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Acknowledgement of Country 

I am speaking to you today on Wurundjeri  land, and 
acknowledge that sovereignty was never ceded. I 
pay my respects to their elders past, present and 
emerging, and recognise their continuing 
connection to culture and country. 

I acknowledge and pay my respects to all Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people here today.  

Image courtesy of shaun_f on pixabay 
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Presentation summary 

You may have been enthralled with Harari’s sweeping history of humankind in his Sapiens 
and Homo Deus. But even an acclaimed best-selling author can get the story terribly 
wrong—and in ways that do real damage to reputations. In this talk, Leslie Allan subjects 
Harari’s retelling of humanist history to critical scrutiny. Did humanism really fracture into 
three warring sects, giving us Stalin’s gulags, Hitler’s Holocaust and rapacious capitalism? 
Leslie disentangles Harari's many confusions and shows what the historical record actually 
tells us about humanism and its legacy. 
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Please note: The views expressed by the speaker are their own and may not necessarily reflect the official 
position of Humanists Australia. 
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Session Outline 

PART 1: Sapiens and Homo Deus 
● Who is Yuval Noah Harari? 
● What is Harari’s Humanist horror story? 
● Where did Harari’s history go wrong? 
● Does Harari’s timeline make historical sense? 
● Why do Harari’s misrepresentations matter? 

Followed by questions and discussion 
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Session Outline 

PART 2: Dialogue with A. P. Norman 
● Why did A. P. Norman contact Harari? 
● What is Harari’s excuse for ignoring Humanist orgs? 
● Is Humanist Manifesto I responsible for atrocities? 
● Does Harari’s revised timeline make sense? 
● What is humanism across epochs? 

Followed by questions and discussion 
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Who is Yuval Noah Harari? 
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● born in 1976 in Haifa, Israel 
● B.A. from Hebrew University of Jerusalem in 1998 
● D.Phil. at University of Oxford in 2002 
● specialized in medieval history and military history 
● practises Vipassana meditation and is vegan 
● Associate Professor 2011/Professor 2015 at Hebrew University 
● in 2019, founded Sapienship, advocating for global responsibility 
● authored 10 books and co-authored two books 
● author of two best-sellers, Sapiens and Homo Deus 
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Yuval Noah Harari 

Basbasov, CC BY-SA 4.0, 
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Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind 
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● released in Hebrew in 2011 
● translated into more than 

60 languages 
● sold over 20 million copies 
● over 180 weeks on New 

York Times bestseller list 

Sapiens traces the history of Homo 
sapiens from prehistoric Africa to 
global dominance. Drawing on 
history, anthropology, biology and 
economics, it highlights key 
revolutions such as language, 
agriculture, states, religion and 
science. The book argues that 
humanity’s ability to create and 
believe shared fictions enables 
large-scale cooperation and has 
shaped the course of history. 
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Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow 
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● released in Hebrew in 2015 
● translated into more than 

40 languages 
● sold ~9 million copies 
● listed in Time magazine’s 

top ten non-fiction books 
of 2017 

Homo Deus examines possible future 
trajectories for humanity as 
technology, data and biotechnology 
advance, raising questions about 
what may replace traditional 
humanism as a guiding worldview. It 
suggests that humanism’s focus on 
individual experience and meaning 
could be challenged by emerging 
‘data-driven’ or algorithmic forms of 
decision-making and authority. 
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Harari’s Humanist Horror Story 
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● What is ‘humanism’? 

● What is Harari’s humanist schism into three ‘sects’? 

● What is Harari’s humanist ‘wars of religion’? 

● What is Harari’s charge sheet against humanists? 

● Did humanism give birth to totalitarianism? 

● Did humanism give birth to exploitative capitalism? 

● Was the world enveloped by a humanist ‘tsunami’? 

● Does Harari’s timeline make historical sense? 

● What is humanist attitude to totalitarianism/exploitation? 
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Detailed critique in Leslie Allan’s book 
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Harari’s Humanist Wars of Religion: A Critique of  
Harari’s History of Modern Ideologies 
Harari’s Humanist Wars of Religion is a sharp, meticulously argued critique  
of the sweeping historical claims made by bestselling author Yuval Noah  
Harari. Drawing on primary sources and the intellectual history of humanism,  
Leslie Allan challenges Harari’s portrayal of how three rival ‘sects’ of humanism 
—evolutionary, socialist and liberal—waged what Harari calls the bloodiest wars of religion in 
history, giving us Auschwitz, the gulags and rapacious capitalism. The result is a provocative 
and accessible examination of what humanism really is, how it developed and why getting its 
history right matters for understanding both modern secular thought and the moral 
foundations of contemporary society. 

● available worldwide on Amazon in print and Kindle editions 
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What is humanism? 
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IHEU Minimum Statement on Humanism 
Humanism is a democratic and ethical life stance,  

which affirms that human beings have the right and  

responsibility to give meaning and shape to their own  

lives. It stands for the building of a more humane society through an ethic 

based on human and other natural values in the spirit of reason and free 

inquiry through human capabilities. It is not theistic, and it does not accept 

supernatural views of reality. 

