
Revised 2/2/01 

 

 

HOW THE MEDICAL HUMANITIES CAN HELP REVITALIZE HUMANISM 

AND   

HOW A RECONFIGURED HUMANISM CAN HELP NOURISH THE MEDICAL 

HUMANITIES 

 

Introduction 

 In a landmark essay published in 1982, Stephen Toulmin claimed that 

medicine saved the life of ethics.1  Toulmin argued that the bioethics movement 

which began in the 1960s brought much needed life and relevance to the moral 

theory of the day.  Philosophers and ethicists suddenly gained scores of new cases 

and unlimited numbers of hypothetical situations on which to test the maxims of 

long-standing moral theories. And their decisions mattered in the real world. The 

right of an individual to decline medical treatment demanded an answer more 

urgently than the prisoner‘s dilemma; contemplating whether one would first rescue 

one‘s pet or one‘s Picasso from a burning house could be set aside temporarily to 

determine the moral status of persons in persistent vegetative states.  

We believe that the medical humanities can help revitalize the tradition of 

humanism – and also that a reconfigured humanism can help nourish and unify the 

medical humanities.   In this chapter we first provide an account of the current crisis 

of humanism and the humanities.   Next,  we offer a critique of contemporary anti-

humanism and a historical rationale for constructing future humanisms. And finally 
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we suggest that  the medical humanities unselfconsciously exemplify humanism at 

work in the world -- providing an approach to recognizing oneself in the ―other,‖ 

managing difference, and resolving moral conflict in a pluralist society.  

 

Humanism, the Postmodern Challenge, and the Culture Wars 

―In present discourse,‖ wrote the Renaissance scholar Paul Kristeller in 1955, 

―almost any kind of concern with human values is called ‗humanistic,‘ and 

consequently a great variety of thinkers, religious or antireligious, scientific or 

antiscientific, lay claim to what has become a rather elusive label of praise.‖2  Almost 

half a century later, the terms ―humanism,‖ ―humanistic,‖ and ―the humanities‖ are no 

less confused in academic as well as popular usage—but in the meantime they have 

become elusive labels of scorn as much as of praise. 

 Actually, humanism has almost has become something of a dirty work in 

Europe and the United States since the 1970s. In the view of influential French 

thinkers such as Foucault and Lyotard, ―humanism‖ should be relegated to the 

dustbin of history along with other unjustifiable Enlightenment fictions such as 

―progress,‖ ―reason,‖ ―man,‖ and ―the subject.‖3 In America, split by culture wars 

during this period, orthodox religious advocates of all denominations view ―secular 

humanism‖ as a dangerous enemy of God-given moral values.4 On the other side of 

America‘s cultural divide, advocates of diversity attack humanist education as little 

more than the imposition of the elitist culture of ―dead white European males.‖5 

 What are we to make of this situation? It might be argued that these various 

terms carry so much ideological baggage and are so hopelessly confused today that 
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we are better off without them. Or that postmodern critiques of the canon, the 

metanarrative of progress, and the idea of ―man‖ have rendered all forms of 

humanism obsolete. On the contrary, we think that both the strengths and the 

weaknesses of the anti-humanist element in postmodern thought now make it 

possible to begin critical recuperation of the humanist tradition.  

 The current crisis of humanism and the cultural marginality of the humanities 

may seem dire, but they cannot be attributed to a decline from some previously 

golden age. We humanities teachers often like to think of ourselves as embattled—

as if we have something of supreme value, some kind of ―saving grace‖ to offer a 

benighted world that simply won‘t pay attention. As William Bouwsma points out, we 

indulge in a nostalgic view of the origins of the humanities in Socrates‘ search for 

eternal truth. But most historians today agree that humane studies first arose not in 

the philosophical search for higher heavenly truth but as a means of preparing free 

men to participate in democracy.6 Focusing on the arts of language, ancient Greek 

teachers of rhetoric (most notably, Isocrates) believed that the human mind was 

limited to the mundane world of probability and convention. Likewise, the humanist 

movement in the Renaissance involved a revival of ancient (primarily Roman) 

rhetoric as a means of teaching effective verbal communication, enhancing 

individual development, and promoting civic responsibility.  

