in the process destroying the lives of 
many. Fight corruption in all its forms.

10. Transform damaged minds. We find a breakdown in 
mental health. Humans find themselves unable to function 
in the world, often at odds with it. Pursue healthy, 
positive, good habits of thinking.

III Living Well with Difference: A Politics of 
Inclusion, Dialogue and Compassion

How can we come to live cooperatively with our diverse yet 
common humanity, rendering it neither divisive nor dehuman-
izing? How can we best live together with our differences? 
The task is to examine how we can live well with others, how 
we can expand our circles of humanity, communicate through 
dialogue and cultural exchange and resist cruel division. We 
look to harmonize human division.

Three possibilities … have always stood before man whenever 
he has encountered an Other: he could choose war, he could 
fence himself in behind a wall, or he could start up a dialogue.

Ryszard Kapuściński, The Other (2008), p. 82



A Critical Humanist Manifesto for the Twenty-First Century 185

Polish thinker Ryszard Kapuściński introduces us to the 
puzzle of the ‘Other’. We face a paradox of humanity. Of 
difference versus commonality; of inclusion versus exclusion; 
of uniqueness versus universalism. Humanity can be seen as 
a way of all peoples coming together. It becomes an inclusive 
ideal. But this common humanity, a universality, also highlights 
the extraordinary heterogeneity of life. Unable to handle this, 
it leads rapidly to the exclusion of others who are not like 
us. It brings the possibility of a cruel humanity: one based on 
fear, hate, polarization and violence. Seeking some kind of 
common humanity with others who are unlike us, we become 
estranged from them through their differences. And with 
this, we start to use the very idea of humanity as a weapon 
to divide people and exclude some. People who are not like 
us come to be seen as less then human. They become what 
the Polish thinker Kapuściński called the ‘Other’. And this 
provides a warrant for us to abuse them in all kinds of ways. 
This is anti-humanity. It has a long history: of inhumanity, 
dehumanization and atrocity, all growing out of a seemingly 
positive word.

The paradox of humanity leads us to a series of resist-
ances. It becomes a politics of the dehumanized other. Critical 
humanism resists this ‘making of the other’ by suggesting that 
we must:

• resist sexism and patriarchy: living well across gender 
borders;

• resist inequalities, rankism, classism and minimize socioeco-
nomic differences: living well across class distinctions;

• resist racism: living well with the fullest range of ethnic 
diversities;

• resist ageism: living well across age and generational 
boundaries;

• resist (dis)ablism: living well with a wide variety of health 
issues, (dis)abilities and bodies;

• resist heterosexism: living with the rich flourishing of diverse 
sexualities;

• resist fundamentalism: living well with the exuberance of 
diverse worlds of the spiritual and the sacred;

• resist nationalism: living well with different cultures across 
borders;
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• resist speciesism: living well with other animals and life 
forms in harmony;

• resist anti-environmentalism: living well with a flourishing 
earth and cosmos;

• resist anti-humanism: living well with a celebrated common 
humanity.

There are many ways to move through the paradox of 
humanity and live well with differences. We aspire to reduce 
human division and appreciate the universal – what holds 
us together. We seek to build a toolbox of skills for human 
connection.

 1. We can live attentively to the presence of others – their 
faces, bodies, words, being.

 2. We can recognize the human ability for listening to multiple 
voices and the cultivation of empathy, compassion and 
translation – we can understand difference and engage with 
cultural exchange; the growth of literature, film and the 
arts, especially when transnational, can only enhance this.

 3. We can develop dialogues across different voices – we 
interpret and make sense of difference; the growth of 
locations where different cultures meet – on vacation, in 
business, in art and culture – amplifies this.

 4. We can resist norms of discrimination and hostility found 
in institutions (like institutional racism, sexism, ableism or 
homophobia).

 5. We can create norms of hospitality and conviviality – we 
can build rituals, norms and common ways to bring friend-
liness and kindness to strangers.

 6. We can expand our circles of humanity to ever widening 
circles – we extend our sense of who we are by meeting, 
mixing with and appreciating more and more varied 
‘others’.

 7. We can facilitate an awareness of the power of language 
(the politics of labelling) and a care about words used: 
words matter – they can wound and damage – and 
degrade and generate shame and guilt.

 8. We can cultivate a cosmopolitan ideal – even if flawed, it 
helps us envision a world consciousness and world activity 
where we can come together.
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 9. We can build institutions that harmonize relations between 
people (transnational organizations).