[Humanists International 1996 
https://humanists.international/policy/iheu-minimum-statement-on-humanism/] 
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Harari’s humanist schism into three ‘sects’ 
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In Homo Deus, Harari tells us when humanism first arose: 
Whereas the Agricultural Revolution gave rise to theist religions, the 

Scientific Revolution gave birth to humanist religions, in which humans 

replaced gods. While theists worship theos (Greek for ‘god’), humanists 

worship humans. The founding idea of humanist religions such as 

liberalism, communism and Nazism is that Homo sapiens has some unique 

and sacred essence that is the source of all meaning and authority in the 

universe. 
[Harari 2017: 114] 

 Key Chapters 

Sapiens:       Pt 3, Ch. 12 The Law of Religion 

Homo Deus: Pt 2, Ch. 7   The Humanist Revolution 
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Harari’s humanist schism into three ‘sects’ 
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Harari then tells us when the ‘sects’ split: 
Humanism split into three main branches. The orthodox branch  

holds that each human being is a unique individual possessing  

a distinctive inner voice ... Due to this emphasis on liberty, the  

orthodox branch of humanism is known as ‘liberal humanism’ or simply as 

‘liberalism’. During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as humanism 

gained increasing social credibility and political power, it sprouted two very 

different offshoots: socialist humanism, which encompassed a plethora of 

socialist and communist movements, and evolutionary humanism, whose 

most famous advocates were the Nazis. 
[Harari 2017: 289-90] 
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Harari’s humanist schism into three ‘sects’ 
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In Sapiens, Harari tabulates the three sects 

[Harari 2015: ch. 12/260]  

For Harari, ‘a religion is a 
system of human norms 
and values that is 
founded on belief in a 
superhuman order’. 
Humanist sects are 
non-theistic ‘natural-
law religions’ [2015: 254] 
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Harari’s humanist ‘wars of religion’ 
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In the section ‘The Humanist Wars of Religion’ Harari tells us: 
From 1914 to 1989 a murderous war of religion raged between the three humanist 

sects, and liberalism at first sustained one defeat after the other. 

[Harari 2017: 306] 

But after two bloody world wars, one ‘sect’ was triumphant: 
After decades of defeats and setbacks, liberalism won a decisive  
victory in the Cold War, emerging triumphant from the humanist  
wars of religion, albeit a bit worse for wear. 

            [Harari 2017: 311] 
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Harari’s charge sheet against humanists 
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1. against ‘evolutionary humanism’: the Nazis aim to ‘bludgeon or even 

exterminate anyone standing in their way’ [Harari 2017: 300] 

2. against ‘socialist humanism’: Lenin’s ‘bloodbath’ [Harari 2015: 409], Stalin’s 
gulags [Harari 2017: 300] and Mao Zedong’s ‘worst famine in history and the 

death of tens of millions of Chinese’ [Harari 2017: 193] 

3. against ‘liberal humanism’: it ‘perpetuates inequality, condemning the 

masses to poverty and the elite to alienation’ [Harari 2017: 306] 

4. against humanist collective: ‘the bloodiest wars of religion in history’ 
WWI/WWII [Harari 2015: 254], ‘nuclear weapons’, MAD [Harari 2017: 309] 
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Were Hitler and Nazis ‘evolutionary humanists’? 

For Harari, the Nazi’s ‘evolutionary humanism’ is: 

1. atheistic, having ‘broken loose from traditional  

monotheism’ [Harari 2015: 258], and 

2. Darwinian, ‘Rooting itself in the firm  

ground of Darwinian evolutionary theory’  
[Harari 2017: 295] 
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1. Were Hitler and Nazis atheists? 

● In Mein Kampf and public speeches, Hitler made many appeals to 
the ‘Almighty Creator’, ‘Almighty God’, ‘Providence’ and the ‘divine’ 

And so I believe to-day that my conduct is in accordance with the will of the Almighty Creator. 

In standing guard against the Jew I am defending the handiwork of the Lord.  
(Mein Kampf [1925: 61]) 

National Socialism … stands on the ground of a real Christianity . . . in our fight against a 

Bolshevist culture, against atheistic movement (public speech August 1934, Baynes [1942: 386f]) 

● Hitler and Nazis set up a new state Christian Church named ‘Positive 
Christianity’ 
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1. Were Hitler and Nazis atheists? 

● Nazis banned books that ‘ridicule, belittle or besmirch the Christian religion 

and its institution, faith in God, or other things that are holy to the healthy 

sentiments of the Volk’ [Fighting League for German Culture: Guidelines, cited in Arizona Board 
of Regents 2002] 

● Nazis 1933 Enabling Act outlawed atheist and freethinker groups 

● Catholic Church aided the Nazi regime (priests on the front line,  
1933 Concordat, ‘ratlines’ to South America) 

● In WWI and WWII, German soldiers wore inscription  
Gott mit uns [God is with us] on their belt buckles 
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2. Were Hitler and Nazis Darwinian evolutionists? 
 
