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            – Preface –

         

         The very virtues of the essay form may count against it. Brevity is seen as the mark of slightness and variety translates into lack of sustained purpose. The genre is, it seems, one of chamber pieces, even bagatelles, while truly serious writers aim at symphonies and operas: the fat novel, the weighty treatise, the book-length biography.

         We can, of course, turn this on its head. Brevity, after all, is worn as a badge of honour by short story writers and lyric poets who are praised for packing much into small spaces. As for variety, we admire books of verse where death, a butterfly, an air-blue gown, and a rose-red sunset occupy successive pages, populated by perhaps a dozen lines offset from the chatter of the garrulous world by a moat of silence signified by wide margins. Collections of short fictions that introduce us to new characters, places, and stories at intervals of only a few pages win praise for the versatility and breadth of sympathy of the author. The essay, a genre with porous boundaries, equally at ease with argument, story-telling and reportage, with careful analysis and lyrical celebration, should surely not be ashamed of itself.

         Collections of essays may also seem rather too obviously collected, rounding up items that have in common only the fact that they issued from the same writer and are (perhaps) looking for a second home. They are ‘occasional’ and the occasion may have passed. There is a more interesting truth hereabouts. Georg Christoph Lichtenberg spoke of his own philosophy as being ‘a doctrine of scattered occasions’. A brilliant scientist and free-ranging thinker, he gathered his philosophical thoughts in scrapbooks, and they never amounted to a system. He felt that there was something irreducibly multiple, fragmented, episodic, accidental in the thoughts of even the most focussed thinker. Lichtenberg was greatly admired by Ludwig Wittgenstein and would doubtless have approved of the latter’s description of his own unfinished posthumous Philosophical Investigations as ‘an album of sketches’.

         Indeed, we might go on to the front foot and argue that length – or lack of it – respects the attention span of the reader or, if that too can be turned on its head, the reading span. The essay is a mind-portable form. The apparent unity and sustained flow of the novel, the big biography, or the treatise is not replicated in the experience of their readers. Reading is scattered through readings. A novel is dipped into on the toilet, on a tube train between stops, on the edge of sleep, in a doctor’s surgery when the news of a blood test is awaited. Its characters’ lives have to negotiate the torrent of experiences that is the reader’s life.

         Among my publications is a 1,000-page trilogy on human consciousness, and a forthcoming treatise Of Time and Lamentation: Reflections on Transience at approximately eight hundred pages betrays that I am not a consistent advocate of the short form. But I am aware that the apparent unity and coherence of even the most tightly argued work, however scrupulous, rigorous, and comprehensive in its intention, is more appearance than reality. The boundaries are the result of decisions that are external to the matter; and within those boundaries there are gaps, elisions, and disconnections. The essay, which bears its provisional nature and incompleteness on its sleeve, is therefore more honest in this regard. It is an antidote to the fantasy of gathering the world up in one sustained glance: it respects the irreducible variousness of things, and the incompleteness of thought. The latter is intrinsically centrifugal, expressed in the tension between the processes of reflection, which have no natural boundaries, and its publishable products that have a clear beginning and end.

         In short, the essay is an appropriate form for the humanism that I have been seeking to express for several decades often at great length. The pieces that follow are for the most part philosophical but they are relatively unbuttoned, though the philosophical novice may sometimes find them demanding. While larger ideas dominate over small observations, there is no pretence to a definitive treatment of the topics they address. The wonderfully witty philosopher J. L. Austin offered a footnote to one of the last papers he gave before his premature death:

         
            I dreamed a line that would make a motto for a sober philosophy: ‘Neither a be-all nor an end-all be’.

         

         It is in the spirit of this sentiment that these philosophical essays are offered to the reader. And, what is more, there is a hidden nerve of association connecting the pieces, so the occasions of their non-doctrine are not entirely scattered.

