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			Introduction

			We are living in an age of asynchrony. While technologically we are firmly in the 21st century, our world-views still owe much to archaic myths and legends that are thousands of years old. This combination of advanced technical competence and highly naïve child-like beliefs could have disastrous consequences in the long run. We are behaving like five-year olds who have been given responsibility for a jumbo jet.

			One of the most pressing problems of our time lies in religious fundamentalists of all stripes casually making use of the fruits of The Enlightenment (freedom of speech, constitutionality, science, technology) in order to prevent its principles being applied to the domain of their own belief. In return, the “fundamentalist with other means”, George W. Bush, led the world into a devastating “crusade” against “terror” and the “axis of evil”, making use of a technology that would never have been developed if scientists had contented themselves with the American President’s child-like faith in the Bible’s account of creation.1

			In the face of the dangers arising from the renaissance of unenlightened thinking in a technologically highly developed era, it is a matter of intellectual integrity to speak out clearly – especially where religion is concerned. It cannot be denied: to develop today a logically consistent (i.e., contradiction-free), ethically workable view of humanity and the world, and one that is in agreement with empirical knowledge (i.e., corresponds to our systematic experiential knowledge), the results of scientific research must be taken into account. Traditional religions, which until now have shaped human self-conception, can no longer achieve this task. They have not only been sufficiently disproved in theory, but have also been found in practice to be poor advisors for humanity, as demonstrated by Islamic fundamentalism2 or Christianity’s “criminal history”.3

			The present “Manifesto of Evolutionary Humanism” was commissioned by the Giordano Bruno Foundation.4 It will attempt to formulate the basic positions of a “contemporary enlightenment” appropriate to the modern world. The publication of the manifesto serves the intention of supporting those who already feel committed to a mainstream culture of humanism and enlightenment, as well as the hope that some of the arguments presented here may yet reach those who, even today, are of the opinion that they have to take their “wisdom” from archaic myths.

			

		

	
		
			

			Fundamental Dethronement

			Why science is seen as a nuisance despite its successes 

			“Science” – there is scarcely a word that is as closely associated with the promise of progress in modern times as this one. Ever since the Age of Enlightenment in the 17th and 18th centuries, science has been regarded as the silver bullet for improving our standard of living, for liberating us from superstition and tradition, and for solving the great puzzles of the world. And the numerous successes of the scientific search for knowledge have always seemed to confirm this hope. Science has enabled those lucky enough to be able to use it to increase their material welfare as never before. It has broken the chains of tradition and solved many puzzles that our ancestors never even knew existed.

			It is thus not surprising that science nowadays is all but omnipresent – if only on account of the resultant technology (from solar-panels to smartphones). We meet science not only in universities, libraries and laboratories but also in the pub, at the gym, at the hairdresser’s, at the cinema; and football commentators bombard us with facts from sport medicine and statistical correlations. Even those attempting to bash science use scientifically polished arguments in their criticisms. Life without science has become unthinkable. Ulrich Beck is undeniably correct when he sums up: “We are […] damned to be scientific, even where the scientific is damned.”5

			Despite its ubiquity, it would be wrong, however, to describe science as the perfect success story, as its triumphal progress has always been accompanied by vigorous defensive reactions (e.g. Luddites). One need only recall the keen attacks that Darwin’s theory of evolution attracted from the very beginning. Even today, the theory is denied in large parts of the US, and in Germany we are witnessing an increase in religiously inspired attempts to oust the theory of evolution from school curricula and to integrate the biblical creation story as a serious explanatory model in biology classes (!).6

			The believers’ protest against the scientific instruction of their children is quite understandable, since nothing reveals the errors of outdated explanatory models more relentlessly than a scientific illumination of the actual facts. It cannot be ignored, however, that not only devout religious people (regardless of their origin!) have severe problems with the sobering perspectives of science, even the majority of the population who are indifferent to religious matters can have a hard time coming to terms with the fundamental dethronement of humankind that is inevitably associated with the progressive process of scientific demystification.