 When challenged to explain why the humanities matter today, professional 

humanists tend to ignore this engaged and worldly dimension of our heritage and 

generally retreat to ―higher ground.‖ As Giles Gunn puts it, ―Instead of constructing 

arguments for their general relevance, humanists have mounted arguments for their 
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special uniqueness. Instead of developing methods for their practical application, 

humanists have refined techniques that restrict their broader accessibility. The 

cumulative effect of these failures has been to encourage the tendency . . . to 

idealize the humanities as special enclaves of intellectual privilege . . . .7  

 In the English-speaking world, Humanism carries a decidedly secular ring and 

can  still arouses passion on both sides of the gradually waning  fight between 

religion and science.  Although it rarely appears in any technical sense in 

mainstream Anglo-American philosophy, humanism continues to rally adherents in 

the British Humanist Association and its American allies such as Paul Kurtz or B. F. 

Skinner.8 As Kate Soper makes clear in Humanism and Antihumanism (1986),  

these writers seek to avoid what they  consider the irrationality of religion while 

embracing a positive vision of truth, reason, and scientific progress. In this Anglo-

American discourse, to be a humanist means to look for the meaning of life in 

human values and search for the answers to ultimate questions through rational 

inquiry.9  

 In recent French philosophy, on the other hand, humanism does not signify 

an enlightened, secular approach to the study and evaluation of mankind. In 

Althusser, Derrida, and Foucault for example, humanism signifies rather a series of 

prescientific, anthropocentric, culture- and ideology-bound illusions about human 

reason, historical progress, and freedom. On this view, humanism is tainted by its 

traditional association with power—religious, political, academic, or medico-scientific 

power—and is thus a source of domination rather than of freedom.10 If we are 

―speaking French,‖ then, to be enlightened is to be anti-humanist.  
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Both sides of this debate take for granted (mistakenly in our view) that 

humanism must involve a metaphysical appeal to an a-historical, common core of 

humanity—some set of essential features (freedom, rationality, pleasure-seeking, 

etc.) capable of defining human beings.  

 Michel Foucault was perhaps the most effective and relentless critic of the 

idea that human beings have some hidden essence or core of humanity which, once 

discovered or revealed, enables us to achieve autonomy and freedom. His major 

contribution along these lines was to argue that ―man‖ is actually a discursive 

construction of the human sciences, whose systems of knowledge have led to 

institutionalized systems of power and administration over human life in areas such 

as madness, disease, crime, and sexuality. ―Humanity does not gradually progress 

from combat to combat until it arrives at universal reciprocity, where the law finally 

replaces warfare,‖ he wrote in 1977, ―humanity installs each of its violences in a 

system of rules and this proceeds from domination to domination.‖11 

 Foucault understood freedom not as the liberation of some repressed or 

undiscovered human essence but instead as an attitude of permanent skepticism 

and suspension of judgment that opens up new possibilities for thought and action. 

But as Richard Bernstein shows in The New Constellation (1982), Foucault‘s refusal 

to offer any normative grounds or affirmative standards for making critical judgments 

is a serious flaw in his ethics.12  

 Foucault‘s life-long anti-humanism is linked, we think, to the assumption that 

―every humanism remains metaphysical,‖ which he and other French postmodernists 

inherited from Heidegger‘s ―Letter on Humanism‖ (1947).13 Even in his later work, 
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when Foucault acknowledged positive aspects of Enlightenment reason and turned 

to issues of ethics and self in Greco-Roman culture, he never looked carefully at the 

rich and diverse history of the humanist tradition, which certainly does not support 

the assumption that every humanism is predicated on a metaphysical doctrine of 

humankind. Foucault continued to view all social norms and cultural traditions—

including humanism—as impositions on a free self. He never seriously examined the 

view that historically constructed social and cultural ideals of ―man‖ are inescapable 

and necessary for self-development.  Hence Foucault—and countless other 

postmodernists who uncritically followed this line of critique—threw the humanist 

baby out with the metaphysical bathwater.14  

 There is a sad irony here, since, as Tom Rockmore shows in his important 

Heidegger and French Philosophy(1995), the demise of humanism actually grew 

from an effort to save it. Shortly after World War II, Martin Heidegger received a 

letter from a French disciple named Jean Beaufret who asked, among other things, 

how was it possible to give new meaning to humanism. At that time, Heidegger was 

living in the French military occupation zone in Freiberg, where he was being 

investigated for Nazi collaboration during his rectorship at the University of 

Freiburg.15 Heidegger‘s response to Beaufret was revised and published in 1947 as 