10. We can resist the cruelty of human divisions, and the fears, 
hostility and hatred that underpin them.

11. We can seek a common humanity.
12. We can be kind, be kind, be kind.

Our human world can be understood as a relational 
network of people struggling to make sense of each other and 
live well together. It is framed in stories and dialogues that can 
move us into a widening of the circle of human understanding 
and a more inclusive humanity. We can think of a circle of 
connective humanity that bridges human commonalities. It 
starts with differences, which can then become divisions (and 
indeed result in social inequalities, exclusion, dehumanization). 
Finally, we can return back to commonalties and universalism 
through human encounters with others and our dialogues 
across differences.

IV Reconciling with the Troubled Past: 
A Politics of Memory and Truth, Justice and 
Reconciliation

How can societies, groups and people come to face the 
atrocities and traumas of their past, and deal with them? How 
can the world frame a suitable response to the horrors it has 
enacted? The task is to make sense of traumatized life, to face 
history and come to terms with our tragic pasts and to help 
make the world accountable for itself.

The Evil that men do lives after them, the good is oft interred 
with their bones.

William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, Act 3, sc. 2

We live in a global history of anti-humanity. Past generations 
have debased billions of people through slavery, torture, the 
caste system, wars, massive colonization that slaughtered 
large numbers of people, genocides, the killing of indig-
enous peoples, and the perpetration of cruel systems of 
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class, race, gender and sexual terrorism on large numbers 
of people. ‘Less we forget’, there have relatively recently 
been two world wars, the Holocaust, the atomic bombings 
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the Gulag, the great Chinese 
famine, Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, the Mỹ Lai massacre, 
genocide in Rwanda, Apartheid in South Africa, the Thai–
Burma Death Railway, 9/11, wars in Bosnia, Cambodia, 
Darfur. Ongoing today, we have a brutal war in Syria, the 
displacement of the Rohingya in Myanmar, global ‘terrorism’, 
refugee camps, the Uyghur genocide in China. People and 
societies all over the world have been deeply affected. How 
do we make this past matter and become accountable? 
What should be done?

All this brings a world full of suffering and anger that 
cannot easily be overcome by subsequent generations. Out 
of this has gradually arisen the need for a world politics of 
accountability, reconciliation and justice. How are we to face 
the past and deal with this anti-humanity? The challenges 
include:

1. How to build institutions of responsible reconciliation, social 
justice and dignified world accountability. We have already 
started this process through the International Criminal 
Court, commissions for truth and justice, amnesties, and 
organizations of transitional justice, etc. But they are very 
imperfect and need critical enhancement.

2. The need to develop strong narratives of the purposes of 
this accountability: of truth seeking, reconciliatory justice 
and future peace in the world. Again, early elements of 
these narratives can be found in such ideas as crimes 
against humanity, epistemological injustice, reparation, 
nonviolence, and the peace process.

3. How to cultivate multiple generational memories of 
traumas past, how to build a sense of the complexity 
of the truths of the past and the changing values that 
shape these. We are building new ways of thinking about 
‘generational memory’, ‘post-memory’ and ‘just memory’ 
alongside a new awareness of acts of memorialization and 
commemoration.
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V Understanding the History of the Narrative 
World: A Politics of Narrative Worldly Care

We ask: how can our stories humanize the world? Of which 
wider narratives are we a part? The task is to understand 
the complexity of our emerging plural stories; to see how 
they connect both with unique and local tales alongside an 
emergent narrative of worldly care, wisdom and flourishing.

Stories animate human life: that is their work. Stories work 
with people, for people, and always stories work on people, 
affecting what people are able to see as real, as possible, and 
as worth doing or best avoided … A good life requires living 
well with stories. When life goes badly, a story is often behind 
that too … Narrative makes this earth habitable for human 
beings.
Arthur W. Frank, Letting Stories Breathe: A Socio-Narratology 

(2010), pp. 3, 46

Narratologist Arthur Frank tells us to take care of our stories: 
they are what make us human. We are little planetary creatures 
with a unique ability for narrative. And we can reflect on our 
own existence; our connection to others, the world and the 
cosmos; the very nature of being human. We have long lived 
in a world awash with stories that suggest how to live as 
humans: how to suffer, go on journeys, meet others, fall in 
love, engage in conflict, find harmony.