			Sigmund Freud already pointed out this issue several decades ago. Freud noted three fundamental blows that science had delivered to human self-infatuation, namely:7

			

			–	The Copernican dethronement that follows from the knowledge that the earth is not the centre of the universe;

			–	the Darwinian degradation resulting from the knowledge that humans are only a random product of natural selection and have to be classified as primates; and

			–	the psychological dethronement stemming from the understanding that we are steered by our unconscious minds, and thus not even “master of our own home”.8

			–	In the meantime Freud’s list of fundamental blows has been extended in some respects and made more precise.9 On today’s hit list of insults we will find (in addition to Freud’s), for example:

			–	The ethological degradation (humans are not only connected with the animal kingdom by descent, they also demonstrate this relatedness every day in their behaviour)10;

			–	the epistemological comedown (we have to recognize that we – like all other animals – are equipped with a merely relative, restricted cognitive ability that does not deal with “reality as such” but with those aspects which, within our own ecological niche, have proved necessary for us to survive);11

			–	the socio-biological insult (all life is founded on self-interest, even the highest altruistic virtues can be reduced to “genetic-memetic selfishness”12);13

			–	the ecological humiliation (we are dependent on a biosphere whose structure is so complex that – as is painfully clear from the latest flood catastrophes around the world – we can neither understand nor control it);14

			–	the cultural relativistic or political-economical dethronement (our ideas, ideals, religions and art forms are by no means “eternally valid” or “outside of history” but depend to a large degree on the historical state of development of production technology, as well as on the ownership and balance of power in the society in which we live);15

			–	the cosmological-eschatological degradation (life is a temporally limited phenomenon in a universe heading for “death from freezing” or a similar eschatological fate);16

			–	the paleontological dethronement (humankind appeared only in the last minute of planetary time and will one day become extinct as all species that went before);17

			–	the evolutionary blow to our expectation of progress (neither biological nor cultural evolution follow linear trends towards the better, the more complex, or the more highly developed, but rather they meander, blind to progress, “along a zigzag path on the narrow ridge of life”;18 and finally

			–	the neurobiological dethronement (our so-called autonomous “ego” is a product of unconscious neuronal processes, “mind” is a product of “body”, “free will” – in the strictest sense! – is an illusion, religious “visions” can be attributed to hyperactivity in the temporal lobes, etc.).19

			

			In the course of scientific progress and particularly in recent decades, Homo sapiens, that supposed “pinnacle of creation”, has demystified itself: The knowledge we have obtained, and the fundamental revision that this brings to our images of ourselves and the world has, however, until now, only reached certain more or less exclusive circles. Most people still hold on to notions which, in view of the current state of research, look about as outlandish as the once widely accepted idea that the world is flat.

			It cannot be denied that, together with the demystification of humankind, the diverse man-made conceptions of God and the related metaphysical prospects of salvation have also become obsolete. It has to be clearly stated, even at the risk of shocking religiously sensitive people: None of the existing religions can be brought into harmony with the results of scientific research! Never before in the history of humankind has the irreconcilability of religious belief and scientific thinking been so obvious as it is now.

			In this respect, however, it should not be ignored that many a traditional humanistic concept has also come into conflict with this expanded knowledge of man and nature. Julian Huxley, who decisively shaped not only modern evolutionary theory but also the UNESCO as its first director-general,20 therefore proposed developing a new system of ideas to reconcile humanism with science. Huxley also gave this new system of ideas a suitable name: Evolutionary Humanism.21

		

	
		
			

			The Ape Within Us

			On the difficult passage from traditional 
to evolutionary humanism

			The concept of “humanism” applies to any school of thought that, first of all, is not based, either in theory or in practice, on the existence of imaginary gods or stories about salvation, but rather takes as its starting point actually existing human beings; and secondly, sets itself the goal of shaping living conditions so that a free personal and personality development is possible for all people (regardless of sex, origin, abilities, etc.).22 Originating from the conviction that freedom and equality are human values that must be universally upheld, the categorical imperative of humanism demands that we “overturn all conditions under which man is a debased, enslaved, forsaken, despicable being …”.23

			Evolutionary humanism also follows this central ethical goal. However, it distinguishes itself from its forerunners by productively assimilating numerous new scientific facts (including the inherent dethronements of humankind described in the previous section) and therefore starts from a fundamentally revised image of humans and the world.