―Uber den ‗Humanismus.‘ Brief an Jean Beaufret, Paris.‖ Heidegger‘s ―Letter on 

Humanism‖—aided by Beaufret‘s tireless efforts to promote his views among French 

philosophers—succeeded brilliantly in temporarily distracting attention from 

Heidegger‘s Nazism, countering Sartre‘s existentialist version of humanism 



 7 

published the preceding year, and establishing Heidegger as a dominant figure in 

postwar French philosophy.16 

 Whereas Sartre‘s Existentialism is a Humanism (1946)17 emphasized the 

priority of an engaged existence and the freedom of subjectivity over any concept of 

human essence, Heidegger rejected the tradition of subjectivity altogether. Western 

philosophy had pursued the question of truth by taking the relationship among 

beings as its starting point (the subject-object relationship). Because of its human 

starting point, Heidegger argued, Western philosophy was incapable of posing the 

most important question of all—the question of Being. Heidegger‘s ―Letter on 

Humanism‖ opportunistically called his own philosophy a postmetaphysical 

humanism, aimed at recalling humanity to its essence through listening, thinking, 

and belonging to Being.18  

 The power of Heidegger‘s critique, absorbed partly from Nietzsche and 

passed on to French postmodernism and, more recently, to Vattimo,19 lay in 

accusing Western philosophy of self-deception; it failed, he said, to acknowledge 

that human consciousness participates in constructing what it then understands as 

Truth. Nietzsche had previously called attention to this metaphysical blindspot, 

referring to metaphysical and religious truths as ―opinions,‖ despite their often 

widespread acceptance. And, according to Heidegger and Vattimo, Western 

philosophy‘s insistence on the importance of the ―subject‖ and the centrality of 

human beings compounds the deception. As Vattimo puts it, ―the human subject 

affirms its own centrality only by disguising itself in the imaginary appearance of a 

foundation.‖20 But Heidegger‘s ―Letter‖ and his take on humanism also contain a 
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blindspot; they ignore the humanist strain in philosophy from Vico to Kant to Grassi 

(and many others) which recognizes the role of human ingenium (Vico‘s term for the 

imagination) in grasping a priori truths that become the foundation for beliefs and 

moral principles.  

 Heidegger‘s ―Letter‖ lies at the root of much postmodern confusion about 

humanism. In taking the metaphysical element of the humanist tradition for the 

whole, Heidegger ignores the importance of rhetoric in humanist education, thought, 

and practice. In the same way that Martin Buber criticized Being and Time in 1938,21 

Rockmore has recently shown that Heidegger‘s postmetaphysical humanism 

amounts to an isolated, monological quest for thinking man‘s primordial relationship 

to Being.22 While the ―Letter‖ is superficially humanist (in its classical learning and 

idealization of a pre-Socratic Greek ethos, or dwelling place), it contains no interest 

in human plurality, no concern for real individuals who live and suffer, and no interest 

in the life of public action needed to evaluate and sustain a durable human world.23 

―Every valuing, even where it values positively, is subjectivizing,‖ he wrote in the 

―Letter.‖ ―It does not let beings: be.‖24  

 Heidegger reduced all forms of humanism to outcroppings of the 

philosophical tradition he so thoroughly criticized. But humanism is better 

understood as a contested tradition in which imagination and the arts of language 

(rhetoric) compete with (and complement) the search for rational conclusive 

knowledge (philosophy).25 Renaissance humanism (which emerged in 14th-century 

Italy and spread to other parts of Europe) was primarily an educational movement 

opposing the then-dominant scholastic curriculum of the medieval university, with its 
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emphasis on logic, natural philosophy, and metaphysics.26 Petrarch, Leonardo Bruni, 

and Lorenzo Valla, for example, laid special emphasis on rhetoric—the art of 

graceful, persuasive, and effective verbal communication, both orally and in writing. 