● Nazis adopted the Christian Creationist idea of the  

separate creation of each race by God  
(e.g., de Gobineau and Chamberlain) 

● Hitler appealed to ‘an iron law of Nature - which compels  

the various species to keep within the definite limits of their  

own life-forms’ (Mein Kampf [1925: 222]) 

● In 1935, Nazis banned books with ‘Writings of a philosophical and social 

nature whose content deals with the false scientific enlightenment of primitive 

Darwinism and Monism’ [Die Bücherei 1935: 2:6/279, cited in Arizona Board of Regents 2002] 
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Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons 



What is ‘evolutionary humanism’ really? 
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● Julian Huxley coined the term in 1946 in  
UNESCO: Its Purpose and Philosophy 

● First Director-General of UNESCO and Founding  
President of International Humanist and Ethical Union 

● For Huxley, evolutionary humanism: 
○ ‘constitutes a complete disproof of all theses, like those of Hegelian philosophy, of 

Fascism, or of Nazism’ [Huxley 1946: 14] 

○ aims for ‘international peace and security, collaboration among the nations, and 

human welfare … democratic principles of the dignity, equality and mutual respect 

of men, as well as respect for justice, for the rule of law and for the human rights’ 
[Huxley 1946: 21] 

Copyright © 2026 Leslie Allan Harari's Humanist Horror Story  

Julian Huxley 

Anefo, CC0, via Wikimedia Commons 



Were Hitler and Nazis ‘evolutionary humanists’? 
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SO … 

● Hitler and the Nazis were neither atheistic nor evolutionary 
Darwinists, being firmly rooted in Christian theism 

● Hitler’s ideas and Nazism were in fact antithetical to ‘evolutionary 
humanism’ 

● Harari seemed wholly unaware of the term’s etymology and history 
before co-opting it into his pseudo-history 
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Were Lenin, Stalin and Mao ‘socialist humanists’? 
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For Harari, ‘socialist humanism’ is: 

1. atheistic, disbelieving of ‘any transcendental power  

or divine law book’ [Harari  2017: 305], and 

2. socialism simpliciter 

● Harari repeatedly conflates ‘socialist humanism’  
with ‘socialism’ (e.g., Harari 2015: 258; 2017: 290) 

● It’s all too easy then to blame the atrocities of Lenin, Stalin and Mao 
on ‘socialist humanism’ 
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What is ‘socialist humanism’ really? 
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● Idea gestated in the 1950s and 1960s as a pushback against 
despotic Stalinist state-control and Mao’s authoritarianism 

● Fermented by the rediscovery and publication of Karl  
Marx’s Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 

● Emphasized early Marx’s focus on alienation, freedom,  
human autonomy and creativity 

● Prominent advocates included Edward P. Thompson, Erich Fromm 

● Raya Dunayevskaya’s critique of Stalinism concluded: ‘everyone 

knows Russian Communism as the greatest barbarism on earth. Stalin is the 

name which symbolizes this’ [Dunayevskaya 1958: 240] 
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What is ‘socialist humanism’ really? 
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1. Is ‘socialist humanism’ atheistic? 
● ‘Marxist humanism’ is atheistic, following Marx 

● BUT not all socialist humanists are Marxists or atheists 
○ Christian socialists 
○ religious, non-Marxist labor party members 

e.g., Mathilde Niel, Danilo Dolci, Léopold Senghor [Fromm 1966] 

 
2. Is ‘socialist humanism’ just socialism? 
● ‘Socialist humanists’ vehemently rejected Soviet-style socialism 
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Were Lenin, Stalin and Mao ‘socialist humanists’? 
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SO … 

● Atheism is not a defining feature of ‘socialist humanism’ 

● ‘Socialist humanism’ is in fact antithetical to Lenin, Stalin and Mao’s 
repressive socialism 

● Again, Harari seemed completely ignorant of the term’s etymology 
and development before using it in his fiction-cum-history 
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Were exploitative capitalists ‘liberal humanists’? 
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For Harari, the capitalists’ ‘liberal humanism’ is: 

1. atheistic, thinking ‘God is dead’ [Harari 2017: 305] and ‘a product of the human 

imagination’ [Harari 2017: 435f] 

2. liberalism simpliciter, explicitly conflating the two concepts  
(e.g., [Harari 2017: 289]) 

3. exploitative, as it ‘perpetuates inequality, condemning the masses to poverty 

and the elite to alienation’ [Harari 2017: 306] 
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What is ‘liberal humanism’ really? 
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● Label was applied in academia from the 1960s to literary critics who 
saw universal truths in good literature, eschewing cultural context 

● Proponents from 1930s to ‘50s include Matthew Arnold,  
T. S. Eliot and F. R. Leavis 

● Outside of universities, usage of term is extremely rare 

● Strong historical connection between humanism and  
liberalism, but Harari grossly mischaracterizes it 

● Again, Harari seemed completely ignorant of the term’s etymology 
and specialist use before conscripting it into his grand history 
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1. Were Harari’s ‘liberal humanists’ atheists? 
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All of the pre-20th Century thinkers (bar one) Harari conscripts 
as ‘liberal humanists’ were not atheists: 

1. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (deist) 

