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1. Introduction 

If you have read Yuval Noah Harari’s Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind or its 
sequel Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow, you will appreciate why they have 
captivated so many readers. Harari writes with rare fluency, sweeping across tens of 
thousands of years and stitching together history, anthropology, biology and economics into 
a story that feels both grand and effortless. I was initially among those who found this 
sweeping narrative exhilarating. Yet exhilaration is no guarantee of accuracy, and even an 
acclaimed bestselling author can get the story terribly wrong and in ways that do real 
damage to reputations that are not his own. 

The reputations I have in mind belong to humanists. In Sapiens and Homo Deus, 
Harari advances an arresting thesis: that humanism, in spite of its secular posture, is really 
just another religion, one that fractured into three warring ‘sects’ and then waged, in his 
phrase, ‘the bloodiest wars of religion in history’. On his telling, humanism gave us Hitler’s 
Holocaust, Stalin’s gulags and rapacious capitalism. It is a memorable story. It is also, as I 
hope to show, very largely a work of fiction. In this essay I subject Harari’s retelling of 
humanist history to the scrutiny it has so far escaped, disentangle his many confusions and 
set out what the historical record actually tells us. 

First, who is Yuval Noah Harari? Harari was born in 1976 in Haifa, Israel. He received 
his B.A. from the Hebrew University of Jerusalem in 1998 before completing a D.Phil. at the 
University of Oxford in 2002. His early scholarship specialized in medieval history and 
military history, fields that would later inform the broad historical sweep of his popular 
writing. 

Harari joined the Hebrew University of Jerusalem as an academic, becoming an 
Associate Professor in 2011 and a full Professor in 2015. In 2019, he founded Sapienship, an 
organization through which he advocates for global responsibility and engagement with the 
major challenges facing humanity. Alongside his academic and public work, he practises 
Vipassana meditation and is vegan, both of which he has described as shaping his outlook 
and discipline. 

He has written eight books under his own name, as well as the co-authored Sapiens: 
A Graphic History and the children’s series Unstoppable Us. Among his solo works are the 
two international best-sellers Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind and Homo Deus: A Brief 
History of Tomorrow, which established his reputation as one of the most widely read 
popular historians of his generation. 

Sapiens first appeared in Hebrew in 2011. It has since been translated into more 
than 60 languages and has sold over 20 million copies, spending 182 weeks on the New York 
Times bestseller list as at May 2022. Sapiens traces the history of Homo sapiens from 
prehistoric Africa to global dominance. Drawing on history, anthropology, biology and 
economics, it highlights the key revolutions—cognitive, agricultural, political, religious and 
scientific. The book argues that humanity’s ability to create and believe shared fictions 
enables large-scale cooperation and has shaped the course of history. 

His other big history, Homo Deus, was first released in Hebrew in 2015. It has since 
been translated into more than 40 languages, selling around 9 million copies. Time magazine 
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named it one of its 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. 

For readers unfamiliar with the life stance we today refer to as ‘humanism’, perhaps 
the most accurate while concise rendition is that formulated by the International Humanist 
and Ethical Union (now Humanists International). In their IHEU Minimum Statement on 
Humanism, it is put as follows: 

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] 

Three features stand out. Humanism, as its adherents articulate it, is committed to 
democratic institutions built on humaneness and freedom of enquiry. Hold that definition in 
mind, because the bad actors Harari trots out as ‘humanists’ will fail to meet it at nearly 
every turn. 

In the remainder of this essay, I will examine whether humanism did splinter into 
three ‘sects’ that culminated in what he calls the humanist ‘wars of religion’. I will formulate 
his charge sheet against humanists and investigate whether these indictments are 
warranted. In particular, did humanism give birth to totalitarianism and exploitative 
capitalism? Does Harari’s timeline even make historical sense? Was the world enveloped by 
a humanist ‘tsunami’, as Harari contends, or is his humanist history a work of fiction? What I 
offer here is a summary answer to these questions. For a more thorough and scholarly 
treatment, I refer the reader to my book, Harari’s Humanist Wars of Religion: A Critique of 
Harari’s History of Modern Ideologies [Allan 2026]. 
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2. Harari’s Schism into Three ‘Sects’ 

Harari’s history of humanism begins 
with an origin myth. In Homo Deus he tells 
us when humanism first arose and what, at 
bottom, it is: 

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] 

Note what has happened already. Humanism has been redefined as a religion whose 
adherents ‘worship humans’, and communism and Nazism have been quietly enrolled as 
species of it. 

Harari later goes on to tell us when the big schism occurred: 

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] 

I will unpack this timeline connecting humanism to the Scientific Revolution, along 
with the supposed split that occurred centuries later, in Section 6. For readers interested in 
Harari’s fuller pseudo-history, he weaves this story in Sapiens Part 3, Chapter 12 titled The 
Law of Religion and in Homo Deus Part 2, Chapter 7 titled The Humanist Revolution. Harari 
succinctly tabulates what he sees as the three ‘sects’ and their distinguishing features in 
Sapiens Chapter 12 [2015: 260] (see Figure 1 below). 
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Figure 1 – Harari’s classification of three humanist sects 

For Harari, each of these humanist ‘sects’ is a non-theistic ‘natural-law religion’. Why 
are they classified as a ‘religion’? Because according to Harari’s definition, a religion is ‘a 
system of human norms and values that is founded on belief in a superhuman order’ [Harari 
2015: 254]. 