Based on the study, translation, and imitation of Roman orators (primarily Cicero and 

Quintillian), rhetoric aimed to help laymen make sense of and act in the ambiguous, 

practical world of law, commerce, and public life. Its goal was not to discover eternal 

truth but to develop an ―articulate, broadly effective personality adequate to any 

situation.27  

 From this humanist point of view, the medieval schoolmen overvalued 

abstract rationality as the defining characteristic of ―man.‖ Instead, humanists 

addressed real flesh-and-blood individuals, understood as unpredictable bundles of 

passion, intellect, and spirit. For this purpose, as Bouwsma puts it, ‖Rhetoric, 

rhetoric alone, seemed able to address man, every man, at the vital center of his 

being.‖28  

 Thomas Conley believes that, in light of the violence and uncertainty that 

characterized the Renaissance—its religious wars, political strife, and constantly 

changing explanations of the cosmos and its mechanics—rhetoric functioned as 

both an alternative to the use of force and a method for managing uncertainty. 

Rhetoric, he says, employs the very fact of uncertainty constructively ―by providing a 

mode of analysis and judgment suited to the resolution of problems.‖29 

 It is true that the humanism of the later Renaissance does include a 

speculative philosophical element (e.g., the work of Ficino) and tends toward the 

rationalist metaphysics so effectively criticized by Heidegger and postmodernism.30 It 
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is also true that humanism by the late 16th century was becoming a more formal 

classicism, in which the study of texts had become an end in itself rather than 

providing inspiration and consolation for the active life. Over the centuries, the studia 

humanitatis (grammar, rhetoric, poetry, history, and ethics) evolved into specialized  

disciplines within European universities, and humanism evolved into educating the 

ruling classes of Europe and America in the perennial truths of the ancients.31  

Nevertheless, what Heidegger and anti-humanist postmodernists fail to grasp 

is the philosophical task that early Renaissance humanism (and much of the 

rhetorical tradition before and after) assigns to the poetic word.32 Unlike 

metaphysical idealism, which presumes a pristine reality that exists beyond the 

phenomenal world, humanists like Bruni argued that things which exist in ―reality‖ 

can only be expressed through language. As Grassi puts it, ―only in and through the 

‗word‘ (verbum) does ‗thing‘ (res) reveal its meaning.‖33  

 Translating Greek texts into Latin or developing a refined understanding of 

the differences between ancient and Renaissance Latin led further to a radical 

awareness that words do not mean the same things in different contexts. Bruni and 

Valla therefore insisted on a historical interpretation of language, since they realized 

that the same words transmitted different and changing meanings depending on the 

speaker or writer‘s particular situation. If these sound like postmodern insights, we 

need to remember that they are premodern ideas, and we need to ask why even 

contemporary American pragmatists like Richard Rorty and Bernstein, or 

postmodernists like Lyotard and Vattimo have not engaged this dimension of 

humanist tradition. 
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 One reason lies in the historical amnesia induced by modern philosophy. As 

Stephen Toulmin argued in Cosmopolis (1990), the triumph of modern philosophy in 

the 17th century—valorizing the written, the universal, the abstract, and the 

timeless—has been so complete that until recently,  few people have even 

understood  that rhetoric was considered a legitimate approach to knowledge for a 

thousand years.  ―After the 1630s,‖ writes Toulmin, ―the tradition of Modern 

Philosophy in Western Europe concentrated on formal analysis of chains of written 

statements, rather than on the circumstantial merits and defects of persuasive 

utterances. Within that tradition, formal logic was in, rhetoric was out.‖34  

 Even today, ―rhetoric‖ is still commonly used as a term of contempt, to refer to 

emotionally persuasive language that lacks logical rigor. It is associated with 

disciplines thought to lack substance: composition, communication, public speaking. 