As we create a vast pluriversal landscape in time and space, 
our narratives become the vehicles through which our stories 
can be told to bring us together. We started with cave art, 
small tribes, indigenous groupings. We built great civilizations 
– many now long dead. And we were inspired by the multiple 
narratives from the Axial Age – Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, 
Christianity, Zoroastrianism and thousands more. We have 
built a mosaic of world narratives about the great odyssey, 
war and peace, crime and punishment, love and hope. We tell 
stories to one another in order to live, make connections and 
to sense the meaning of the world around us.

Over long periods of time, we have slowly developed 
fragments for a globalized narrative connectedness. They 
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bring us dialogues, hope and a sense of a common human 
flourishing. Call them narratives of worldly care. We can find 
elements of them in vital ideas like environmental justice, 
human rights, sustainability, humanitarian compassion and 
aid, world peace, world cultural heritage, global literacy and, 
most recently, sustainable development goals. As we start to 
familiarize ourselves with these narratives, we act with them 
and recraft them for future generations. We bring together a 
sense of our past (‘lest we forget’), our futures (‘making the 
world a better place’) and our present (our actions today).

Here are a few of the world narratives we are starting to 
imagine we are part of:

1. World narratives of sustainable earth and environment 
flourishing tell stories of how we care for the natural world: 
all living things, the commons, the earth and the universe. It 
speaks to our connectedness with all things. Look for such 
stories in the work of the World Wildlife Fund, Greenpeace, 
the World Resources Institute, UN-Habitat (the Human 
Settlements Programme), the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals, the UN Conference on the Human Environment.

2. World narratives of health and wellbeing tell stories of 
promoting good world health and wellbeing for all. These 
have developed out of a long-term global concern over 
earlier pandemics; all aspects of human wellbeing, physical 
and mental, are now covered. These narratives tell the 
story of human suffering, of knowledge being developed 
to cure troubled bodies, of people caring for other people, 
of resilience and compassion. Look for such stories in 
the work of the World Health Organization, the People’s 
Health Movement and its report Global Health Watch, 
the International Disability Alliance and the thousands of 
organizations dedicated to looking after different kinds of 
illness groups across the world.

3. World narratives of social justice tell stories of the fight 
against the inequalities of the world that resists the 
exclusion, discrimination and oppression of other peoples. 
They tell stories of people trying to live together well, 
fairly and inclusively. They tell tales of human rights, 
social justice and international law for all. Look for such 
stories in the work of, e.g., the UN Human Rights Council, 
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the UN Development Programme, the International Court 
of Justice (in the Hague), Amnesty International, Human 
Rights Watch, Anti-Slavery International and World Vision 
International.

4. World narratives of world heritage, wisdom and culture 
tell stories of the value of all different cultures and aim to 
cultivate a world knowledge, culture, literacy and education 
for all. They aim for cross-cultural literacy, translation, 
pedagogy and tell stories of seeking world truths and 
wisdoms. Look for such stories in the work of, e.g., UNESCO 
and the World Literacy Foundation and in Wikipedia.

5. World narratives of care and humanitarianism tell stories 
of people in distress being looked after. Here are stories 
of suffering and of those who nurse and attend to it. 
From a sick friend to disaster relief, human care is needed. 
Look for such stories in the work of the UN Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, UN Disaster 
Assessment and Coordination, Médecins Sans Frontières 
(Doctors without Borders), the International Red Cross, 
Oxfam, Save the Children, the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation.

6. World narratives of humane governance tell stories of 
making governments accountable for the care and security 
of their populations. Here are stories of care and justice, of 
human rights, dignity and social justice for all. Stories are 
told of governments looking after people well and ensuring 
the most marginal come to have flourishing lives. Look for 
such stories in the work of the UN Democracy Fund, the 
World Movement for Democracy, the Human Rights and 
Democracy Network (Europe).

7. World narratives of peace and nonviolence tell stories of the 
failures of war and the long history of pursuing nonviolence 
and perpetual peace. Look for such stories in the work of, 
e.g., UN Peacekeeping, the International Peace Bureau, 
Search for Common Ground, Nonviolent Peaceforce, Peace 
Brigades International.

8. World narratives of cosmic existence tell stories of our wider 
interplanetary existence.

9. World narratives of common humanity tell stories of how 
we live together, work together, come together. We find 
connective narratives, ones not based on an individual 
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religion, country or charismatic leader, but ones that 
generate a conversation about the world as a whole, about 
a common good for all its peoples. They ultimately breathe 
life into some kind of common humanity.