And just like the centuries of wars between the Catholics and Protestants, the 
humanist sects followed suit in violent disagreements over dogma. For Harari, the 
disagreements were cataclysmic: ‘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]. Following the catastrophes of two world wars, one sect, he 

announces, emerged victorious: ‘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].  

The story Harari weaves is neat in its simplicity while pinning humanism in readers’ 
minds with blame for the catastrophes of the previous two centuries. The charge sheet 
Harari draws up against his so-called humanist ‘sects’ is severe. Against ‘evolutionary 
humanism’ he cites the Nazi ambition to ‘bludgeon or even exterminate anyone standing in 
their way’ [Harari 2017: 300]. Against ‘socialist humanism’ he adduces Lenin’s bloodbath 
[Harari 2015: 409], Stalin’s gulags and Mao Zedong’s ‘worst famine in history and the death 
of tens of millions of Chinese’ [Harari 2017: 193]. Against ‘liberal humanism’ he alleges that 
it ‘perpetuates inequality, condemning the masses to poverty and the elite to alienation’ 
[Harari 2017: 306]. And against the humanist collective he lays ‘the bloodiest wars of 
religion in history’, including the two world wars and the war in Vietnam [Harari 2015: 254]. 
Add to Harari’s charge sheet the suicidal proliferation of ‘nuclear weapons’ and relapse to 
the doctrine of Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD). It is a spectacular indictment. The 
trouble is that it dissolves the moment one examines any of its four counts.  
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3. Nazis and ‘Evolutionary Humanism’ 

Were Hitler and the Nazis ‘evolutionary humanists’, as Harari contends? To answer 
this question, we must interrogate what Harari means by the label, ‘evolutionary 
humanism’. For him, this worldview has two defining features. Firstly, it is atheistic, having 
‘broken loose from traditional monotheism’ [Harari 2015: 258]. Secondly, it is Darwinian, 
‘rooting itself in the firm ground of Darwinian evolutionary theory’ [Harari 2017: 295]. If the 
Nazis are to be ‘evolutionary humanists’ on Harari’s own account, they must be both 
atheists and Darwinians. In fact, they were neither. 

In his Mein Kampf and public speeches, Hitler appealed again and again to the 
‘Almighty Creator’, to ‘Providence’ and to the ‘divine’. There are many passages in Mein 
Kampf that express his belief that he is being guided by divine providence. One 
representative passage follows: 

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. 

[Hitler 1925: 61] 

Publicly, the regime cast itself as Christian and anti-atheist. In an August 1934 
address, Hitler declared that National Socialism ‘stands on the ground of a real Christianity’ 
and sets itself ‘in our fight against a Bolshevist culture, against atheistic movement’ [Baynes 
1942: 386f]. This was not mere political opportunism. The Nazis established a state church 
of their own, ‘Positive Christianity’. They banned books that would ‘ridicule, belittle or 
besmirch the Christian religion . . . faith in God, or other things that are holy to the healthy 
sentiments of the Volk’ [Fighting League for German Culture: Guidelines, as cited in Arizona 
Board of Regents 2002]. The Nazi’s 1933 Enabling Act was used to outlaw atheist and 
freethinker organizations. 

The Catholic Church aided both Hitler’s and Mussolini’s fascist governments. On 20 
July 1933, Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli (later Pope Pius XII) signed the Concordat with Nazi 
Germany in order to secure the Church’s religious freedom. This institutional 
accommodation was far from anomalous. Indeed, some years before in 1929, the Catholic 
Church signed the Lateran Accords with Mussolini’s government, establishing Catholicism as 
the official religion of Italy. During the Second World War, hundreds of Catholic priests 
accompanied the Wehrmacht on the front lines to offer spiritual guidance. German soldiers 
went into both world wars with Gott mit uns (God is with us) stamped on their belt buckles. 
At the end of the Second World War, many priests and other Catholic clergy used 
clandestine efforts to help Nazi war criminals escape along ‘ratlines’ to South America. 
Whatever else the Third Reich was, it was not an atheist project. 

Nor were Hitler and the Nazis Darwinians. Nazi racial theory drew not on common 
descent of species but on the older, essentially creationist idea that God had created each 
race separately, an idea traceable to Christian writers such as Arthur de Gobineau (1816–82) 
and Houston Stewart Chamberlain (1855–1927). Hitler [1925: 222] himself appealed to ‘an 
iron law of Nature – which compels the various species to keep within the definite limits of 
their own life-forms’, a fixity of kinds that is the negation of Darwinian evolution. Consistent 
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with this, in 1935 the regime banned ‘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]. A movement that bans 
Darwin is a poor candidate for a Darwinian sect. 

The deepest irony is that the term ‘evolutionary humanism’ has a perfectly 
well-documented origin, and it is the opposite of what Harari supposes. It was coined by 
Julian Huxley in 1946 in his seminal essay, UNESCO: Its Purpose and Philosophy. Huxley was 
the first Director-General of UNESCO and the founding president of the International 
Humanist and Ethical Union. Far from underwriting Nazism, Huxley presented evolutionary 
humanism as its refutation. For Huxley [1946: 14], evolutionary humanism ‘constitutes a 
complete disproof of all theses, like those of Hegelian philosophy, of Fascism, or of Nazism’. 