On the other hand, the recovery of rhetoric is emerging as one of the joys or 

consolations (depending on one‘s perspective) arising from the ruined dream of 

universal reason. Thomas Farrell, for example, urges us to look to Aristotle for a 

model of rhetoric capable of reinvigorating public communication and deliberation.35  

Aristotle considered rhetoric  a legitimate cognitive path (distinguished from analytic 

and dialectic modes of reasoning), a way of making ongoing sense of appearances 

by expressing them as proposed themes and arguments inviting decision, judgment, 

and action.  This tradition of  deliberative rhetoric, then, does not aim at definitive, 

placeless, timeless knowledge but at contingent, normative understanding 

necessary for good decision-making in particular circumstances.  
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Future Humanisms 

 Once we grasp the ―postmodern‖ insight inherent in rhetoric, the critique of 

humanism as naively anthropocentric loses much of its force. We can understand, 

for example, that Protagoras‘ famous dictum—―man is the measure of all things‖—

implies not that a unified humankind is capable of objective knowledge but rather the 

opposite—that individuals are limited by their experience yet entitled to measure 

their own experience.36 Postmodernism, then, has reiterated what the little-known 

rhetorical tradition already understood—all efforts to find an Archimedean point or a 

God‘s eye view from which to observe ourselves are vain attempts, as Hanna Arendt 

put it, to ―jump over our own shadows.‖37  

 We agree that humanism is no longer intellectually viable as an ―ism‖ in the 

modern philosophical and political sense. That is, there can be no single, unified 

theory of human being or human nature that requires our allegiance because it is 

universally true. But this does not mean there can be no humanisms after 

postmodernism. Acknowledging that all truths are ―man-made‖ does not require that 

we disdain them for being ―merely‖ human and strive to recover the false idol of 

Being. The alternative to standing outside the hermeneutic circle or transcending 

merely human consciousness is to strive to enlarge both. We need to overcome the 

moral and political paralysis induced by the stance of permanent skepticism toward 

all ideals and by the assumption that race, gender, ethnicity, religion, or nationality 

creates incommensurable worlds of difference.   

 As we see it,  the humanist task today is not to find our way back to a 

forgotten Greek origin (the way of Heidegger and Arendt), or to preserve the values 
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of heroic Western civilization (the way of Bloom and Bennett), or to recover timeless 

truths from the corrosion of historical contingency (Arnold, Eliot, and Kermode). 

Rather, the goals are: (1) to recover our bearings through a critical interrogation of 

the humanist past (the way of Gadamer), (2) to build on this tradition through 

education and scholarship aimed at expanding human consciousness through 

continuous dialogical engagement with plurality and alterity (Buber, Bahktin, and 

Habermas), and (3) to publicly address real human problems (Dewey) by personal 

engagement in various scholarly, educational, professional, and political practices.  

 One way to begin is by replacing the currently fashionable discourse of the 

incommensurability of ―Other‖ (which implies that we live in a world of moral 

strangers) with Hannah Arendt‘s notion of ―plurality‖ as an essential characteristic of 

public action and personal development. ―We are all the same, that is, human‖ wrote 

Arendt in The Human Condition, ―in such a way that nobody is ever the same as 

anyone else who ever lived, lives, or will live.‖38 The same-ness in difference 

inherent in human plurality calls on us to embrace forms of multiculturalism which 

emphasize cosmopolitan tolerance rather than ethnic singularity.39  

 Human beings who are morally equal and distinct cannot be adequately 

understood through the monologic, disembodied, decontextualized rationality of 

empirical modern philosophy and science. But the critique of rationalism need not 

lead to relativism or thoughtless pluralism. Instead, we need a rationality that is 

engaged, dialogic, fallible, and open-ended.40 Summarizing Gadamer‘s approach to 

the human sciences, Bernstein has aptly captured this kind of dialogical rationality. 

The basic condition for all understanding requires one to test and risk one‘s 
basic convictions and prejudgements in and through an encounter with what 
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is radically ‗other‘ and alien. To do this requires imagination and hermen-
eutical sensitivity. . . . . Critical engaged dialogue requires opening of oneself 
to the full power of what the ―other‖ is saying. Such an opening does not entail 
agreement but rather the to-and-fro play of dialogue.41 
 

 If there can be no innocent humanisms today—that is, if all doctrines of 

humankind are historically contingent and rhetorically constructed—then we should 

refrain from all announcements or proclamations on behalf of a universal humanist 

world view. At the same time, we should encourage critical and constructive 

dialogue with a richly misunderstood and contested tradition of inquiry, education, 

and practice regarding two key questions: What does it mean to be human? And 

how do we promote human flourishing? If we understand that all answers to these 

questions will be fallible, revisable, dialogic, and incomplete, then we can move 

beyond the contempt Althusser and Foucault expressed for ―prescientific‖ 

philosophical anthropologies.  