2. Giuseppe Mazzini (deist) 

3. Francis Bacon (devout Christian) (dialogue with A. P Norman) 

4. John Locke (devout Christian) (dialogue with A. P Norman) 

5. Pico della Mirandola (founder Christian Kabbalah) 
(dialogue with A. P Norman) 

● All worshipped God and revered the Scriptures 

● All fail Harari’s own criteria for being a ‘liberal humanist’ 
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2. Is liberalism simply ‘liberal humanism’? 
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For Harari the ‘liberal humanists’ of the ‘liberal West’ eventually 
defeated the ‘socialist humanists’: 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s the liberal wave turned into a veritable tsunami, sweeping 

away the mighty Soviet Empire, and raising expectations of the coming end of history. After 

decades of defeats and setbacks, liberalism won a decisive victory in the Cold War, emerging 

triumphant from the humanist wars of religion, albeit a bit worse for wear. 

[Harari 2017: 310-11] 

BUT Harari’s two epoch-making ‘liberal humanists’ precipitating the fall 
of the Soviet Union in 1989 were in fact anti-humanist 

○ Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher 
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2. Is liberalism simply ‘liberal humanism’? 
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Ronald Reagan (U.S. President 1981-89) 

‘Yes, let us pray for the salvation of all of those who live in that totalitarian  

darkness—pray they will discover the joy of knowing God.’ 

    1983 speech to National Association of Evangelicals [Voices of Democracy 2016] 

● Christian ‘Moral Majority’ helped Reagan/virulently anti-humanist: 

Secular humanism puts man at the center of all things. . . . They label it democracy, but they 

mean humanism, in all its atheistic, amoral depravity 

Tim LaHaye, founder MM [cited in Domke and Coe 2008: 173] 

● Reagan opposed American Humanist Association campaigns on religious 
indoctrination in schools, abortion, contraception, same-sex relationships, 
voluntary euthanasia, proper science education 
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2. Is liberalism simply ‘liberal humanism’? 
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Margaret Thatcher (U.K. Prime Minister 1979-90) 

I hold it to be the business of Government to ensure (though with proper  

respect for the consciences of all who dissent or who belong to another  

religion) that our schools shall be places in which Christian belief and  

morality are taught. … 

True, there are loyal supporters of the Conservative cause today who would describe 

themselves as agnostic humanists. To my mind, such people are living recklessly on the 

dwindling spiritual capital of our Christian culture. 

[Thatcher article, Daily Telegraph 16 May 1978] 

● Humanists UK campaigned against U.K. soft theocracy, Thatcher’s Christian 
worship in schools, censorship of gay materials, blasphemy laws, 
parliamentary prayers 
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3. Is ‘liberalism’/’liberal humanism’ exploitative? 
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For Harari, the ‘liberal’/’liberal humanist’ emphasis on ‘each 

person narcissistically exploring their own inner depths’ [Harari 2017: 293] 
leads to gross wealth inequality: 

 
From a liberal perspective, it is perfectly all right that  

one person is a billionaire living in a sumptuous chateau,  

whereas another is a poor peasant living in a straw hut.  

For according to liberalism, the peasant’s unique  

experiences are still just as valuable as the billionaire’s. 

             [Harari 2017: 404] 
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3. Is liberalism/liberal humanism exploitative? 
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● Harari mistakes ‘liberalism’ for ‘libertarianism’ 

● Harari’s ‘liberal humanists’ rejected exploitative practices: 
o Jean-Jacques Rousseau condemned the  

‘moral inequality’ in which ‘the privileged few  

should gorge themselves with superfluities, while  

the starving multitude are in want of the bare  

necessities of life’ [Rousseau 1761: 202] 
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3. Is liberalism/liberal humanism exploitative? 
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● Harari’s ‘liberal humanists’ rejected exploitative practices: 
o Giuseppe Mazzini complained about grossly  

inequitable distribution of property leading  
to ‘misery of the working classes’ [Mazzini 1862: 171, 181] 

○ Adam Smith lamented that ‘the poor or the  

owners of small capitals enjoy scarce any [security],  

but are liable, under the pretence of justice, to be  

pillaged and plundered at any time’ [Smith 1789: 95] 
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3. Is liberalism/liberal humanism exploitative? 
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● Harari’s ‘liberal humanists’ rejected exploitative practices: 
○ Jeremy Bentham drove a reformist agenda:  

inheritance taxes, unemployment benefits,  
free education, cheap credit, savings banks,  
medical assistance, natal care [Bentham 1840: 122] 

○ John Stuart Mill protested that the ‘laws of  

property … have heaped impediments upon some,  

to give advantage to others; they have purposely  

fostered inequalities, and prevented all from  

starting fair in the race’ [Mill 1885: 208f] 
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Were exploitative capitalists ‘liberal humanists’? 
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SO … 

● Harari’s ‘liberal humanists’ were not atheists, so cannot be 
‘liberal humanists’ on Harari’s own terms 

● Harari’s Cold War ‘liberal humanists’ in fact expressed antipathy 
to humanism 

● Harari’s ‘liberal humanists’ were in fact opposed to economic 
exploitation and great wealth disparity 