         This is hinted at in the opening essay, ‘Humanity: Neither God’s Work nor a Piece of Nature’, which is the closest I can manage to a mission statement: namely, to try to characterise a secular humanism that, while distancing itself from religious belief, does not merely dismiss something that (for good or ill) has been central to our humanity. Nor does it subscribe to a naturalism that sees us as ultimately explicable by biological science. The essay – and, less explicitly, its successors – is a non-strident Prologue to a humanism that celebrates the infinite complexity of beings who are unique in unique ways; who are offset from nature as well as a part of it; and who are able to wake out of themselves and their organic condition, even to the point of believing in God and Eternity. Consistent with its non-stridency is what I hope is a balanced view of the impact on humanity of religious belief.

         This approach to our humanity is explored in ‘On Being Thanked by a Paper Bag’ which reflects on the irreducible complexity of human consciousness, prompted by the everyday experience referred to in the title. A belief in our freedom – the cornerstone of human dignity – is defended in the third essay ‘How on Earth Can We Be Free?’

         Freedom is, however, shaped and constrained by our circumstances. For this reason, the piece that follows, ‘Lord Howe’s Wicked Dream: A Report from an Undeveloping Country’ is not as out of place as it may seem in a book of largely philosophical essays. Illness makes it more difficult to philosophise and death makes it impossible. Anyone who is interested in sharing philosophical ideas with their fellow citizens should take an interest in their health. This is particularly true if, as in my own case, he spent most of his adult life working as a doctor. The essay exposes a recent assault on an institution, the NHS, and the values that have created and sustained it. Behind this is a wider regression towards barbarity. It is expressed in policies that have no electoral mandate, eating away at the foundations of the postwar settlement driven by an institutionally corrupt political class. Their spokespersons sound as if butter would not melt in their mouths, as they gas the hopes of the poorest and most vulnerable.

         If there is a link between the polemic of this fourth essay and the argument of its successor – ‘“All Is Number”: Mathematics, Reality and the Madness of Max Tegmark’ – it is in the analogy between the reduction of values to prices in neo-liberal economics and of quality to quantities in physical science and the increasingly prevalent idea that the universe and the human world boils down to numbers.

         In accordance with the humanist spirit of the opening essay, the final piece considers the significance that the ideas of God and Eternity may have for an infidel. It is motivated by the belief that escaping from religion is only the beginning, not the end, of a quest for deeper understanding of what we are. Humanity, after all, is a work in progress and truly humanist thought – that begins with questions and ends with questions – should reflect this.
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            – Humanity: Neither God’s Work nor a Piece of Nature –

         

         I have called myself an atheist since I was a teenager. In recent years, however, I have noticed a tendency, particularly when on the podium, to describe myself as ‘a secular humanist’. This still sometimes seems to be a borrowed coat that is many sizes too large for my day-to-day existence. Religious believers probably feel the same when they classify the self that runs for buses, supports Manchester United, and waits impatiently to be served at the bar, as ‘Catholic’ or ‘Anglican’ or whatever.

         My preference has to do with something believers point out with a regularity that I am inclined to call monotonous: namely, that ‘atheism’ is a negative term, a position defined merely by that which it opposes, like a vacuum by its non-vacuous surroundings. Being a ‘Not-ist’ doesn’t sound very fulfilling and most certainly does little justice to the philosophical sentiments that infuse the life and thought of the rich god-free stream of humanism.

         More importantly, much atheist thought is, usually unintentionally, anti-humanist. It would be unfair and distracting to single out individual thinkers; sufficient to note that some of the most prominent theocides not only virulently reject the contribution that religious belief has made to the development of human culture but also espouse a naturalistic, and hence impoverished, understanding of humanity. The latter has been insufficiently noticed but it is a particular bugbear of mine. I’ll come to this presently, but first a glance at the more conventional case that humanists mount against religion: a look at the dark side.