 Several straws in the wind are suggestive of new possibilities. Perhaps 

Rockmore‘s call (at the end of Heidegger and French Philosophy) for a renewed 

anthropological conception of humanism will be answered by postmodern 

philosophers and anthropologists. Perhaps Jeffrey Isaac‘s cogent reflections on 

humanism and politics in Arendt, Camus, and Modern Politics will stimulate renewed 

engagement of the political theorists and activists.42 Perhaps Bernstein (or others) 

will continue to develop a philosophical orientation he briefly called ―nonfoundational 

pragmatic humanism.‖43 And, though he would abjure the term ―rhetoric,‖ Jurgen 

Habermas‘s discourse ethics proposes argumentation and consensus as a means 

for moral problem solving.44 As the flip side of pragmatic claims that scientific 

matters of fact are, in fact, value-laden and established by broad consensus among 
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those in any given field field of inquiry, Habermas insists that matters of value such 

as moral norms can gain cognitive validity by the same procedure of consensus. The 

validity of moral norms can be tested by subjecting them to discourse and argument. 

Those norms are valid which gain universal consensus among all those affected by 

them. The procedure works, Habermas says, because the presuppositions that 

make communication possible constitute a common core of morality for all who use 

language. The argumentation must be carried out under conditions which ensure 

that no speaker is excluded and that each has an equal right to make claims and 

criticize others‘ claims. Some charge that Habermas‘s communicative ethics fails 

just when needed most, when the intersubjective agreement that Habermas counts 

on—his common core of morality—is endangered.45 But like humanism, discourse 

ethics is a practical ideal. That universal consensus may not always be reached 

does not disqualify the argumentation procedure and its goal of consensus as an 

approach to discovery of moral knowledge.  

 In The Idea of Justice and the Problem of Argument (1963 check first edition) 

Chaim Perelman recognized the need to reunify humanism‘s complementary strains 

of philosophy and rhetoric at mid-century when his investigation into the basic ethical 

concept of justice from within a logical empiricist framework reached an impasse. 

Although succeeding ―in getting at the formal kernel of justice  defined as equal 

treatment of essentially similar cases,‖ Perelman soon came to see that ―every 

application of the rule of justice presupposed previously admitted values.‖46 Given 

the kernel of justice -- individuals in like categories should receive like treatment -- 

Perelman faced the problem of deciding which criteria are morally relevant for 
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categorizing individuals as ―like.‖ Moral relevancy is determined not by logic but by 

values and the meaning certain actions have in a culture or society. Perelman 

concluded that, whether we recognize it or not, rhetoric plays a crucial role in 

deliberation whenever philosophy considers moral and other value–dependent 

matters using logical reasoning that goes beyond analysis and strict, formal 

induction from experience.  

 Others have joined Perelman in calling for the recuperation of rhetoric and 

humanism-based philosophy in a time characterized by competing systems of 

rationality, justice, and morality. Toulmin and Proctor, both cited above, point out that 

western civilization has been at a juncture like ours before.47 Toulmin believes, 

moreover, that a return to humanism represents a wiser (though not necessarily a 

more comfortable) course than seeking safety in formal systems—the course taken 

by the rational philosophers of the 17th century when, as now, society appeared to 

be falling apart at the seams, torn in different directions by religious, political, and 

ethnic strife.  