This new approach to living together, Huxley [1946: 21] enjoined, 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 

Harari has taken a label devised in 1946 as an explicit rejection of Nazism and pinned 
it on the Nazis, apparently unaware of its etymology and history. Their ideology was in fact 
antithetical to ‘evolutionary humanism’ as its author, Huxley, defined it. But even on 
Harari’s own understanding of ‘evolutionary humanism’, Hitler and the Nazis failed the 
grade. They were neither atheistic nor Darwinian, but were rooted in a form of Christian 
theism espousing the separate creation of the species and races. Next, I will examine 
whether Harari’s treatment of socialist humanism fares any better in aligning with history. 
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4. Despotic Communism and ‘Socialist Humanism’ 

What does Harari take ‘socialist humanism’ to be in essence? As with evolutionary 
humanism, Harari [2017: 305] counts socialist humanism as an atheistic creed, disbelieving 
in ‘any transcendental power or divine law book’. Furthermore, he treats it as simply 
identical with socialism. Indeed, Harari slides effortlessly between ‘socialist humanism’ and 
‘socialism’ as though they were interchangeable. For example, in Sapiens, Harari [2015: 258] 
writes: ‘Another important sect is socialist humanism. Socialists believe that “humanity” is 
collective rather than individualistic.’ Likewise, in Homo Deus, after introducing ‘socialist 
humanism’ as an offshoot of humanism, Harari [2017: 290] then immediately conflates 
‘socialist humanism’ with ‘socialism’ by referring to adherents of the former simply as 
‘socialists’. 

‘Socialist humanism’ is not a synonym for ‘socialism’, and still less for Soviet 
communism. In fact, the historical record shows how this distinct current of socialism 
emerged in the 1950s and 1960s specifically as a pushback against Stalinist state-control 
and Maoist authoritarianism. It was fermented by the rediscovery and publication of the 
young Karl Marx’s Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, with its emphasis on 
alienation, freedom, autonomy and creativity. Its prominent advocates—Edward P. 
Thompson, Erich Fromm, Leszek Kołakowski, Raya Dunayevskaya and others—were among 
the sharpest critics of the Soviet system. Dunayevskaya’s [1958: 240] verdict on Stalinism 
was withering: ‘everyone knows Russian Communism as the greatest barbarism on earth. 
Stalin is the name which symbolizes this.’ In 1966, Erich Fromm edited a landmark collection 
of essays titled Socialist Humanism: An International Symposium, which brought together 
writings from various thinkers who sought to reclaim Marx’s early humanist works and 
distinguish their views from both dictatorial Statist socialism and Western capitalism. 

Was socialist humanism even atheistic? Following Marx’s critique of theistic religion, 
what is known as ‘Marxist humanism’ denies the divine. But not all socialist humanists were 
Marxists, and not all were atheists. The movement embraced Christian socialists and 
religious, non-Marxist labour party members, such as Mathilde Niel, Danilo Dolci and 
Léopold Senghor [Fromm 1966]. 

In short, atheism is not a defining feature of socialist humanism. And socialist 
humanism is in fact oppositional to Lenin, Stalin and Mao’s repressive socialism. Once again 
Harari has conscripted a term into his pseudo-history not knowing, it seems, of the thing the 
term denotes. Socialist humanism was antithetical to the very regimes he blames it for. 
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5. Exploitative Capitalism and ‘Liberal Humanism’ 

The third humanist ‘sect’ Harari treats fares no better when tested against the 
historical sources. Let’s get clear on what Harari means by ‘liberal humanism’. Firstly, for 
Harari, liberal humanism is atheistic—its adherents hold that ‘God is dead’ [Harari 2017: 
305] and a ‘product of the human imagination’ [Harari 2017: 435f]. Secondly, liberal 
humanism is simply identical with liberalism. Harari [2017: 289] explicitly conflates the two 
concepts when he writes: ‘Due to this emphasis on liberty, the orthodox branch of 
humanism is known as “liberal humanism” or simply as “liberalism”’. Finally, liberal 
humanism is unequivocally exploitative as it ‘perpetuates inequality, condemning the 
masses to poverty and the elite to alienation’ [Harari 2017: 306]. Each of these claims stands 
in stark contradiction to the empirical evidence. 

What is liberal humanism? To begin with, it is neither a term used in general 
discourse outside of universities nor a specific label adopted by actual humanist groups. 
Within academia, the term was used from the 1960s to describe a school of literary critics 
who held that great literature expresses universal human truths independent of cultural 
context. 

Proponents from the 1930s to ’50s include Matthew Arnold, T. S. Eliot and F. R. 
Leavis. Outside of university literature departments the phrase is vanishingly rare. There is, 
to be sure, a genuine historical connection between humanism and liberalism, but Harari 
grossly mischaracterizes it by treating a niche term used in literary criticism as though it 
named a politico-religious worldview. Harari makes no mention of the genesis of the term in 
his two books. Again, he seems completely ignorant of the term’s etymology and specialist 
use before conscripting it into his grand history. 

