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SHORT ANSWERS TO FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT ETHICAL 

CULTURE/HUMANIST 

 

1. What is the most important idea for an Ethical Humanist? 

It is to love life.  

 

2. Is that the whole thing? 

There are other things that flow from this one idea.  

 

3. Such as? 

Life is to be enjoyed; the life of others should be respected and valued. It 

also means that life is to be lived as fully as you are able.  

 

3. What does an Ethical Humanist believe about people?  

We believe in the worth of all human beings. This means that nothing is 

more important than a single person. Within each person is a spark of 

possibilities. Some people may be bad by nature, but this is very rare. Mostly 

people learn to be good or bad. 

 

4. What does this mean about how I should behave? 

It means that everyone should be treated with respect. People should not 

be ridiculed or mistreated. No one should be humiliated. It means that everyone 

should be treated kindly and fairly.  

 

5. What else do you believe? 

It is the responsibility of each person to treat others in such a way to 

bring forth the spark of possibilities.  

 

6. So what is the most important thing for an Ethical Humanist?  
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The most important thing for us is that we want all people to have a good 

life and that we live our own lives in such a way that we help them achieve it. 

 

7. What is the point of all this? 

To allow human beings to flourish.  

 

8. What about those who are limited? 

Everyone has limitations. We should attempt to do the best with what we 

have. It is also to be compassionate towards those who have little and help them 

as best we can. 

 

9. There are bad people in the world. Do they also have worth? 

We believe that most people who act that way do so because of how they 

were raised or the circumstances of their lives. Some people make bad choices 

and do bad things. Even so, these people must be treated as human beings, not 

like animals. 

All people deserve to be treated as people. This is the basic ethical rule. 

 

10. Are there other important ideas for Ethical Humanists? 

Another is that every person is different. This means that everyone is 

unique. There was never another person is just like you and there never will be 

another person exactly like you. 

 

11. If every person is different, what does this mean about how I should 

act? 

First, it means that you shouldn’t try to make other people into what you 

want them to be. They have the right to be themselves.  

Second, it means that you are an individual with your own wants and 

desires. Try to find out what those really are. 
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12. Does this mean that I should do whatever I want? 

No. While we are all individuals, we also live with other people. We have to 

get along with one another or no one will be happy.  

When people treat other people with respect, then they can become more 

themselves. So we cannot be ourselves if don’t treat others fairly and 

respectfully.  

 

13. Why should I care about others? 

Caring is what helps make us humans. It adds to the goodness of life. It 

makes life better for others and when life is better for others it is better for 

everyone. 

No one lives alone. We are connected to other people. The sum of these 

connections, plus the choices we make, creates the person that we are.  

 

14. What does it mean to care for someone? 

It means that the wants and interests of other people matter to you. It is 

paying attention to others and being concerned about them. It is looking after 

someone. 

 

15. What are the most important values of Ethical Humanism? 

The four key values are compassion, thoughtfulness, equanimity and 

social justice. 

Compassion is putting yourself in another’s place and imagining what it 

feels like to be that person.  

Thoughtfulness means being full of thought. There are two parts to this. 

One is thinking for oneself. The other is thinking about other people. 
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Equanimity is the way we react to the world around us. It is to be steady 

and steadfast. It is to feel balanced and centered. It is to be assured and 

modest. It is to feel at home in the world.  

Social justice means treating people fairly. It also means doing something 

to make the world a place where everyone is treated fairly.  

 

16. Is there a difference between Ethical Culture and Ethical Humanism? 

Ethical Culture is also known as Ethical Humanism. There is no difference 

between them except for the name.  

 

17. Why is it called by two different names? 

The first societies, founded in the late 1800’s, were called Ethical Culture. 

About a hundred years later, some Societies decided to change the name to 

Ethical Humanist. 

 

18. Why did they decide to change the name? 

Many people use the word culture to mean music and dance, so they 

thought that an Ethical Culture Society had something to do with the arts. So 

some societies thought that people would better understand the term Ethical 

Humanism. 

 

19. Why did the founders choose the name Ethical Culture? 

The name was chosen because ethics is something to be cultivated, the 

way we say that we cultivate a field to grow food. To grow corn, say, you need 

good soil, sunshine and rain. So ethics needs right human relations. This is 

rational thought, compassion and self-respect. 

 

20. You mean ethics isn’t always the same? 



 5 

Ethics isn’t like a rock, something that is unchanging. It is more like 

something alive like a flower, changing all the time.  

 

21. Then what do we mean by ethics?  

Ethics is concerned with living a good life. When a person lives 

responsibly, we say the person is an ethical person.    