 Thinkers in the ―new rhetoric‖ or rhetorical philosophy camp call attention to 

aspects of current philosophical and scientific thinking that mirror the pre-modern 

conditions of humanism‘s flourishing. Now, as before Descartes, the observer is no 

longer separate from the observed as an independent subject confronting a discrete 

object. Particle physics has taught that lesson. Skepticism is again rampant, 

infecting science and reason now as well as religion. Unitary systems of explanation 

are discredited. We have discovered the limits of both scientific rationalism and 

Lockean individualism. Human beings are not individual, self-made, unconnected 



 17 

moral agents. According to philosopher Charles Taylor, one‘s full identity, or self, is a 

complex ontological accretion, formed in response to external value frameworks that 

provide the self with a place to stand in ―moral space.‖ ―The full definition of 

someone‘s identity,‖ he contends, ―usually involves not only his stand on moral and 

spiritual matters but also some reference to a defining community.‖48  

 

The Medical Humanities  

 In our view, intellectually and culturally viable humanist movements of 

education, thought, and practice will have to be more fully informed about the history 

of humanism than either its contemporary advocates or its critics. The fields of 

bioethics and medical humanities, for example, are ripe for recovering a historical 

understanding of the humanist tradition and discovering how humanist thought can 

nourish their own self-understanding and practice. Practitioners in these fields have 

discovered already that the logical, philosophical side of humanism cannot, on its 

own, supply answers for the troubling questions medicine and biotechnology 

continue to raise. But embedded in the humanist tradition are vast reservoirs of 

historical responses to the eternal questions humans ask concerning the ultimate 

and unknowable conditions of life. Why are we here? How should we live? How can 

we best face illness, death? Can we go too far in striving to realize human potential? 

Is the quest for perfection immoral? Are any qualities essential to humanness? What 

do we make of human diversity, of the Other? In no human endeavor are these 

questions more prevalent and urgently pressed than in the fields of medicine and 

biotechnology.  
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As medical humanists ourselves, we suggest that the richer and fuller one‘s 

understanding of humanism‘s textures and complexities, the more one is inclined to 

appreciate moral arguments that differ from one‘s own, to believe in the capacity of 

one‘s fellow humans (and one‘s self) for moral growth, and to desire resolution of 

conflict through deliberation and consensus. At the very foundation of what would 

later become Renaissance humanism lies the Greek appreciation for the role of self-

knowledge in pursuit of the good life. As Martha Nussbaum suggests in explaining  

the power of Greek tragedy, self-knowledge confers practical wisdom, tolerance, and 

compassion that influence the way individuals so enriched judge other people and 

situations.49 Thus does humanism embrace pathos and ethos as well as logos as 

paths to moral knowledge.  

The field of medical humanities is ready, then, to become a clear and vibrant 

voice in spreading the word about the ―old-new‖ humanist approach to moral 

decision making. The medical humanities encompasses the studies that humanism 

comprises—moral philosophy, rhetoric, history, literature. But there is more. The 

concerns to which the field of medical humanities devotes attention ask big 

questions writ small. That is, they ask, not only ―How should we die?‖ but ―How does 

this one particular person want to die?‖ They seek not a philosophical answer, a 

truth, good for all time, but a best judgment in this particular case. What are the 

existential dimensions of this person‘s life? How is she different? Because it focuses 

on the particular and the here-and-now, medical humanities can strive more easily 

for consensus from the ―universe of all those affected by the decision.‖ Our desire 

and hope, of course, are that humanist deliberation become the means for broader 
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decision making at the wider social and political levels. But one-by-one sets an 

effective example. 

The need for progress on a wider level is evident. Seemingly intractable and 

passionately contested medical issues cry out for humanism‘s practical wisdom, 

tolerance, and compassion. Thinkers on both sides of the abortion debate, to take 

an obvious example, have acknowledged that theoretical reasoning gets them 

nowhere. No amount of embryological study or metaphysical analysis will definitively 

establish the moral status of early human life, that is, when a conceptus or embryo 

deserves the full protection of the law and full respect accorded persons. The more 

recent national debate concerning use of embryonic stem cells forces the same 

question. Alta Charo, a member of both the National Institutes of Health‘s Human 

Embryo Research Panel and the National Bioethics Advisory Commission appointed 

by President Clinton, commented about the Panel‘s work that members‘ logical 

arguments are only rationalization for gut feelings or religious viewpoints.‖50 

Discouraged and pessimistic about the moral reasoning process, Charo prefers to 

trust the procedural ―content-less‖ approach advanced most notably by philosopher 

