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The Development of Humanism

The term humanism is most often used to describe the predominant social philosophy and
intellectual and literary currents of the period from 1400 to 1650. The leading intellectual trait
of the era was the revival of Greek and Roman studies, basing every branch of learning on the
literature and culture of classical antiquity. Another humanist trend which cannot be ignored
was the rebirth of individualism, which, developed by Greece and Rome to a remarkable degree,
had been suppressed by the rise of a caste system in the later Roman Empire, by the Church and
by feudalism in the Middle Ages. The Church asserted that rampant individualism was identical
with arrogance, rebellion, and sin. Medieval Christianity restricted individual expression,
fostered self-abnegation and self-annihilation, and demanded implicit faith and unquestioning
obedience. Furthermore, the Church officially ignored man and nature.

Historians are pretty much agreed on the fundamental point that the humanist mentality
stood at a point midway between medieval supernaturalism and the modern scientific and
critical attitude. The man of the Renaissance lived, as it were, between two worlds. The world
of the medieval Christian matrix, in which the significance of every phenomenon was ultimately
determined through uniform points of view, no longer existed for him. On the other hand, he
had not yet found in a system of scientific concepts and social principles stability and security for
his life. In other words, Renaissance man may indeed have found himself suspended between
faith and reason.

The dominating element in the finest classical culture, however, was aesthetic rather than
supernatural or scientific. In the later Middle Ages, therefore, urban intellectuals were well
on the road to the recovery of an aesthetic and secular view of life even before the full tide of
the classical revival was felt. It was only natural that pagan literature, with its emotional and

intellectual affinity to the new world view, should accelerate the existing drift toward secularism
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