 

22. What do you mean by humanism? 

Humanism is a philosophy that puts human welfare at the center. When a 

person cares about what happens to others, we say the person is a humanist. 

 

23. Can you say what it means to be an Ethical Humanism? 

It is to live a good life by being responsible. 

 

24. What does it mean to be responsible? 

It means that you care about other people and that you treat them the 

same way you want them to treat you. 

 

25. When was the first Ethical Society founded? 

Felix Adler began the first Society for Ethical Culture in New York in 1876. 

However, this wasn’t the beginning of ethics or humanism. Some people have 

always been concerned with living a good life, acting responsibly and caring 

about what happens to people, This idea can be found in all religions and in many 

philosophies that aren‘t part of religions.  

 

26. Then why start an Ethical Society? 

While the roots of Ethical Humanism are ancient and worldwide, people 

weren’t organized into a single group that took ethics as its basic idea.  An 

Ethical Society is a community that puts ethical concerns at the center. 
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27. Is Ethical Culture it a religion? 

To most people, religion means faith and a belief in God. Our faith is in the 

possibilities of making a better world. We believe that the world can be made 

into a better place for all people by each person living the best life they can and 

by people working together to create a better world for everyone. 

 

28. Is there another way to think about religion? 

Yes. Religion can also mean the qualities of a person. It means putting 

one’s values into action.  

 

29. Is that all about religion? 

No. There is something else. Religion is also a feeling of being grateful. It 

is a sense of thanksgiving. 

  

30. Some people talk about religion as being spiritual. What does it mean 

to be spiritual? 

It is to feel tied to other people and to nature. It means feeling humble 

and wanting the best for everyone. It means caring about the future.  

 

32. Does this mean that we don’t believe in God? 

Some believe that God was the Creator of the universe and everything in 

it. Others believe that God is a force for good found in the universe. No one 

knows this for sure and some think this is just how nature works.  

So some members believe in God as the creator of the universe; others 

don’t believe that God was the creator, while others don’t know or aren’t sure. 

 

33. Does believing in God make me a better person? 
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There are people who believe that being a good person means doing what 

God wants. For Ethical Humanists, being good means making the world a good 

place for all people. 

Believing in God is your own choice, based on your own thoughts about 

such things. But whether you believe in God or not, people must be responsible 

for their own behavior.  

 

34. How do I know what it is to be responsible? 

Some things are right even if don’t like them. And some things that we 

like aren’t right. Right and wrong are those things that make life better or worse 

for people. 

 

35. What do people need in order to have a good life? 

Everyone needs need two things — rational thought and freedom. 

 

36. Why do you need to be rational? 

You will be faced with choices and no one can think for you. You must 

think for yourself. And you can’t blame others for the choices you make.  

 

37. What do you mean by being free? 

It is to make choices and being responsible for what you do. 

 

38. Can I do anything I want? 

Not if you want to be happy. We can only truly be happy when we live 

well with others.  

 

39. How do I become happy? 
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By acting justly towards other people and treating all creatures kindly. 

Relations that are kind and just bring about happiness. That which encourages 

cooperation is just, that which destroys the basis of cooperation is unjust. 

Justice allows everyone to flourish creatively. 

 

40. What do you mean by acting justly? 

There are two kinds of acts that bring happiness to others: those that 

don’t harm them and those that bring them some good. It means giving people 

what they deserve. 

  

41. Is there anything more to being happy? 

Yes, it is living with integrity.  

 

42, What do you mean by integrity? 

When what you believe and what you do are the same or very nearly the 

same, then you have integrity. But when you are divided — saying one thing but 

doing another — you don’t have integrity. Abraham Lincoln once said about a 

nation “a house divided against itself cannot stand.” The same is true with a 

person. A divided person cannot be a happy person.  

Remember, the opposite of integration is disintegration. We say that 

when something falls apart, it disintegrates. A person without integrity doesn’t 

do well, as they are like strangers to themselves. 

 

43. What is the main thing that stands in the way of achieving a good 

life? 

It is mainly being egotistical. It is thinking that you are more important 

than other people. 

 

44. Does this mean that pleasure and desire are bad? 
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Pleasure is good but selfish pleasure takes you away from people and 

therefore away from your own happiness. Some desires aren’t really good for us. 

We may want them because they make us feel good right away, but later we 

realize that it really wasn’t good for us. We know this when we eat too much of 

something we like.  

There are also some desires that hold us back instead of making us free. 

We are no longer free but are enslaved to the desire itself. This happens to some 

people with drugs or alcohol. It can also happen with other things. When we are 

bonded to desire this way, we become distant and even isolated from other 

people. This leads to loneliness and unhappiness.  