and bioethicist H. Tristram Engelhardt, Jr.51 Proceduralists believe negotiators who 

find themselves in the minority must abide by the majority decision because they 

have accepted the formal majority-vote procedure as a valid means for resolving 

conflict. While proceduralism serves well as a democratic institution for electing 

officials, we think it falls short when such positive values as welfare and beneficence 

come in for consideration as they do in bioethics.  
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 A ―just‖ resolution to the abortion and stem cell debates seems to demand 

entail, as Perelman discovered in his attempt to apply the kernel principle of justice, 

that we establish morally relevant criteria for deciding whether an embryo is to be 

accorded the treatment, protection, and respect accorded to individuals in the 

category ―person.‖ And, as both Perelman and Charo discovered, determinations of 

that sort cannot be made solely on the basis of science or through the use of logical 

empirical philosophy. What panel members and other deliberators can do is attempt 

to appreciate how parties to the debate value the embryo, its successful maturing 

into a living child, or its destruction. They must attempt to understand the status we 

confer on the embryo and the meaning we assign to that symbolic, conferred status, 

individually and as a society.  

 In the abortion debate, we have achieved consensus by representatives from 

all viewpoints that threatening and harming those who work in abortion clinics is a 

moral wrong. We have validated that moral norm through universal consensus. In 

the case of embryonic stem cell research, we have agreed that tax dollars will not 

fund the destruction of embryos for the purpose of retrieving their stem cells. This is 

not 100 percent satisfactory to either of the main parties to the debate. Yet it 

respects those opposed to using and harming embryos by allowing them to abstain 

from financially supporting a practice they deem immoral. They will continue to argue 

for non-use of embryonic stem cells in research on moral and ethical grounds. And 

those who wish to use embryonic stem cells—even to create embryos for the sole 

purpose of retrieving their stem cells—will argue in return that we do not devalue 

persons by so doing. And small agreements will be wrested from the discourse.  
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 A rhetorically informed humanism recognizes that human beings cannot—and 

should not attempt to—banish closely held values such as those that inform 

positions on abortion and embryonic stem cell research from their decision-making. 

Rather, we should subject these various values to the heat and light of public 

discourse, constrained by principles of logical argumentation and bound by traditions 

of civility and decorum. Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson, urging a public 

philosophy of mutual respect, express it thus: ―Citizens put their moral beliefs to the 

test of public deliberation and strengthen their convictions or change their minds in 

response to arguments in which they engage under conditions governed by the 

principles of accommodation.52  

  

Conclusion 

 Recovering rhetoric as a primary element of humanism and of the medical 

humanities brings us back to the ancient Greek injunction, ―Know Thyself.‖  It 

reminds us that  we humans are mortal and must recognize the limits of our 

knowledge and power.   It also brings us back to  the root meaning of humanitas—

human feeling—and to the elusive blend of feeling, knowledge, and compassionate 

action in this ancient Roman educational ideal .   Humanitas begins with 

understanding one‘s own humanity – our vulnerability, our failures, our feelings, our  

responses to suffering,  our  reactions to injustice or cruelty.53  The studia 

humanitatis (understood in the Renaissance as a cycle of grammar, rhetoric, history, 

poetry, and ethics) is the study of ourselves and each other. At its best, humanist 

education is infused with a vital awareness that we are mortal creatures who live in 
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time, that we are both unique and related, and that we have the potential to expand 

our individual selves as well as the responsibility to help shape a common future for 

those who come after us.  

 We need not be defensive or intimidated when confronted by overblown, 

postmodern proclamations of the ―end of philosophy,‖ ―the end of humanism,‖ or the 

―death of the subject.‖ Instead we need to remember that ―philosophy,‖ ―humanism,‖ 

and ―the subject‖ are always embedded in the vicissitudes of historical change. 

Every ending implies a beginning; the only thing (as humanists since antiquity have 

known) that is really certain—that each one of us is finite and mortal—is always 

available as the terrifying yet reassuring human ground on which to begin again in 

compassion.  

 

Thomas R. Cole, Ph.D. and Faith L. Lagay, Ph.D. 
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