Considering Harari’s first criterion, were the thinkers he actually enlists as liberal 
humanists in fact atheists? With a single exception, that being the Enlightenment 
philosopher David Hume, the pre-twentieth-century figures he identifies were not atheists 
at all. Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Giuseppe Mazzini were deists; Francis Bacon and John 
Locke were devout Christians; Pico della Mirandola founded the Christian Kabbalah. (Harari 
conscripted Hume, Bacon, Locke and Pico in his later dialogue with A. P. Norman. See 
Section 9 below.) All bar one worshipped God and revered the Scriptures. All bar one fail 
Harari’s own criterion for membership of the ‘sect’. His liberal humanists cannot be liberal 
humanists even on his own terms. 

What of Harari’s presupposition that ‘liberalism’ is simply ‘liberal humanism’? His 
narrative of the ending of the Cold War belies that simplistic equation. In Harari’s telling of 
the story, 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] 
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The problem for Harari is that the two liberal Western leaders who did most to 
precipitate the Soviet collapse—Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher—were 
conspicuously anti-humanist. Reagan was President of the U.S. from 1981 to 1989 and a 
devout Christian. As one example of how his Christian belief animated his hatred of Soviet 
communism, consider his speech to the National Association of Evangelicals in 1983, in 
which he asked: ‘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’ [Voices of Democracy 2016]. 

Reagan also relied heavily on the support of virulently anti-humanist political lobby 
groups, such as the Christian evangelical Moral Majority. One of its founders, Tim LaHaye, 
blasted: ‘Secular humanism puts man at the center of all things. . . . They label it democracy, 
but they mean humanism, in all its atheistic, amoral depravity’ [cited in Domke and Coe 
2008: 173]. Reagan also vigorously opposed the largest humanist organization in the U.S. at 
the time. He spoke out against its campaigns to remove religious indoctrination in schools, 
liberalize abortion law, make contraception more accessible, legalize same-sex relationships 
and voluntary euthanasia, and remove the teaching of creationism from the science 
classroom. 

Thatcher, Prime Minister of the U.K. from 1979 to 1990, was no less anti-humanist. 
Channelling her conservative Methodist upbringing and deep religious conviction, she wrote 
in a newspaper article in 1978: 

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. 

In that same article, she starkly warned of the danger in relying on humanist 
thinking: 

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 1978] 

In contrast, the largest humanist organization in the country, Humanists UK, 
objected to her inclusion of Christian worship in public schools. As with her ally against 
Soviet communism, Thatcher stridently opposed subsequent humanist campaigns. In direct 
opposition to Humanists UK, she pushed for the censorship of gay materials, the upholding 
of blasphemy laws and the continuance of parliamentary Christian prayers. She also 
supported U.K.’s soft theocracy in which the Anglican Church is the constitutionally 
established church of England. This anti-humanist arrangement grants Anglican bishops 26 
unelected seats in the House of Lords. For Harari to make Reagan and Thatcher the 
champions of a triumphant liberal humanism is to invert the record. 

Let me now deal with Harari’s final charge, that liberal humanism (and liberalism) is 
exploitative. Harari [2017: 293] attributes the gross wealth inequality in Western societies to 
the liberal emphasis on ‘each person narcissistically exploring their own inner depths’. 
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Here, Harari is mistaking liberalism for the quite different political philosophy of 
libertarianism. With that conflation, he imagines the liberal as being morally indifferent to 
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] 

Yet the very thinkers he names as liberal humanists were in fact vocal opponents of 
economic exploitation. Jean-Jacques Rousseau [1761: 202] 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’. Giuseppe Mazzini [1862: 171, 
181] complained about how the grossly inequitable distribution of property leads to ‘misery 
of the working classes’. Adam Smith [1789: 95] 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’. Jeremy Bentham [1840: 122] pressed a reformist 
programme including instituting inheritance taxes, unemployment benefits, free education, 
cheap credit, savings banks, medical assistance and natal care. John Stuart Mill [1885: 208f] 
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’. These are not the words of men reconciled to peasants forced to 
live in straw huts. Harari’s third claim about liberal humanism, then, fails as 
comprehensively as his first two. 

Summing up, Harari’s ‘liberal humanists’ were not atheists, so are disqualified on his 
own definition. Secondly, his Cold War ‘liberal humanist’ victors were in fact hostile to 
humanism. And finally, his supposed apologists for economic exploitation were precisely its 
critics. 
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6. What Humanist Tsunami? 

Underlying Harari’s historical edifice is his claim about scale. Harari confidently 
asserts that ‘for 300 years the world has been dominated by humanism . . . humanism – the 
worship of humankind – has conquered the world’ [2017: 75] and that ‘Homo sapiens come 
to believe in the humanist creed’ [2017: 77]. And how did this ‘revolutionary new creed’ 
conquer the world? With breathtaking vagueness, Harari [2017: 259–60] informs us: 
‘Thinkers wrote pamphlets, artists composed poems and symphonies, politicians struck 
deals – and together they convinced humanity that it can imbue the universe with meaning.’ 