● Harari seemed unaware of the term’s exclusive use within 
academia before adopting it for his pseudo-history 
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Was the world enveloped by a humanist ‘tsunami’? 
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In Homo Deus, Harari tells us: 
For 300 years the world has been dominated by humanism  

… humanism – the worship of humankind – has conquered  

the world [Harari 2017: 75] 

 
… Homo sapiens come to believe in the humanist creed [Harari 2017: 77] 

 
humanism, a revolutionary new creed that conquered the world during the last few 

centuries … Thinkers wrote pamphlets, artists composed poems and symphonies, 

politicians struck deals – and together they convinced humanity that it can imbue 

the universe with meaning. [Harari 2017: 259-60] 
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Was the world enveloped by a humanist ‘tsunami’? 
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‘From 1914 to 1989 a murderous 

war of religion raged between the 

three humanist sects’ 

[Harari 2017: 306] 

 

First World War 
 

● Allied Powers: holy defenders 
of liberal democracy 

● Central Powers: invoked 
Christian duty and divine 
providence 

● Ottoman Empire: declared 
Islamic Jihad 

Credit: https://alphahistory.com/worldwar1/world-war-i-maps/ 
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Was the world enveloped by a humanist ‘tsunami’? 
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November 
1942 Second World War 

 

● Allies: 
Christian 

● Axis: 
Christian 
Shinto 
Buddhist 
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Was the world enveloped by a humanist ‘tsunami’? 
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● .... 

Credit: Burge, Ryan 2023. What Did American 

Religion Look Like Before Modern Surveys Began? 

United States 
 Born in > 1914 1939 1989 

Yes 86% 87% 71% 

Raised Christian 

Pew Research Center 

https://www.pewresearch.org/wp-content/ 

uploads/sites/4/legacy-pdf/287.pdf 

Survey 

date > 1996 2002 2005 

Yes 60% 67% 71% 

Is the U.S. a Christian nation? 
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Was the world enveloped by a humanist ‘tsunami’? 
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United Kingdom 
 

Date > 1914 1939 1989 

Yes 80% 76% 71% 

Christian 

Source: Reconstructed from 

British Social Attitudes survey 

data and Office for National 

Statistics (ONS) censuses 

using ChatGPT Python 
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Does Harari’s timeline make historical sense? 
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Harari sets time for birth, dominance and sectarian wars of humanism: 
around 1600 … the Scientific Revolution began in London and Paris [Harari 2017: 231] 

Whereas the Agricultural Revolution gave rise to theist religions, the Scientific  

Revolution gave birth to humanist religions, in which humans replaced gods.  
[Harari 2017: 114] 

For 300 years the world has been dominated by humanism, which sanctifies  

the life, happiness and power of Homo sapiens. [Harari 2017: 75]  

From 1914 to 1989 a murderous war of religion raged between the three  

humanist sects [Harari 2017: 306] 

Thinkers wrote pamphlets, artists composed poems and symphonies,  

politicians struck deals – and together they convinced humanity that it can  

imbue the universe with meaning. [Harari 2017: 259f] 
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Does Harari’s timeline make historical sense? 
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‘For 300 years the world has been dominated by humanism, which sanctifies the life, happiness and power of Homo sapiens.’ 
[Harari 2017: 75]  

‘From 1914 to 1989 a murderous war of religion raged between the three humanist sects’ [Harari 2017: 306] 

‘Thinkers wrote pamphlets, artists composed poems and symphonies, politicians struck deals – and together they convinced 

humanity that it can imbue the universe with meaning.’ [Harari 2017: 259f]  
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What is humanist attitude to totalitarianism/exploitation? 
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American Humanist Association (1933) Humanist Manifesto I 

FOURTEENTH: The humanists are firmly convinced that existing acquisitive and 

profit-motivated society has shown itself to be inadequate … A socialized and 

cooperative economic order must be established to the end that the equitable 

distribution of the means of life be possible. The goal of humanism is a free and 

universal society in which people voluntarily and intelligently cooperate for the 

common good. 

FIFTEENTH AND LAST: We assert that humanism will: … (c) endeavor to establish 

the conditions of a satisfactory life for all, not merely for the few. [emphasis mine] 

● published 80 years prior to Harari’s mischaracterization of humanism 
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American Humanist Association (1973) Humanist Manifesto II 
Preface: Nazism has shown the depths of brutality of which humanity is capable. Other 

totalitarian regimes have suppressed human rights without ending poverty. 

… we have opened the door to ecological damage, over-population, dehumanizing 

institutions, totalitarian repression … 

TENTH: Humane societies should evaluate economic systems … by whether or not they 

increase economic well-being for all individuals and groups, minimize poverty and 

hardship … 

FIFTEENTH: … World poverty must cease. Hence extreme disproportions in wealth, 

income, and economic growth should be reduced on a worldwide basis. [emphasis mine] 

● published 40 years prior to Harari’s mischaracterization of humanism 
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What is humanist attitude to totalitarianism/exploitation? 
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American Humanist Association (2003) Humanist Manifesto III 
We are committed to treating each person as having inherent worth and dignity, and to making 

informed choices in a context of freedom consonant with responsibility. 