VI Pursuing Common Shared Values: A Politics 
of World Values

The task is to understand how values emerge through our 
grounded problems in living, to cultivate a conversation about 
the very value of humanity itself and to see if we can find 
ways that some of our values might be shared over the world 
collectively. We look to share our diverse human values across 
a plural world.

If we are to get on the right side of the world revolution, we 
as a nation must undergo a radical revolution of values. We 
must rapidly begin the shift from a thing-oriented society to a 
person-oriented society … A true revolution of values will soon 
cause us to question the fairness and justice of many of our 
past and present policies … The Western arrogance of feeling 
that it has everything to teach others and nothing to learn from 
them is not just ... A genuine revolution of values means in the 
final analysis that our loyalties must become ecumenical rather 
than sectional. Every nation must now develop an overriding 
loyalty to mankind as a whole in order to preserve the best in 
their individual societies. This call for a worldwide fellowship 
that lifts neighbourly concern beyond one’s tribe, race, class, 
and nation is in reality a call for an all-embracing and uncondi-
tional love for all mankind.

Martin Luther King, ‘Beyond Vietnam: A Time to 
Break Silence’

On 4 April 1967, one year before his assassination, Martin 
Luther King gave a powerful speech at New York’s Riverside 
Church.3 It called for a major world revolution in values. 
His message, from over half a century ago, still rings loud 
and clear today. Values are vital to human life – but they 
are failing us. We need a transformation of our values. 
We need an ‘all-embracing and unconditional love for all 
mankind’.
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Values and humanity are deeply entangled, intercon-
nected. Such values, the things we treasure, are always 
multiple, changing, contested. Above all, they are grounded 
and practical. All human groups face their problems, and 
it is out of these diverse problems that values arise. Values 
are the toolbox for solving our problems. We face problems 
when raising children and when looking after other people: 
we need values of care, compassion, love. We face problems 
of living a good life and flourishing: we need ‘the virtues’ 
and the cultivation of good habits. We face the problem of 
being recognized as a valuable person in the world: we need 
a sense of a right to dignity, respect and equality – along 
with a sense of the responsibilities and obligations this will 
also bring. We face the problem of being treated fairly in the 
world – how to resolve ‘the thought problem’ of ‘the original 
position’:4 we need the major ideas of justice, freedom and 
equality. We face the problem of being secure in the world, 
of feeling confident and safe: we need the values of trust and 
truth. We face the problem of living together well, of being 
acceptingly hospitable to each other: we need the values of 
cosmopolitanism, tolerance and conviviality. We do not need 
to quarrel, fight or be aggressive to each other: we need the 
values of non violence and peace. In doing all this, we find a 
form of resistance to anti-humanity as well as some guidelines 
for living.

Life is a combination of a wide array of problems and a 
long history of diverse religions bringing strong multiple values 
into the world. Confucianism looks for harmony in relations. 
Buddhism tells how to live with suffering. Christianity brings 
love and redemption. Many values have made their mark on 
the past and present world.

Today, we live in a world of multiple changing values and 
a major challenge is to negotiate pathways between them. 
We can find some values like the Golden Mean, the virtues, 
justice and rights that provide emerging pathways towards 
some kind of global ethics and a broad sense of a ‘common 
ground’.

Life becomes embedded in human-made values: laws, 
norms, rules, tacit understandings, ethics. From the grandest 
of public moral laws laid down by world religions to the 
hidden but taken-for-granted rules of street gangs, humanity 
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lives through values. To think about values, we need to look 
at the problems involved in living in this world and the acts 
needed to make it a better, more connected human world. 
What values would emerge from this? Are we already living 
with them?

There will never be one sure, fixed or final common ground. 
That is neither the way of the world nor the way of values. 
Within the domains of life, we can find human problems, 
try to resolve them and in this discover a lineage of human 
values that we can draw upon. In doing this, we may start 
to find some provisional working vital values. We think about 
a future world and its values as we engage in dialogues and 
negotiations about:

1. Our earth: cultivate a respect for the environment and the 
interconnection with all living things on earth in which we 
find ourselves: an animal ethics, a commons ethics, an earth 
ethics, a sustainable ethics.

2. Our being: develop a respect for all life and treat all people 
– humans – with dignity; recognize responsibilities through 
this respecting of all life: give dignity and equality to all life; 
and encourage the creativity of all people.