 

45. Why are family are friends important to our happiness? 

First, good family and friends are sources of love. Being loved feels goods. 

When we are loved, we love other people. 

 

46. What does it mean to love others? 

It is wanting to bring happiness to other people. When you love someone, 

you bring joy to him or her. 

 

47. Why else are family and friends important? 

From them we also learn how to be compassionate and just.  

 

48. So a friend is also a teacher? 

Yes, in a way. A good friend like someone who holds up a mirror before 

you and tells you to take a good look at yourself.  

 

49. Why do I need a friend to see myself? 
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People are good at fooling themselves. Mostly we want to think of 

ourselves in the best way. A friend doesn’t let us get away with this. A friend 

challenges us to be our best.  

The world is better by your efforts to be and do good, even if you can’t 

see the results for yourself. 

 

50.  Can I be happy and not care about other people? 

There are different kinds of happiness, just as there are different kinds of 

sleep. One can have a restless sleep or one can sleep soundly. Both are sleep. 

Just the same, you can be happy and be thoughtless or you can be happy are 

care about others. The first kind of happiness is like the restless sleep. You 

aren’t really happy, just as after a restless sleep you don’t feel refreshed.  

 

51. I hear people in other religions talk about the sacred. Do we believe in 

the sacred? 

The sacred is measured by how we treat the world in which we live. When 

you treat people and nature with great respect, that is sacred. 

 

52. Other people talk about praying. Do we pray? 

Some religions are praying religions. We are not. We are each responsible 

for what we do. There is nothing outside our efforts that will make things better 

for us.     

  

53. What is the most important spiritual value?  

It is being grateful for being alive. When we are grateful, we understand 

that human life is sacred. Since other people have given us life and help to keep 

us alive, the gratitude we feel is directed at other people. This means that we 

respect them and treat them compassionately and fairly. 
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54. Is it only people who are sacred? 

We also know that the earth sustains us. From it we get our food and 

water and our fresh air to breathe. So we also celebrate nature. 

 

55. What does this mean for me? 

It means that we are loyal to our family and friends. They are important to 

us and we try to make their lives as good as we can. But we also are concerned 

about other people. Because we are tied to other people, there are things that 

we must do for them and things we must not do to them.  

 

56. Why do we get together in an Ethical Society? 

By getting together in an Ethical Society, we provide friendship and 

support to each other. We provide moral education. We celebrate life. We 

welcome infants into the world. We marry people when they want to share their 

lives. We share our sadness when a person dies.  

 

57. What do I owe to myself? 

You have a duty to try to keep yourself healthy. This means eating 

properly, bathing, and otherwise taking care of yourself. You have a duty to try 

to make life healthy for other people. This means making sure people have 

enough to eat and that they can keep themselves clean.  

 

58. Why do I need family and friends? 

People do best in close, loving relationships. We need good family and 

friends to provide us with proper companionship. 

 

59. What are the responsibilities of parents? 

Parents are the first and most important teachers of children. Every 

parent has a duty to make sure that his or her child learns what it means to be 
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compassionate and thoughtful. But education is also for adults. Every person 

needs to always understand better what it means to help others achieve their 

best selves. 

 

60. Why live with other people? 

You need other people in order to live the life of a person. Other animals 

can live by themselves, but not people. So our communities are important. With 

other people, each treating all others with respect, we become the best people 

we can be. We are members of communities and we have duties to one another.  

You must protect and try to make better the community. 

 

61. What is my responsibility to the environment? 

We cannot live without the earth. Without flowers to smell and stars to 

see and birds to hear, we would be poorer. Without good food to eat, we would 

not be healthy. So we need the earth for beauty and for health. So you have a 

duty to protect and keep the earth healthy. 

It also means that you must not cause undue pain and injury to animals.  

 

62, Is there anything that all ethical philosophies agree upon? 

There are three features of all ethics, whether secular or religious are: 

that whatever is right and good applies to everyone; that we be just and fair; 

that it be benevolent and compassionate. 

 

63, Why is love important? 

When we are loved, we feel good about ourselves. 

When we feel good about ourselves, we become better people. 

When we are better people, we are able to help others become better 

people. 
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64. Why is reason important? 

When something isn’t rightly understood, it often leads to unhappiness. 

Believing in anything without giving it careful thought often causes serious 

problems. 

When we reason right, we understand the world better. 

When we understand the world better, we are able to make better 

choices. 

  

65. Why is peace important? 

In a peaceful world, people feel secure. 

When people feel secure, they can feel happy. 

And when people feel happy, they are able to love the world around them. 

 

 