Humanists long for and strive toward a world of mutual care and concern, free of cruelty and its 

consequences, where differences are resolved cooperatively without resorting to violence.  

We seek to minimize the inequities of circumstance and ability, and we support a just 

distribution of nature’s resources and the fruits of human effort so that as many as possible 

can enjoy a good life. 

We work to uphold the equal enjoyment of human rights and civil liberties in an open, secular 

society and maintain it is a civic duty to participate in the democratic process … [emphasis mine] 

● published 10 years prior to Harari’s mischaracterization of humanism 
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Council for Democratic and Secular Humanism (1980) 

A Secular Humanist Declaration 
It is opposed to all varieties of belief that seek supernatural sanction for their values or 

espouse rule by dictatorship. 

These disturbing developments follow in the wake of the emergence in the earlier part of the 

twentieth century of intolerant messianic and totalitarian quasi religious movements, such as 

fascism and communism. 

The modern secular humanist outlook has led to the application of science and technology to 

the improvement of the human condition. This has had a positive effect on reducing poverty, 

suffering, and disease in various parts of the world … and in making the good life possible for 

more and more people. [emphasis mine] 

● published 30 years prior to Harari’s mischaracterization of humanism 
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What is humanist attitude to totalitarianism/exploitation? 
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Humanists International Amsterdam Declaration 1952 
1. It is democratic. It aims at the fullest possible development of every human being. It 

holds that this is a matter of right. 

3. … There is a danger in seeking to utilise scientific knowledge in a complex society 

individual freedom may be threatened by the very impersonal machine that has been 

created to save it. Ethical humanism, therefore, rejects totalitarian attempts to perfect 

the machine in order to obtain immediate gains at the cost of human values. 

4. It insists that personal liberty is an end that must be combined with social 

responsibility in order that it shall not be sacrificed to the improvement of material 

conditions. [emphasis mine] 

● published 60 years prior to Harari’s mischaracterization of humanism 
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Humanists International Amsterdam Declaration 2002 
Humanism is ethical. It affirms the worth, dignity and autonomy of the individual and 

the right of every human being to the greatest possible freedom compatible with the 

rights of others. Humanists have a duty of care to all of humanity including future 

generations. 

Humanism aims at the fullest possible development of every human being. It holds that 

democracy and human development are matters of right. 

By utilising free inquiry, the power of science and creative imagination for the 

furtherance of peace and in the service of compassion, we have confidence that we 

have the means to solve the problems that confront us all. [emphasis mine] 

● published 10 years prior to Harari’s mischaracterization of humanism 
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Humanists International (2007) The Brussels Declaration 
We seek to create a fair society based on reason and compassion, in which every citizen is enabled 

to play their full part.  

It is thus a requirement on the community and our social responsibility to ensure that everyone has 

access to food, safe water, shelter, education and healthcare. 

They are based on an understanding of our common humanity, individual human rights, mutual 

tolerance, and agreement neither to resort to threats or violence nor to seek to impose our own 

particular worldview on others. 

They were inspired by the tribulations of history and by our common resolve that never again shall 

Europeans suffer at the hands of tyranny. … Democracy is incompatible with dictatorship 

[emphasis mine] 

● published 5 years prior to Harari’s mischaracterization of humanism 
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Prominent humanists speak out against totalitarianism: 
● Bertrand Russell 

● Karl Popper 

● George Orwell 

● Victor Serge 

● Jean-Paul Sartre 

● Albert Camus 

● Julian Huxley (‘evolutionary humanism’) 

● Fromm, Kołakowski, Thompson, Dunayevskaya (‘socialist humanism’) 
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A. P. Norman identifies the risks from vilifying humanists: 
Your characterizations of humanism as nothing less than the  

root cause of Nazism, Stalinism, and environmental destruction  

are also quite dangerous. They could easily frighten religious  

know-nothings into scapegoating humanists. Given the  

prevalence of humanists in higher education, it could exacerbate  

anti-intellectual fervor. What if your portrayals of humanism 

—backed by your substantial rhetorical gifts—were to inspire  

Mao-style thought reform, humanist witch-hunts, or intellectual purges in the 

West? 

[Harari and Norman 2018: 40] 
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For Pastor Voddie Baucham, humanism breeds nihilistic consumerism: 

Who am I? According to secular humanism, I’m nothing. Why am I here? To make the  

most of it, to consume and enjoy while I can. [emphasis mine] 

            [Baucham 2006. The Supremacy of Christ and Truth in a Postmodern World] 

For prominent evangelist Tim LaHaye, humanists deserve expulsion: 

Most people today do not realize what humanism is and how it is destroying our culture,  

families, country---and one day, the entire world. Most of the evils in the world today can  

be traced to humanism  … We must remove all humanists from public office and replace  

them with pro-moral political leaders. [emphasis mine] 

         [LaHaye 1980. The Battle for the Mind, Introduction] 
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Harari’s concocted history feeds malicious rhetoric 
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For David Noebel from Summit Ministries, humanism is an ideology of violence: 

The 20th century has been the century in which various humanistic worldviews vigorously and systematically 

eradicated the biblical Christian worldview from the public square. If this continues into the next century one 

can expect the same results — death and destruction. [emphasis mine] 

Noebel agreed with Sedgwick’s view following the judgment of ‘the court’s most vocal Secular 
Humanist’ against the teaching of creationism alongside evolution: 

If this book [Darwin’s Origin of Species] were to find general public acceptance, it would bring with it a 

brutalization of the human race such as it had never seen before. 