3. Our relationships: live well with others; be kind, compas-
sionate, caring and loving for self, other and world.

4. Our community: connect to others and build community, 
belonging and solidarity with an expansive world 
of ‘others’; resist exclusion and foster ‘dialogues of 
difference’.

5. Our society: Work for social justice, human freedom, 
equality and rights embedding them in social institutions; 
take care of downgraded people especially.

6. Our culture: look for the good (the virtues) across the 
generations, and facilitate the flourishing and potentials 
of life and lives, developing core values like truth, love, 
humility, peace and the Golden Rule; try to build truth, trust 
and transparency in the world.

7. Our world: cultivate worldly wisdom and care, harmony, 
peace, nonviolence and a cosmopolitan hope; resist 
violence, encourage dialogue and engage in peacebuilding 
processes.

8. Our cosmos: recognize our smallness in a vast universe; but 
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cultivate human creativity to bring about peace and hope, 
even transcendence, in the planet we inhabit.

A note on humanizing the digital world and connecting 
to human values

Shoshana Zuboff has declared: ‘Let there be a digital future, 
but let it be a human future first.’5 The digital life is clearly 
here to stay and there are undeniably enormous benefits 
flowing from it. But it is seriously changing what we know to 
be the human. Many foresee a coming nightmare: multiple 
digital and robotic risks are already bringing disenchantments 
and dangers. In its most extreme form, this will mark ‘the end 
of humanity’. And so one of the key value problems of the 
twenty-first century becomes how to prevent the dehuman-
ization of life by digitalism and create a valued, compassionate 
digital world.

For technological experts who believe that the success 
of machines is enough to justify their power over people, 
the value problem has not always figured on their list of 
concerns. We have been here before throughout human 
history (and recently, notably, with the industrial revolution). 
Technology has often been a cruel story for many people. 
We have let the technologists race ahead, while the 
humanists, the ethical thinkers, the sensitive politicians, 
the caring employees have all been left behind. And so we 
start to answer our basic question. We need to shape the 
digital life by bringing to it human values: of care, dignity, 
justice, rights, cosmopolitanism, truth, beauty, love – and 
compassion.

Humanism and digitalism can work together. Humanism 
may help reduce the harms and hazards of digitalism, while 
digitalism may assist in the flourishing of human beings. 
Critical humanism starts with creative human actions – with 
us resisting the overwhelming rise and dominance of the 
machine in our lives. But a critical digitalism examines ways to 
enhance ways of being human. Table 8.3 gives some indica-
tions of these; the task is to infuse the digital world with the 
values, narratives and creativity of humanity.6
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VII Creating a Connective World: A Politics of 
Generational Hope and Movements Grounded 
in Utopian Realism

Our task is to think where we might be heading and what our 
role in this is. Human narratives, human values and human 

Table 8.3: Humanizing the digital world

Value domain Negative values: how 
do we prevent this 
happening

Positive values: tasks ahead

Environmental Catastrophic risk Making digital safe so that 
it does not harm humans, 
animals or earth

Existential Degradation and 
dehumanization of 
relations, even death of 
humanity

Human beings use digital as 
an aid for living: 
Creativity, dignity, 
responsibility

Interpersonal Machine as others People as others: digital 
empathy, compassion and 
networks of care, connectivity 
of kindness and love

Community Breakdown of human 
community: communities 
made mechanical and 
exclusionary

The human network and 
human web: the digital as 
a means to inclusive human 
communities

Society Digital inequality 
Digital injustice 
Digital cruelty 
Digital surveillance

Online social care, justice and 
equality: digital citizenship, 
resisting surveillance

Culture Digital pollution 
Damaged culture 
Fake news 
Breakdown of trust

Enhancing the good and 
flourishing life: building 
digital institutions of truth, 
trust and transparency

World Polarized divides 
Parochialism, populism, 
sectionalism and 
‘bubbles’ 
Violence

Enhancing cosmopolitanism 
via the web: digital 
conviviality, regulating digital 
abuse and violence

Cosmos, 
planetary

Trashing world and 
universe

Sustaining worldly care in the 
universe
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creativity will help us shape this future. A politics of humanity 
brings a generational hope that looks to past, present and 
futures – to worlds that reduce harm, connect life and make 
creative life flourish.