This is where the fiction is most easily tested against fact, because if humanism—on 
Harari’s own atheistic definition—had truly conquered the world, we should expect the 
world to have become largely non-theist. It did not. Take the very period Harari calls ‘the 
humanist wars of religion’. In Homo Deus, Harari [2017: 306] tells us: ‘From 1914 to 1989 a 
murderous war of religion raged between the three humanist sects’. However, the 
combatants of the First World War were not warring humanist sects but states calling god 
into service for the cause. The Allied and Central Powers alike invoked Christian duty and 
divine providence. The Ottoman Empire declared an Islamic Jihad (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2 – First World War religious allegiances in 1914 
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In the Second World War, the Allies were overwhelmingly Christian. For the U.S., 
Franklin D. Roosevelt was an Episcopalian while Harry S. Truman was a Baptist. For the U.K., 
Winston Churchill was a Unitarian. For France, both Philippe Pétain and Charles de Gaulle 
were Catholic. The Axis powers bore a combination of religious identities. Fascist Germany 
established Positive Christianity as the state religion while fascist Italy was Catholic. The 
religion of Japan was Shintoism, with its head of state Emperor Hirohito worshipped as a 
living god. Thailand, a late combatant, was traditionally Buddhist (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3 – Second World War religious allegiances in November 1942 

Survey and census data tell the same story across the century. In the U.S. in 1914 at 
the start of the First World War, 86 per cent of survey respondents reported being raised as 
either Catholic or Protestant. In 1939 at the start of the Second World War, that proportion 
remained relatively stable at 87 per cent. By the time of the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, 
even though the proportion had fallen significantly, people raised as traditional Christians 
remained a substantial majority at 71 per cent (see Figure 4). At that time, 15 per cent of 
the population identified with another denomination or religion. Altogether, there were six 
times as many religious as those declaring no religious affiliation. 

This is hardly the ‘veritable tsunami’ [Harari 2017: 310–11] Harari wants us to 
believe. Perhaps the tsunami was delayed. Did religious affiliation drop dramatically 
following the collapse of the Soviet Union? In a subsequent survey conducted by Pew 
Research Center [2006: 5] in 1996, 60 per cent of U.S. residents regarded the U.S. a 
‘Christian nation’. In 2002, the proportion saying so increased to 67 per cent and increased 
again to 71 per cent according to the 2005 survey. 
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Figure 4 – Proportion of U.S. citizens raised religious since 1900 

This high degree of commitment to Christianity is also reflected in the U.K. survey 
data. At the start of the First World War, 80 per cent of respondents identified as Christian. 
That proportion fell to 76 per cent by the time of the Second World War. Even by the fall of 
the Berlin Wall, the proportion who were Christian remained very high at 71 per cent. Add 
to that the 10 per cent of people adhering to another religious faith, the god-believers 
outnumbered the irreligious by more than 2 to 1 (see Figure 5). Whatever tsunami swept 
the twentieth century, it was not a tsunami of atheism. The peoples Harari says were 
converted to godless humanism remained, in their overwhelming majority, wedded to 
traditional religions. 

Figure 5 – Proportion of U.K. citizens identified religious since 1900 
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Let us now turn our attention to Harari’s overall timeline of the genesis and eventual 
dominance of humanism and its fragmentation into warring sects. Does it make historical 
sense? Harari gives us the key historical markers. For the beginnings of humanism, Harari 
[2017: 114] tells us: ‘Whereas the Agricultural Revolution gave rise to theist religions, the 
Scientific Revolution gave birth to humanist religions, in which humans replaced gods.’ And 
when was that? Harari [2017: 231] informs us it was ‘around 1600 . . . the Scientific 
Revolution began in London and Paris’. ‘For 300 years the world has been dominated by 
humanism’ [2017: 75], he reckons. Working back from when Sapiens was first published, 
that puts world domination starting around 1715. Those dates allow us to build the early 
section of Harari’s timeline, illustrated in Figure 6. 

Figure 6 – Harari’s timeline of the humanist tsunami 

A problem already arises here as Harari’s ‘liberal revolutions’ of 1848 [Harari 2015: 
261] that were meant to establish liberal humanist states occurred over a century later than 
humanism’s supposed world domination. Even more problematic is that what precipitated 
these revolutions was not a desire to be free of the shackles of the church but a host of 
political grievances arising from rapid industrialization, food shortages and cruel despotism. 
In fact, the states that did emerge from these revolutions were republics and constitutional 
monarchies holding fast to traditional Christian beliefs and practices. 

Turning to the latter part of the timeline shown in Figure 6, the warring parties 
engaged in the two world wars were not humanist ‘sects’ but predominantly states fighting 
under the banners of the old established religions. The three labels that Harari co-opts to 
name his humanist ‘sects’ did not appear until after the close of the Second World War. 
Huxley conceived ‘evolutionary humanism’ as a reaction against fascism in 1946. ‘Socialist 
humanism’ emerged among anti-Stalinists in the 1950s and 1960s, after the terror it 
opposed. ‘Liberal humanism’ was a label applied to a particular school of literary criticism 
from the 1960s. Harari has three ‘sects’ fighting a war from 1914 using names that are so 
anachronistic as to be meaningless. Even with the end of the Cold War in 1989, the 
humanist tsunami turns out to be no more than a trickle. The leaders championing the 
charge against the Soviet Union were conservative Christians, along with the publics they 
led. 
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7. Humanism, Tyranny and Exploitation 

If humanism were really the fountainhead of totalitarianism and capitalist 
exploitation, we should expect to find those commitments—or at least an indifference to 
them—in the documents by which organized humanism has defined itself. We find the 
reverse. For nearly a century, the humanist manifestos and declarations have condemned 
tyranny and economic injustice in the plainest terms, and each of them long predates 
Harari’s characterization of humanism. 