			It is clear that any realistic picture of humans cannot ignore our biological origins. That these were ignored for so long was due to the attitude that accepting “the ape within” would lead us into the ethical cul-de-sac of cynicism. But this view is misleading, above all because, on closer examination, the “ape within” is not such a bad guy. Even though we must recognize that human history so far – due in part to our biological makeup – has, over long stretches, been a history of inhumanity, there are nonetheless good reasons for assuming that under favourable conditions humans can develop into unusually gentle, friendly and creative animals. If this is the case, then we face a major task: We have to identify the social, economic and ecological conditions under which the positive potential of Homo sapiens can best develop, and at last begin to promote such conditions seriously.

			The prerequisite for this is that we set aside our unwillingness to understand humans as natural beings with all the associated consequences, i.e. as a random product of biological evolution24. This means, among other things, recognizing that, despite the major significance of cultural factors, humankind, like all other species of life on the planet, is not able to transcend the laws of nature. In particular, the belief in a free floating “ratio” (“reason”), partially independent of bodily processes, then becomes unnecessary.25

			Whereas the Cartesian dualism of substance and spirit, or the divide between body and soul, used to be called upon to explain why natural causality was effective on a bodily level, but had no influence on the “human spirit”, evolutionary humanists affirm the empirically tested hypothesis that even the so-called “highest mental activities” cannot be separated from the structure and function of the biological organism. While René Descartes and his followers assumed that the “independently thinking ego” could to some degree determine what the body does, we know today that the “ego” is nothing more than an artefact of a brain that is conscious of the body. According to current knowledge, our intuitive conviction, so central to our self-conception, that we are autonomously acting subjects above natural causation, is nothing more than the result of clever self-deception by our organism. The “conscious ego” is produced and controlled by neuronal processes that cannot be experienced themselves.26

			As well as accepting the hypothesized separation of body and soul, the historical enlightenment movement furthermore tended to place rationality above emotionality. In the meantime, however, it has become accepted knowledge that our feelings and passions play a far larger role in cognitive decision-making processes than was previously thought. Studies have shown that people with disturbances in the emotional centres of the brain are not in a position to make rational decisions.27 On closer inspection, this is by no means surprising, since, in common with all other organisms, our inherent ability to distinguish between pleasant and unpleasant stimuli is the basis for every decision, and in fact for all ascription of meaning. Without it we would be nothing more than complicated machines that (similar to our computers) process information without being able to understand its relevance.

		

	
		
			

			“Bread for the World – But the Sausage Stays Here!”

			The anthropological foundations
of evolutionary-humanist ethics

			“Life” may be defined as a process of self-organization28 based on the principle of self-interest.29 All organisms living today on our blue planet owe their existence to their ancestors’ self-interested pursuit of advantages in the struggle for resources and genetic reproductive success. Evolutionary humanists freely admit that the proud members of the species Homo sapiens are no different in their basic aims from the common shrew. Just like the shrew, we, too, are born with the deeply anchored disposition to increase our own pleasure and minimize our own pain.

			This is not in contradiction to the fact that many people choose strategies in their lives that “objectively” turn out to be damaging or at least to reduce their pleasure. It would be incorrect to conclude from the “principle of self-interest” that people are “rational goal-oriented players” consistently aiming their thoughts and actions towards optimizing their own “objective welfare”. On the contrary, the historically well-documented human tendency towards the irrational has shown that self-interest can also be steered in the diametrically opposite direction. From a purely biological perspective, for example, it is inexplicable that believers – many of them decades before the natural end of their ability to reproduce! – blow themselves up to honour their “god”. If we wish to comprehend such acts we will have to extend the socio-biological understanding of the “principle of self-interest” to include cultural variables.

			Because self-interest, as the basic principle of life, is the source of all human sentiments and decisions, it would be senseless to consider it a “morally disreputable” rudiment of evolution that we should try to overcome. Instead we should be clever enough to incorporate it into our ethical concepts as the decisive impetus of life, since it alone makes social innovation possible. Ideas that are not compatible with human self-interest will never gain acceptance in society, however well reasoned or “honourable” they may appear to be.