The earth, the womb of all life, is in trouble. Humanity, 
ridden with its own crises of inequality and exploitation, has 
mistreated its only home to the extent that life as we know 
it is itself imperilled. Do we have the wisdom and foresight 
to save ourselves and the planet? Can we take the urgent, 
widespread and deep-rooted actions that are needed for this? 
A world which is built on respect, compassion, love, responsi-
bility, freedom, diversity and humility – not only in the relations 
amongst humans but also between humans and the rest of 
nature – surely we can not only dream this but also forge paths 
towards it?

Vikalp Sangam Process, The Search for Alternatives: 
Key Aspects and Principles

Here we have an extract from an early position paper for 
world discussion of an alternative future politics (Vikalp 
Sangam Process) organized initially in India. It is now part of 
the Global Tapestry of Alternatives (GTA).7 It flags the fact 
that the world we live in today may soon be transformed 
out of all recognition. We might just meet an apocalypse 
through catastrophe. A pandemic plague, a climatic change, 
a nuclear explosion might (almost) wipe us out. The growth 
of authoritarian regimes may mean all our hard-won past 
‘freedoms’ are lost. We may become a digitalized, robotic, 
post-humanity.

But different futures are possible. And millions across the 
world are trying to make this happen. Through our own 
creative acts of planetary care, we might just be able to make 
the world a kindlier, fairer and more connected place. We 
cannot predict futures. But we can act now for the sort of 
world we wish to see. We can create the plural global paths 
to a politics of worldwide human care and connectivity. It 
would aim to reduce harm in the world, connect lives to the 
continuity and richness of the earth and cosmos we dwell in 
and build creative and flourishing human worlds.

We need to cultivate thinking like a planetary person by 
developing:
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1 World connective consciousness that bridges local and 
global, personal and public, earth and planet: a fusion of 
micro projects of life fusing with macro projects of worldly 
care. It appreciates simultaneously the diversity of world 
cultures and the uniqueness of persons.

2 World emancipatory thinking that connects the world’s 
wide range of cultural understandings of human flourishing 
and works to put them to good use. Western ideas now 
need to be bridged with ideas from the wider pluriversal 
world.

3 World grounded utopianism that looks for projects and 
actions already succeeding to make the world a better place, 
learns from them, and aims to enhance them.

4 World generational hope that enables us to think of time 
long past, time future to come, and time as we live in the 
here and now. Our here and now is hedged in by at least 
five generations. From our grandparents to our grand-
children, the pluriverse rolls on. How we have changed over 
the past sixty generations of human life! Five generations, 
the 200 years or so around our life, is a manageable time 
frame to think within. We can construct pasts and futures 
in the present that are linear, life stories that move in 
straight lines. Or we can construct lives of past and future 
as omnipresent in the current moment: we can see the dead 
and ghosts in living time as memories. The challenge in all 
temporal thinking is how to move the world on for a new 
generation. How to make the world a little better for each 
future generation. In recent times, we have not been doing 
this very well.

A note on the importance of hope: the idea of hope is 
necessary for future and humanity. It has a long (his)storical 
narrative. Little lights shine in the darkness. Hope enables us 
to keep going. It gives us some comfort and makes us look 
to a better future. It is another key to unlock what is meant 
by humanity, as well as a guide for humanism. It takes many 
forms:

• a radical hope will help us to imagine a life ‘beyond’, even 
when life is at its darkest;

• a pragmatic hope will help us get through the day – we 
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all have our ups and downs; we look for the little acts of 
kindness to be done in everyday life.

• a narrative hope will attend to the stories we tell and looks 
for the ones that can bring us to a better place;

• a cosmopolitan hope will look at the exuberance and 
delight of human differences and encourage better ways 
of living and learning from this – there can be harmony in 
difference;

• a grounded utopian hope will enable us to look for those 
actually existing local worlds that generate human flour-
ishing; they need encouraging, to bring forth more and 
better creative things to be done;

• a generational hope will bring the dream that each gener-
ation lives, works and creates to make a better world for 
each generation to come.

VIII Transformative Futures: A Politics and 
Literacy for a Better World

Our task is to connect to the world and change it. We 
move between the local, the pluriversal and world politics, 
engaging in a connected, emancipatory life of revaluing, 
reconciling, resisting, repairing, rebuilding, recreating and 
reimagining.

Care for the future of mankind is the overruling duty of 
collective human action in the age of technological civilization 
… This care must obviously include care for the future of all 
nature on this planet as a necessary condition of man’s own.