The American Humanist Association’s 1933 Humanist Manifesto I held that ‘existing 
acquisitive and profit-motivated society has shown itself to be inadequate’ and called for an 
economic order directed to ‘the equitable distribution of the means of life’ and ‘a 
satisfactory life for all, not merely for the few’. Its successor fifty years later, Humanist 
Manifesto II, opened by naming the enemy directly: ‘Nazism has shown the depths of 
brutality of which humanity is capable. Other totalitarian regimes have suppressed human 
rights without ending poverty.’ It decried ‘dehumanizing institutions’ and ‘totalitarian 
repression’. The measure of economic systems, it insisted, should be by how well they 
‘increase economic well-being for all individuals and groups, minimize poverty and 
hardship’. ‘World poverty must cease’, it urged, advocating that ‘extreme disproportions in 
wealth, income, and economic growth should be reduced on a worldwide basis’. 

In 2003, Humanist Manifesto III reaffirmed a commitment to the ‘inherent worth and 
dignity’ of each person and to ‘a just distribution of nature’s resources and the fruits of 
human effort’. It upheld ‘the equal enjoyment of human rights and civil liberties’ for all 
citizens engaged in the ‘democratic process’ in which differences are resolved ‘cooperatively 
without resorting to violence’. Even this latest Manifesto was published some 10 years prior 
to Harari’s Sapiens and is easily found in the public sphere with a basic search. 

The same note sounds across other key humanist pronouncements. In 1980, the 
Council for Democratic and Secular Humanism’s A Secular Humanist Declaration declared 
itself ‘opposed to all varieties of belief that seek supernatural sanction for their values or 
espouse rule by dictatorship’, expressly naming ‘intolerant messianic and totalitarian quasi 
religious movements, such as fascism and communism’ as the developments it stood 
against. On the ‘improvement of the human condition’, it extolled efforts at ‘reducing 
poverty, suffering, and disease’ and in ‘making the good life possible for more and more 
people’. 

Humanists International’s inaugural Amsterdam Declaration of 1952 aimed for ‘the 
fullest possible development of every human being’. It rejected forthright ‘totalitarian 
attempts to perfect the machine in order to obtain immediate gains at the cost of human 
values’. Its 2002 successor reiterated aiming for ‘the fullest possible development of every 
human being’, who is imbued with ‘worth, dignity and autonomy’. It advocated using 
resources for the ‘furtherance of peace and in the service of compassion’, emphasizing our 
‘duty of care to all of humanity’. 

Inspired by the ‘tribulations of history’, Humanists International’s 2007 Brussels 
Declaration resolved that ‘never again shall Europeans suffer at the hands of tyranny’. 
‘Democracy is incompatible with dictatorship’, it declared, advocating ‘mutual tolerance, 
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and agreement neither to resort to threats or violence nor to seek to impose our own 
particular worldview on others’. On economic justice, it aimed ‘to create a fair society based 
on reason and compassion, in which every citizen is enabled to play their full part’. One 
could hardly ask for a more consistent eighty-year record of opposition to precisely the 
crimes Harari lays at humanism’s door. 

Nor is this only the voice of committees. Many prominent humanist philosophers, 
politicians and social activists actively resisted totalitarianism. There are too many to 
mention here. However, of note in the period following the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 are 
the philosophers Bertrand Russell and Karl Popper, the novelists George Orwell and Victor 
Serge and the existentialist humanists Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus. We can add here 
also Julian Huxley, the originator of evolutionary humanism, and the socialist humanists, 
Erich Fromm, Leszek Kołakowski, Edward P. Thompson and Raya Dunayevskaya. The people 
Harari casts as the architects of tyranny were in fact its most articulate and active 
opponents. 
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8. Why Misrepresentation Matters 

It might be said that all this is merely a scholar’s quarrel over labels. It is not an idle 
worry as Harari’s concocted history could feed malicious rhetoric against humanists of 
today. Given Harari’s status as a professor of history and his reach of millions through his 
international best-sellers, the risks of persecution are real. The raw materials for such 
scapegoating are already in circulation. I give you three examples. 

Voddie Baucham was an American Reformed Baptist pastor, author and educator. 
He was Dean of Theology till 2024 at African Christian University in Zambia and founding 
president in 2025 of Founders Seminary in Florida. In his series on The Supremacy of Christ 
in a Postmodern World, Baucham [2006] demonized humanism as 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.’ 

Timothy LaHaye was an American Baptist evangelical Christian minister, political 
activist and author. He founded a number of conservative Christian advocacy groups, 
including the Council for National Policy, Californians for Biblical Morality and the American 
Coalition for Traditional Values. He was a co-creator of the highly influential Moral Majority. 
Alarmingly, he demanded the removal of all humanists from public positions of authority: 

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. 

[LaHaye 1980: Introduction] 

David Noebel is founder and former director of Summit Ministries in the U.S., a 
Christian leadership training organization. In Noebel’s [2009] piece on The Worldviews of 
Destruction in the 20th Century, humanism is cast as a prime villain: 

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. 