			Self-interest also appears in non-human nature in a wide variety of forms – not only as the ruthless pursuit of an animal’s own interests at the cost of others (e.g. when a lion taking over a pride kills all the young animals in order to improve the distribution of his own genes – the lionesses in the pack become fertile again soon after the “murder” of their offspring…) but also in the form of “self-sacrificial” parental care – sometimes literally. (Perhaps the most striking example of this is to be found in the gall midges of the family Cecidomyidae.30 Under certain conditions females of this species beget offspring without being fertilized by a male. They do not, however, lay eggs; the offspring develop alive in the body of the mother, during a period in which they literally devour her from within. The “mother’s love” of these gall midges can scarcely be trumped – and yet it is simply an act of “genetic self-interest”. With the sacrifice of her own life the gall midge “succeeds” in passing her own genetic information to the next generation.)

			Self-interest, furthermore, is the source of various types of cooperative altruistic behaviour displayed by animals living in social groups, even towards genetically unrelated members of the species. The reason: In the long run, it is more profitable for the individual to behave according to the principle of fairness (“Tit for tat”), i.e. to share certain resources with others, than to take ruthless advantage of cooperation partners.31 Individuals who consistently behave uncooperatively, orienting themselves only towards their own short-term gain, quickly become outcasts and so are worse off in the end than members of the species willing to cooperate. The selection advantage of cooperative behaviour seen here has been shown to be effective in the framework of numerous game-theory models. These studies, however, also show the limits of strategic willingness to cooperate: Those always behaving cooperatively benefitted less in the end than those who made their willingness to cooperate contingent upon the potential influence of their counterpart. The biological “principle of self-interest” suggests to the individual an insidious strategy: “Cooperate with all individuals ranked as highly as yourself or higher – they might be dangerous if and when you do meet them a second time in life! – and exploit mercilessly all those who have absolutely no power or influence!”

			The three forms of self-interest dealt with so far – (a) ruthless pursuit of one’s own interests at the cost of others; (b) altruistic behaviour (forgoing advantages) in favour of relatives (“blood is thicker than water”) and potential mates (genetic self-interest); and (c) strategic willingness to cooperate with equally and higher ranked members of the species – do not, however, cover the complete spectrum of self-interested altruistic behaviour in our species. There are, of course, numerous forms of obliging (altruistic) behaviour that cannot be explained directly by genetic self-interest or strategic willingness to cooperate. For example, the remarkable willingness to donate money after the tsunami catastrophe in South-East Asia (in December 2004) could not have been based on strategic thinking alone – even if the hope of receiving help in a similar state of emergency (principle of fairness) did play an unconscious role.

			That so many uninvolved people felt motivated to help is due, in large measure, to our well-developed ability to empathize: We “resonate” emotionally with what people in an emergency situation must be feeling, we literally suffer with them.32 Since the word compassion in a certain sense also means pain (In German, Mitleid (compassion) and Leid (pain) are etymologically derived from the same stem.) it lies in our own self-interest to overcome it. We can do this by blocking out the pain of others (by turning off the news) or, on the other hand, by contributing something to reduce the pain (e.g. making donations or participating in relief action).

			Evolutionary humanists not only recognize that acting from compassion represents self-interested behavioural patterns, they also know that the ability to be compassionate is itself a product of egoistic evolutionary survival strategies. The steady increase in brain growth that can be observed in the course of hominid evolution can be attributed, above all, to the fact that bearers of more complex brains possessed advantages over their more simply structured contemporaries due to their greater social intelligence. The ability to figure out and make use of the many-facetted role differentiation within a social group conferred a decisive survival advantage. Being able to empathize with the needs of others, knowing when and with whom to cooperate, who could be cheated without reprisal and who it was better to flatter: These were decisive factors in moving towards one’s goals. The evolutionarily developed ability to empathize was the precondition for successfully lying, cheating, cooperating or plotting an intrigue. It also generated – more or less as a side effect – the basis for altruistic behaviour motivated by compassion (as well as by shared joy!).33