Hans Jonas, The Imperative of Responsibility: In Search of an 
Ethics for the Technological Age (1984 [1979]), p. 136

Hans Jonas was concerned with confronting the change of our 
times by building a strong ‘imperative of responsibility’ to pass 
from generation to generation. A new politics had to be built 
to care for the world and humanity. Many have coalesced on 
views like this. A new politics and literacy of world humanity 
is called for.

This can work in many ways, through millions of little, 
local actions from groups with visions of a fairer, kinder, more 
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connected planetary life; and through wider shared narrative 
imaginaries of worldly care and responsibility. It can be local 
and grounded but also transnational and abstract. Ultimately, 
there is a responsibility for each generation to pass on to the 
next generation a world that is better than the previous one. 
This is a big task; and it has to work in a multiplicity of ways 
– building a ‘global tapestry of alternatives’. There is no one 
way of doing this. The challenge is to build an open, flexible, 
multiple awareness and politics.

Here will be a planetary politics that will reduce harm, 
cultivate flourishing life for all, and connect to life and the 
cosmos. It will think and act in both big and small ways (as 
planetary persons) and with the long term in mind, not just the 
short term – at least several generations, not just several years. 
It will bridge the gap between local and personal life (micro 
politics) and a worldwide concern with global human values 
(macro politics). It will gradually trace the connectivity of life 
from cosmos to earth, from world to person, from human to 
all of life. Here is a politics of connectivity and generational 
hope: each generation continues our connection with the 
earth, existence, relations, communities, societies, cultures, 
the planet and the cosmos. In doing this, it brings together ten 
deep practices, all already introduced:

 1. Repair: heal the world.
 2. Resist: stand against the divided world.
 3. Reharmonize: live well with differences.
 4. Reconcile: understand the failed past world.
 5. Re-story: search for narratives of worldly care.
 6. Revalue: share connecting values.
 7. Recreate: make life flourish across generations.
 8. Remake the world: build a politics of humanity.
 9. Reimagine: cultivate future human imaginations and 

imaginaries.
10. Re-educate: develop a literacy of hope with each 

generation.
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IX Ultimately Connect: Think Like a Planetary 
Person

In practice, the politics of humanity engages with the (gradual) 
creation of and connection to a multiplicity of new progressive 
human worlds for all. It starts by connecting to imagination: 
to imagine a distinctive planet in a cosmos with the worlds 
and lives and values we want. It connects to care for the 
building of an interconnected planetary life and humanity 
and assembles a social imaginary for a future cosmic world 
humanity. It requires a thinking politics that draws from its 
damaged past and looks towards a better future for all. It 
thinks holistically and pluralistically, not focusing on just the 
one cause, the one interest, the one idea, the one country, 
or the one concern. With great difficulty, it aims to be persis-
tently wide-ranging, open-ended, plural in its aims, tolerant of 
ambiguity and aware of the impossibility of many of its tasks.

And this politics of humanity brings with it a concern 
not just for the creativity of politics but also for a vision for 
education – a pedagogy of hope and a literate humanity. To 
guide us in all this, we need both a future world imaginary 
(see Table 8.1, above), a collective sense of a better world 
ahead, and an imagination, a personal vision of the creative 
world. Both are concerned with reducing harm, enhancing 
connectivity across the world and enabling a flourishing world. 
They will always be under discussion, but both suggest ways 
of flourishing in the world, values to be shared together, 
new ways of seeing, some kind of provisional map for a 
future. It will be a perpetually negotiated world struggle for 
a worldly care: our shared human values with goals like care 
and kindness; earth sustainability and human flourishing; 
dignity, rights and responsibility; world social justice; truth and 
trust; living with difference and cosmopolitanism; as well as 
non-violence and love.

These have been the dreams of dreamers for a long while. 
They provide both generational hope and a pedagogy for 
hope: a basis for a better world for all and for the perpetuation 
of humanity’s hope.



Epilogue: On Being Well 
in the World  – The Joys of 
Everyday Living

One of life’s quiet excitements is to stand somewhat apart 
from yourself and watch yourself softly becoming the author 
of something beautiful, even if it is only a floating ash.

Norman Maclean, A River Runs Through It (1976), p. 68

Norman Maclean’s novel (and the film derived from it) is 
a wonderful exploration of the passion some people have 
for nature and the act of fly-fishing. Here is a sense of being 
well in the world. And so, from this Manifesto’s dizzy 
heights of hope and future creativities, I return to ordinary 
everyday life and its little joys.