In that same article, he warns that public acceptance of the humanists’ view of 
human evolution ‘would bring with it a brutalization of the human race such as it had never 
seen before’ and blames this acceptance for the rise of ‘Hitler, Mussolini and Stalin’. When a 
writer of Harari’s stature and reach hands this kind of demonization a veneer of scholarly 
respectability, he is not merely making an academic error. He is feeding a narrative that has 
real targets—the living humanists who work in our universities, schools and public 
institutions. 
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9. Harari’s Response to Critics 

How did Harari respond to the kind of critique I am advancing in this essay? The 
most substantial response he gave is in answer to U.S. philosopher Andrew P. Norman in an 
extended dialogue published in Free Inquiry [vol. 38, no. 3], the journal of the Council for 
Secular Humanism. In his initial approach to Harari, Norman [Harari and Norman 2018: 34f] 
pointed out how his portrayal of humanism ‘is in many ways the polar opposite of what you 
depict’ and in so doing his usage of ‘“humanism” could also cause great harm’. Norman 
politely requested that Harari find another term, such as ‘human-centrism’ or 
‘sapiens-sanctifying’. Correcting the historical record, he pleaded, would remove the risk to 
humanists. 

Norman made clear the dangers in Harari’s serious distortions of history: 

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] 

In response to Norman’s pushback, Harari conceded two points. He retreated from 
the assertion that humanists ‘worship humans’ to the milder idea that they hold humanity 
in ‘deep respect and awe’ [Harari and Norman 2018: 38]. And he abandoned the claim that 
Nazism and Communism are ‘sects’ of humanism, settling for the weaker position that they 
are ‘based on misunderstanding and distorting the core humanist ideals’ [Harari and 
Norman 2018: 38]. These are substantive concessions that greatly lessen his charge against 
humanism. Yet, having given ground on these major points, Harari never the less refused 
Norman’s modest request to change the label. That refusal and the fresh contortions it 
forced on him are worth examining in their own right. 

Norman had directed Harari to the ‘decades of intellectual and social toil’ embodied 
in the humanist manifestos and declarations—the very documents surveyed above. Not 
noticing the irony in his reply, Harari [Harari and Norman 2018: 36] brushed them off with 
an appeal to historical relevance: 

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 [Harari and Norman 2018: 38] insisted that his use of the term was much 
broader than Norman’s contemporary usage: 

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 
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humanists (for instance, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola’s “Oration on the 
Dignity of Man” from 1486). 

Harari [Harari and Norman 2018: 38] defended his usage by appeal to what he 
learned in his student days: 

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. 

In trying to avoid considering what actual humanists have said and done, here Harari 
dug himself into a hole. Whereas in his popular books Harari set the birth of humanism to 
the time of the Scientific Revolution around 1600, he now pushed it back by hundreds of 
years to the much earlier time of the Renaissance in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. 
This is the first revision Harari made to his timeline. 

Never the less, Harari managed to look at one of the humanist declarations to which 
Norman pointed only to find within it the seeds of totalitarianism. Harari squarely laid the 
blame for the horrors of the twentieth century on the 1933 Humanist Manifesto I. As Harari 
[Harari and Norman 2018: 39] explained: 

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). 

This causal link between a modern humanist manifesto and the rise of Nazism and 
Stalinism is one for which he thought humanists ought to confess. Harari [Harari and 
Norman 2018: 35–6] put a positive spin on any such admission: 

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 
. . . 

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. 
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Harari’s rhetoric is generous-sounding, but the chronology tells decisively against 
him. Consider Harari’s revised timeline, which I have reconstructed in Figure 7. 

Figure 7 – Harari’s revised timeline of the humanist tsunami 

Note first what has happened to the timing of the birth of humanism. Under 
Norman’s questioning, Harari [Harari and Norman 2018: 38] pushed the genesis back from 
around 1600 to ‘the late medieval and early modern Italian humanists’, citing Pico della 
Mirandola’s Oration on the Dignity of Man. That work was published in 1486. Petrarch, 
considered the ‘father of humanism’ by Renaissance scholars, died in 1374. 

Now consider the latter part of the timeline encompassing the events of the 
twentieth century. I have placed on the timeline two representative acts of totalitarian 
barbarity that Harari would consider the ‘mistakes’ of humanism. The first is Stalin’s Great 
Terror of 1937–38 in which 1.5 million counterrevolutionaries were either executed or sent 
to the Gulag. The second is Hitler’s Operation Reinhard in 1942–43 that led to the mass 
extermination of 1.5 million Jews and others at Belzec, Sobibor and Treblinka. Events such 
as these were supposedly the ‘shadow’ cast by the ‘key ideas’ Harari found in Humanist 
Manifesto I. But this is absurd. Such totalitarian cruelties were already in full swing well 
before the writers of this first Manifesto put pen to paper. 

The Red Terror in which Lenin had thousands of suspected counterrevolutionaries 
executed by his secret police happened in 1918. The Nazi party platform calling for a 
one-party state, the forced colonization of neighbouring countries and the revoking of the 
citizenship of Jews dates to 1920. Hitler finished writing his violently anti-Jewish Mein Kampf 
in 1925. In 1929, Stalin began his Dekulakization program of mass executions, imprisonment 
and deportations of millions of Kulaks (independent farmers). 