			Without our ability to be compassionate or to share joy we would find no entertainment in watching a film, nor indeed would human culture be possible at all. In that respect, Arthur Schopenhauer definitely showed foresight in centring his ethics around the phenomenon of compassion.34 It should not be overlooked, however, that there are clear limits to our ability to empathize: 

			

			–	First of all, the ability to empathize evolved under conditions of small groups guided by tangible experience and is therefore difficult to scale up to arbitrarily high orders of magnitude.35 (The many hundreds of thousands of children dying of starvation every year remain an abstract number for us, something we can easily ignore; not so the victims of the 2004 tsunami, who were virtually “washed” straight into our living rooms via the media. Through the omnipresent images, they became a virtual part of our emotional clan, thus leading, unavoidably, to extreme concern and willingness to help.)

			–	Secondly: When our compassion is actually stimulated, we tend to express our sympathy by means of symbolic gestures rather than introducing real reforms, which might be harder to stomach (thus an appropriate motto for developmental aid might be “Bread for the World – But the Sausage Stays Here!”).

			–	Thirdly: Even if the ability to empathize is a universal legacy of our biological evolution (only very few people, among them many violent criminals, are unable, as a result of brain damage or anomalies, to adopt emotional perspectives), it can be at least partially switched off with the help of ideologies. For example, by representing Jews as “subhuman”, “scum” or “poisonous fungi”, Nazi propaganda succeeded in indoctrinating large parts of the German population so deeply that they ceased to feel any empathy towards this race. Even today this strategy of de-individuation (depersonalization) is often adopted when the aim is to suppress people’s ability to empathize, thereby making them more reliable killers. It is no coincidence that basic military training for elite units teaches their members to not perceive themselves or their possible enemies as persons with individual dreams, hopes, fears and wishes. Likewise, one of the standard tricks of a clever dictator or “spiritual leader” is to systematically dehumanize his ideological or political opponents. When proclaiming a “holy war” or a “crusade against evil”, it is best not to attribute all-too-human qualities to one’s opponents, but rather to reduce them to characteristics such as “unbelievers” or “ice-cold terrorists”. If the subjects swallow this message, they will lack any compassion in confrontation with the “enemy”. The cases, not so long ago, of sadistic torture of Iraqi prisoners by American soldiers, with their deeply ingrained enemy images, speak for themselves. (The same is true, of course, for the Islamic holy warriors who also treat their hostages and victims without the slightest sign of compassion.)

			

			Whereas self-interested altruistic behaviour can be observed in the animal kingdom too, the cultural/ideological transformation of self-interest is a uniquely human characteristic. Humans alone are willing, under certain circumstances, to risk their lives for a “higher ideal” (ethical conviction, political ideology, religion). No ape, however gifted with fantasy, would think of campaigning for more democratic conditions, nor would he forgo bananas in this world in the hope of an even greater reward in the next.

			Human culture may not be able to overcome the self-interest that biology has given us, but it can press it into many different manifestations. What we view as personally worth aspiring to depends in large measure on cultural preconditions, technical advances, fashions, traditions, philosophies, religions and so on. Apparently it is not enough for us to live from day to day, and we strive to find a “sense” to our existence. Tragically, we often resort to sense-giving recipes that steer self-interest in a problematic direction, thus bringing no benefit either to the individual or to the community. 

			

		

	
		
			

			Sense and Sensuality

			Why evolutionary humanism suggests becoming 
enlightened hedonists

			To the critical, scientifically educated observer, Homo sapiens no longer appears to be the intended culmination of a well meant and well crafted divine creation, but instead, an unintended, cosmologically meaningless and temporary epiphenomenon in universe without purpose. A bleak idea at first sight perhaps, this message is, in fact, by no means gloomy. Evolutionary humanists emphasize that it is precisely this acceptance of the profound metaphysical meaninglessness of our existence that provides the freedom for individual creation of meaning. In a universe with no intrinsic meaning, humans enjoy the privilege of being able to seek and discover meaning for themselves, in their own lives.