Can anyone seriously doubt that the 20th century has witnessed the fulfillment of Sedgwick’s observation as 

Hitler, Mussolini and Stalin glorified struggle and war on the basis of the struggle for life. [emphasis mine] 

[Noebel 2009. The Worldviews of Destruction in the 20th Century] 
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Epilogue: How did Harari respond to critics? 

56 

● U.S. philosopher Andrew Norman pointed out to Harari how: 
1. his portrayal of humanism contradicts history  

2. his usage of ‘humanism’ could cause great harm 

3. finding another term (e.g., ‘human-centrism’, ‘sapiens-sanctifying’) 
corrects the historical record and avoids the risk of harm 

● dialogue published in Free Inquiry 38/3 (AHA journal) 

● Harari refused Norman’s request to replace the label ‘humanism’ 

● analyzed in Harari’s Humanist Wars of Religion: A Critique of  
Harari’s History of Modern Ideologies [Allan 2026: chs 8, 9] 

● topic of PART 2: Dialogue with A. P. Norman 
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Concluding remarks 

● Harari is a talented and engaging writer 
● His portrayal of humanism is largely a work of fiction 
● His two books diminish his reputation as a serious 

historian 
● His false depiction risks real harm to living humanists 

Questions and discussion 
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Session Outline 

PART 2: Dialogue with A. P. Norman 
● Why did A. P. Norman contact Harari? 
● What is Harari’s excuse for ignoring Humanist orgs? 
● Is Humanist Manifesto I responsible for atrocities? 
● Does Harari’s revised timeline make sense? 
● What is humanism across epochs? 

Followed by questions and discussion 
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Why did A. P. Norman contact Harari? 
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● U.S. philosopher Andrew Norman approached Harari in 2018 
● dialogue published in Free Inquiry 38/3 (AHA journal) 

● analyzed in Harari’s Humanist Wars of Religion: A Critique of  
Harari’s History of Modern Ideologies [Allan 2026: 91-137] 

Reasons for contact: 
1. your portrayal of humanism ‘is in many ways the polar  

opposite of what you depict’ 

2. your usage of ‘“humanism” could also cause great harm’ 

3. please find another term (e.g., ‘human-centrism’, ‘sapiens-sanctifying’) 

 

 

Yuval Noah Harari and A. P. Norman 2018 
The Meaning and Legacy of Humanism: A Sharp Challenge from a Potential Ally, 
Free Inquiry 38/3: 34-42 
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In response to A. P. Norman, Harari retreated from: 
● ‘humanists worship humans’ to humanists have  

‘deep respect and awe’ [Harari and Norman 2018: 38] 

● Nazism and Communism are ‘sects’ of ‘humanism’ to  
being ‘based on misunderstanding and distorting the core  

humanist ideals’ [Harari and Norman 2018: 38] 

 
None the less, Harari refused Norman’s request to replace his label 
‘humanism’ with ‘human-centrism’, ‘sapiens-sanctifying’ or similar. 
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A. P. Norman pointed Harari to ‘decades of intellectual and social toil’ embodied 
in ‘several humanist “manifestos”’: 

● 1933 Humanist Manifesto I,      American Humanist Association 
● 1973 Humanist Manifesto II,     American Humanist Association 
● 2003 Humanist Manifesto III,   American Humanist Association 

● 1952 Amsterdam Declaration 1952,    Humanists International 
● 2002 Amsterdam Declaration 2002,  Humanists International 
● 2022 Amsterdam Declaration 2022,  Humanists International 

● 1996 IHEU Minimum Statement on Humanism, Humanists International 
● 2007 The Brussels Declaration,                              Humanists International 
● 1980 A Secular Humanist Declaration,     Council for Secular Humanism 
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I pay little attention to what you define as secular humanism, because I am interested in the 

historical impact of ideas rather than in the ideas per se. 
[Harari and Norman 2018: 36] 

I use the term [“humanism”] to refer to a much wider historical current, which goes back at 

least to the late medieval and early modern Italian humanists (for instance, Giovanni Pico della 

Mirandola’s “Oration on the Dignity of Man” from 1486). 

… 

This broad understanding of humanism is not some new invention of mine, but something that 

is very common among historians in general. When I did my BA in history twenty years ago, 

when my professors talked about “humanism” they usually talked about Pico della Mirandola, 

Bacon, or Locke rather than about the 1933 Manifesto.  

[Harari and Norman 2018: 38] 
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Harari blames AHA’s Humanist Manifesto 1 (1933) for Nazism and Stalinism: 
I would recommend similar soul-searching for humanists appalled by the crimes of Nazism and 

Communism or by the destruction of the ecosystem. 