Some while back, confronted by a daily deluge from an 
all-invasive media about the real horrors of the world we 
inhabit, and on the edge of getting depressed from this daily 
onslaught, I started to assemble a daily log of joys. I set my 
task: to simply name as many joys as I could find. The sources 
of human contentment are many and varied. We might even 
call them the ‘joys of living’. Joy suggests a feeling of great 
pleasure and happiness. I drew randomly from my own 
experiences, from people I have known in my life and also 
from what I have read. It did not take any time at all to come 
up with quite a long listing. The world, it seems, is full of 
wonderful things. Put into alphabetical order, here is a far 
from exhaustive list. Many people enjoy life – even find a 
calm joy – while engaging with:
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acting, adventuring, angling, animal loving, antiques, archi-
tecture, art, astrology, astronomy … babies, badminton, 
baking, ballet, bees, birds, boating, bodies, books, bowling, 
boxing, boyfriends, Buddhism, butterflies … campaigning, 
carnivals, children, choirs, Christianity, climbing, clubbing, 
collecting, collective joy, computing, concerts, conversation, 
cooking, crafts, cricket, croquet, cycling … daffodils, dancing, 
darts, debating, deep-sea diving, discussing, drawing, dreaming, 
dress, drinking … eating, entertaining, environment, exercise, 
extreme sports … Facebooking, faith, family, farming, 
fashion, festivals, films, fishing, fitness, flowers, flying, folk 
music, food, football, forests, friendship … gambling, gaming, 
gardening, gardens, girlfriends, god, golf, groups, guitar … 
hair, health, heritage, Hinduism, hobbies, ‘home’, hospitality 
… ideas, idling, intellectual work, Islam … jazz, jogging … 
karaoke, knowledge, kung fu … laughing, leisure, literature, 
looking, love … magic, make-up, making things, martial arts, 
maths, meditation, moon, mountain climbing, music, musicals 
… nature, nothingness – doing nothing … oceans, opera … 
painting, parties, performing, piano playing, plants, play, 
playing pool, poetry, politics, pornography, practical things, 
prayer, programming, protesting … queer politics, questioning 
… radicalism, radio, reading, relationships, religions, repairing 
things, ritual, rock climbing, rugby, running … sex, science, 
shopping, singing, the sky, sky-diving, sleep, smells, social 
media, speaking, sports, spirituality, stamp collecting, stars, 
storytelling, swimming … tai-chi, television, tennis, theatre, 
thinking, touching, travel, truth seeking … walking, watching, 
water-colouring, wilderness, woodlands, working, world 
affairs, wrestling, writing … YouTubeing

This is quite a list. It is far from exhaustive. It suggests a lot 
of possibilities. Some of my own joys are there. I hope some 
of your joys are too. These little joys of life can be infinite.

There are many diverse things that these little worlds 
display, but is there anything they have in common? Perhaps 
they all bring:

• creativity – we do things, make new things, have new 
experiences, bring new things and meanings into the world;

• connectivity – we connect with others, with life, with 
things on the planet;

• care – we show engagement with something or someone 
that matters to us, beyond our own world;
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• contemplation – we attend to what we are doing, take an 
interest, think about it or use it as a space to think, and we 
become attentive to the fragile meanings of life;

• calm and contentment – we become at ease with the 
smallness of our world, ‘at home’; however tenuously, 
some kind of calm or peace or inner joy may arrive.

Here then, are little social worlds of everyday contentment, 
goodness, maybe even wisdom. They have long roots back 
to Buddhism and Epicurus. We may need to be planetary 
persons in a cosmos of multiple galaxies; but we are also tiny 
little animals living minuscule unique lives in microscopic 
social worlds that are ours alone. Today, perhaps more than 
ever before, there is more human creativity in writing, the 
arts, music; more sporting talent; more ‘education’; more 
enthusiasts for leisure and the little arts – nature, cooking, 
gardening. The potential for more delights of life and joys 
in living has probably never been so available. And yet the 
challenge is such that many people are not able to find this 
small contentment in the world. It surely suggests the need 
to see their importance for a future. It may well be that, 
ultimately, the human project is a uniquely tiny but diverse 
one. It creates minuscule local worlds that enable the little 
interests, loves and hopes of an everyday life to develop the 
small joys of being a tiny but vital human.1
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