A document published in 1933 cannot be the intellectual wellspring of terror that 
was already years, in some cases more than a decade, old. Worse, the Manifesto had no 
fascist or communist signatories and, as we have seen, explicitly called for a ‘free and 
universal society’ working towards ‘a satisfactory life for all, not merely for the few’. Harari’s 
revised timeline makes no more sense than his original and only deepens the incoherence of 
his critique of humanism. 
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10. Humanism across Epochs 

Harari failed to pin down the essence of humanism as it manifested across the 
periods he was writing about. He misrepresented the humanistically minded Enlightenment 
thinkers—Bacon, Rousseau, Locke—as wanting to replace the worship of gods with the 
worship of humanity. They were either deists or devout theists. In then trying to pin atheism 
on humanist Renaissance scholars, he miscast humanism further still. They were by and 
large institutionalized Catholics. His description comes closest with the nineteenth and 
twentieth century secular freethinkers. Crucially, however, they did not worship 
anything—including humanity—and critiqued hedonistic consumerism and exploitation. 
Harari paid little attention to the sources and was not at all interested in the history of 
modern humanism, let alone in working out what humanism has in common across these 
distinct periods. 

Although Harari has no appetite for the question, is it possible to discern a common 
thread that runs through these three epochs—the Renaissance, the Enlightenment and the 
modern period (post-1850)? Figure 8 represents some of the key figures and organizations 
in this historical development of ideas. 

Figure 8 – Humanism through three epochs 

If humanism is neither the human-worshipping religion of Homo sapiens nor the 
seedbed of totalitarianism, what, then, is it? Traced from the Renaissance to the present, 
humanism reveals, I think, three unifying themes: 

1. a confidence in the ability of humans to reason 

○ the gradual progress in logic, philosophy and empirical enquiry 

2. a valuing of cross-cultural and interdisciplinary studies 

○ the application of critical historical analysis to texts, and moral and political 
lessons drawn from other cultures 

3. a commitment to religious tolerance 

○ a defensive reaction against incessant religious wars and the persecution of 
heretics and blasphemers 

What changed over those centuries was humanism’s relationship to religion and the 
growth of empirical enquiry. It is exactly this development that Harari flattens. The following 
sketch shows how far humanism travelled and how recent its atheistic and agnostic 
worldview-forming phase actually is. The god-rejecting humanism that Harari treats as many 
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centuries old is in truth a development of the past century and a half. For most of its history, 
what is generically labelled ‘humanism’ today was carried by theists and deists who worked 
within a religious conceptual scheme rather than against it. Collapsing this long, largely 
god-believing tradition into a single atheistic ‘religion’ that ‘conquered the world’ 
constitutes the master error from which all the others flow. 

There are other very important differences between these three phases of 
humanism. I have summarized these in Table 1. The Renaissance humanists were deeply 
embedded in the Catholic institutions of church and university, many holding ecclesiastical 
positions. As humanist thought progressed during the Enlightenment, many thinkers 
eschewed biblical literalism and inerrancy. Belief in miracles and divine pronouncements 
gave way to naturalist explanations of phenomena. The use of reason was also increasingly 
applied to ethics, with moral norms judged by their efficacy in promoting social harmony. 
The right of rulers to impose religious dogma and enforce religious observance was resisted 
for this reason. These trends culminated in the modern period with self-described humanist 
societies finally rejecting religious moral authority altogether. A parallel trend was 
manifested in the treatment of scientific explanations. Whereas Enlightenment humanists 
often regarded god as a supplementary dimension to the universe with little to no causal 
impact, modern humanists removed god completely. For humanists of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, the god idea had no explanatory or philosophical import. 

Table 1 – Points of difference in phases of humanist thought 

Given these significant differences, we must exercise caution in using the one word 
to encapsulate a movement in ideas across such a vast expanse of time. We must avoid 
Harari’s mistake in thinking that humanism can be encapsulated in a pithy slogan when 
talking about a progression of ideas over several centuries. (I say more on the history and 
philosophy of humanism across epochs in Harari’s Humanist Wars of Religion, Chapters 4 
and 8.) 

Harari is a gifted and engaging writer, and nothing in this essay is meant to deny his 
significant talents. In wrapping up, however, it is clear his portrayal of humanism is largely a 
work of fiction. The three ‘sects’ of humanism he describes do not survive contact with the 
historical record: the Nazis were neither atheists nor Darwinians; the socialist humanists 
were among Stalinism’s fiercest critics; and the thinkers he labels as liberal humanists were 
virtually without exception theists or deists as well as stridently opposed to economic 
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exploitation. The humanist tsunami never drowned a stubbornly god-worshipping world. 
Harari’s timeline is riddled with anachronism, and when the errors were put to him, he 
conceded the substance yet clung to the label while sliding deeper into confusion. A century 
of humanist manifestos, and a roll-call of humanist writers and activists from Russell to 
Fromm, stand in flat contradiction to the charge sheet. 

Two books that were meant to illuminate the human story instead diminish their 
author’s standing as a serious historian. That would matter little if the cost fell on Harari 
alone. It does not. His false depiction risks real harm to living humanists, in a climate where 
influential voices are already eager to blame them for the century’s worst crimes. Getting 
the history of humanism right is not pedantry. It is a matter of justice to the people that 
history is about. That, in the end, is why history matters. 

 

 

  

A fuller treatment of the arguments sketched here, including the complete 
Harari–Norman dialogue, appears in Harari’s Humanist Wars of Religion 
[Allan 2026], available worldwide from Amazon in print and Kindle editions. 
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