Indeed, even if I go with the 1933 Humanist Manifesto, I can find there all the key ideas that 

could lead to environmental destruction and to totalitarian projects of human perfection. 

… 

It is dangerously easy to reach from such maxims to the conclusion that … we should strive to 

perfect human beings and human society by scientific means (and if you happen to believe in 

the “science” of Social Darwinism or the “science” of Communism, the results could be rather 

ugly). 

[Harari and Norman 2018: 39] 
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Is Humanist Manifesto I responsible for atrocities? 
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Harari blames AHA’s Humanist Manifesto 1 (1933) for Nazism and Stalinism: 
What do we do with our shadow? People who celebrate the achievements of modernity, of the 

enlightenment, and of secularism often are not sure what to do with communism and fascism. 

Are they too part of modernity? Are they too a product of secular enlightenment? My view is 

that they are, but this does not negate the achievements and values of modernity and of the 

secular enlightenment. … 

I think one of the great achievements of humanism, as against traditional religions, is that 

humanism has the courage and wisdom to acknowledge its shadow and its mistakes. 

[Harari and Norman 2018: 35-6] 
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Does Harari’s revised timeline make sense? 
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‘I use the term [“humanism”] to refer to a much wider historical current, which goes back at least to the late medieval and early 

modern Italian humanists’ [Harari and Norman 2018: 38] 

‘Indeed, even if I go with the 1933 Humanist Manifesto, I can find there all the key ideas that could lead to … totalitarian projects 

of human perfection.’ [Harari and Norman 2018: 39] 
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What is humanism across epochs? 
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Three unifying themes from Renaissance to modern-day: 
1. confidence in the ability of humans to reason 

○ gradual progress in logic, philosophy and empirical enquiry 

2. value of cross-cultural and interdisciplinary studies 
○ applying textual analysis and drawing lessons from other traditions 

3. necessity for religious tolerance 
○ reaction to incessant bloody religious wars and cruel persecutions 

 

Copyright © 2026 Leslie Allan Harari's Humanist Horror Story  

L. Allan, generated with 

Claude (Anthropic), 2026 

Note: timeline 

not to scale 



What is humanism across epochs? 

 Page 67 

Points of difference from Renaissance to modern-day: 
 

Period  God Dogma Ethics Focus 

Renaissance 

humanism 

theist embedded within 

Catholic institutions, 

accepted doctrines 

studied classical 

literature for 

moral insight 

• not a separate worldview 

• collecting and translating  

classical literature 

Enlightenment 

humanism 

deist limited scope of 

traditional religious 

authority 

used reason to 

supplement 

religious ethics 

• not a separate worldview 

• innovating/experimenting in 

philosophy and science 

Modern 

humanism 

(post-1850) 

atheist/ 

agnostic 

rejected religious 

authority and all 

supernaturalism 

replaced religious 

ethics for human-

based ethics 

• comprehensive worldview 

• forming organized social 

activist groups 
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Concluding remarks 

● Norman approach Harari diplomatically 
● Harari failed to engage with Norman’s genuine 

concerns 
● Harari relied on a quick reading to justify his 

resistance 
● Harari’s appeal led him deeper into historical error 

Questions and discussion 
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Speaker: Leslie Allan   

Leslie Allan academically trained in philosophy and history of 
religions at La Trobe University. In his working life, Leslie’s career 
spanned electronics, information technology, training and 
development and business improvement. Over the years, he 
has authored many articles and given various talks on 
humanism, ethics, religion and philosophy. In 2018, Leslie  
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started up Australia’s first Ex-Religious Support Network. Twice, he served as Vice-
President for Humanists Victoria and currently sits on the Board of Humanists 
Australia. He also runs the Philosophy Matters Meetup and is owner of 
RationalRealm.com, a web site dedicated to exploring the boundaries between 
science and philosophy. 

Website:  RationalRealm.com 

Facebook: RationalRealm.com/facebook 

Twitter: RationalRealm.com/twitter 

LinkedIn: linkedin.com/in/lesallan 

YouTube: RationalRealm.com/youtube 

Email: admin@rationalrealm.com 
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Humanists Australia is a national organisation which launched in December 2020 in 
response to the growing number of Australians who don’t identify as religious, and the 
emerging need to represent this group’s interests and priorities on a broader scale. 
 
We are dedicated to helping people live ethical and meaningful lives through 
humanism. Through our ceremonies, educational resources and awareness-raising, we 
help non-religious people discover humanism and humanist values, so that they can 
live an ethical life full of meaning and fulfilment. 
 
Through our campaigns work, we advocate for positive social change. We advocate for 
rational, evidence-based policies that reduce societal inequalities, advance 
secularism, advance human rights and improve quality of life. 
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I want to help! 

Scan the QR code or visit 
humanistsaustralia.org/support 
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Thank you 
 
Keen to know more? 
Visit humanistsaustralia.org or meet fellow humanists 
at another Humanists Australia meetup 
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Website: humanistsaustralia.org 

Facebook: facebook.com/HumanistsAustralia 

Meetup: meetup.com/humanists_australia/ 

Email: team.ha@humanistsaustralia.org 
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