			Evolutionary humanism suggests that we become “enlightened hedonists” (from the Greek: hedone = joy, pleasure) and follow in the footsteps of the Greek philosopher Epicurus (341-271 BCE). Epicurus saw happiness as life’s greatest gift and unhappiness as its worst enemy. Convinced that the meaning of life could only be experienced through the senses (and not supernaturally!) he tried to persuade his contemporaries that they need have no fear of the gods, or of death. But regardless of his good arguments and a life led in accordance with his principles, Epicurus has found far more enemies than imitators over the centuries. Many people did not want to accept that the meaning of life could lie within life itself. They strove for something “higher”, for an all-encompassing meaning or purpose that extended beyond their few short years on Earth and would thus “eliminate death”.36

			They found this higher-level meaning in the various religions claiming to provide meaning beyond the senses, i.e. a “supersensory” or supernatural meaning. This endowment with meaning, however, came at a price – and a price that appeared, from the secular perspective at least, to be unreasonably high, since focusing on the next life all too often meant neglecting this life. Orienting life towards the “supersensory” meant condemnation of the merely sensual.

			But this was not the only cost for the security offered by this higher purpose. “Religious purpose dividends” were only paid out in full when the aspiring immaterialist remained immune to the ever-increasing knowledge gained through empirical science, knowledge that exposed much of the supposed supernatural sense as objective nonsense. After Copernicus, Bruno and Galileo had pushed the Earth from its supernatural position at the centre of the universe, it was above all Darwin’s Theory of Evolution that helped banish the so-called “universal certainties of faith” from accepted ideological currency.

			The evolutionary theorist Richard Dawkins nicely summarized the basic problem facing those searching for meaning through religion: “In a universe of blind physical forces and genetic replication, some people are going to get hurt, other people are going to get lucky, and you won’t find any rhyme or reason in it, nor any justice. The universe we observe has precisely the properties we should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil and no good, nothing but blind, pitiless indifference.”37 Anyone still looking for the “meaning of it all” in such a universe (and not blatantly deceiving themselves) will, in the end, be left empty-handed.

			As a consequence, this implies: Without getting entangled in insolvable contradictions, we will not be able to find the meaning of life outside of life itself. To look for meaning entails having to look especially to the senses, because sense grows from sensuality. Epicurus was entirely right when he stated: “I do not know what I should regard as good when I take away the joys of taste, the joys of love, the joys of hearing and, finally, the excitement at seeing a beautiful form.”38

			Evolutionary humanists do not view their bodies as a despicable relict of an animal existence: instead they admire them as wonderful “biological Stradivari”.39 They do not block out the hardships and injustices of life, but neither do they lapse into a generalizing vale-of-tears rhetoric because they know that, beyond all the horrors, there is no limit to what life can offer us: “The bright eyes of a delighted child; the smile of a stranger one meets by chance in the street; the smell of freshly baked bread in the morning, the adventure of a heated discussion in the evening, the grace of a Bach fugue, the beauty of a Picasso, the warmth of a person one loves…”.40

			Enlightened hedonism will hardly thrive – even though critics suggested as much – in the depths of the post-modern fun society, and it is by no means equivalent to a complacent withdrawal into the private sphere, emphasizing only one’s own well-being, even at the cost of others! More than 2300 years ago, Epicurus drew attention to the profound connection between happiness and justice by pointing out that “the just person alone enjoys peace of mind whereas the unjust is full of discontent.”41 Epicurus understood justice not as an empty, a priori virtue, but rather – in an entirely modern sense – as a practical “consensus for achieving an advantage, i.e. an agreement not to damage one another”.42 Epicurus considered reason to be life’s greatest gift, because – in his opinion – only reason can teach us “that one cannot live full of joy without living reasonably, decently and justly, and one cannot live reasonably, decently and justly without living full of joy.”43

			To the surprise of many, this anthropological assessment, though it may at first sound over-optimistic, has been increasingly corroborated in recent years by empirical studies.44 For example, it was found in international comparisons that not absolute prosperity but rather relative uniformity of the distribution of goods correlates with subjective well-being and, linked to that, life expectancy. In Kerala, for instance, one of the extremely poor states in the south of India, people today live to an average age of 74. On the other hand, in Brazil, which is six times as rich, the life expectancy is only 66. An influential factor is the gap between rich and poor, which in Brazil is quite wide, whereas income differences in Kerala are insignificant.45
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