         It may seem scarcely necessary to preach an antisermon on the frequently malign role religion has played in human affairs. If I add my footprints to this well-trodden territory, it is because I would not wish you to think that I underestimate the importance of those things that rouse the passion of some of the most prominent contemporary atheists. I am as conscious as they of how religion has been used to justify atrocious behaviour in private and public life, from the domestic sphere to international politics, from the abuse of children to wars of conquest. You don’t have to have much knowledge of history to be aware of the abominations inflicted on human beings in its name: unspeakably bloody confessional wars – including the current conflicts in the Middle East that are setting Sunni against Shia and Islam against Christianity and everybody against everyone else; sectarian cruelty and injustice; the crushing of the life chances of women (and the destructive obsession that priests have with what goes into and comes out of the female pelvis, expressed in female genital mutilation and the control of fertility); and a cynical and opportunistic alignment with temporal powers in maintaining an unjust status quo that benefits the few at the top of the heap and keeps the many at the bottom.

         With admirable exceptions, organised religion is intrinsically conservative, putting power behind the rich and powerful and only its rhetoric behind the poor and powerless. Even where churches and mosques and temples have not directly sponsored savagery, they have often found it prudent to remain silent and to avert their gaze when it is happening. God’s representative in the Vatican did not make too much of a fuss over the Holocaust. The Holy See also chose not to see in Croatia where, out of ecclesiastical self-interest, that vilest of war criminals Ante Pavelic was supported when he was in power and protected when he fell. In Rwanda in 1994, the Catholic hierarchy eagerly joined in the slaughter and their churches were auxiliary killing fields. In many cases, wickedness is normalised by the authority of priests and unquestioning obedience demanded of believers, justifying the extermination of unbelievers, or those whose very existence, because they worship the wrong gods or the right God in the wrong way, must be an offence to the Almighty.

         Even the gentlest of divine beings, Jesus Christ, warned that those who did not help Him would be cursed and sent into ‘eternal fire’ (Matthew 25:41); and the Gospel’s bringer of peace and joy on a humble donkey could turn into a better mounted mass killer in the Book of Revelation. Doctrines in which Peace, Love, Mercy and Forgiveness are prominent are not infrequently promulgated with the aid of the sword, boiling oil, and the hangman’s noose.

         God’s commitment to savagery pops up in the most surprising places. At a recent concert in a local church, the choir (made up of perfectly normal and seemingly decent individuals), lustily proclaimed – to Handel’s gorgeous music – that The Lord would ‘judge among the heathen, he shall fill the place with dead bodies: he shall wound the heads over many countries’ (Psalm 110.) Religiously justified wickedness, it appears, is not merely episodic and accidental but systemic.

         Even allowing for the fact that people are perfectly capable of treating each other badly, and being egocentric, aggressive or cruel, without the assistance of religious belief, it is arguable that doctrinal loyalties amplify tribal antipathies. They furnish transcendental justification for unimaginable nastiness, enabling the victims, being heathens, infidels, followers of false gods, or whatever, to be seen as deserving of their horrible fate.

         For some critics of religion, its propensity to foment or exacerbate conflict goes to its very heart. This is the burden of the French philosophe Denis Diderot’s anguished fable:

         
            A man had been betrayed by his children, his wife and his friends. Treacherous partners had destroyed his fortune and made him destitute. Filled with hatred and deep contempt for the human race, he left society and took refuge in a solitary cavern. There, pressing his fists into his eyes, and planning revenge proportionate to his bitterness, he said: ‘Monsters! What shall I do to punish their acts of injustice and make them as wretched as they deserve? Ah, were it but possible … to put into their heads an illusion, which they would think more important than their own lives, on which they could never agree with each other …’ At that moment, he rushed out of the cavern crying ‘God! God!’ Countless echoes all around him repeated ‘God! God!’ The terrifying name was carried from pole to pole and everywhere it was heard with astonishment. Men at first fell down to worship, then they rose, asked questions, argued, became embittered, cursed one another, hated one another, and cut one another’s throats. Thus was the deadly wish of the hater of mankind fulfilled. For such has been the past history, and such is the future of a being who is as important as he is incomprehensible.

            – Additions aux Pensées Philosophiques, 1770

         

         The potential for religious violence within cultures is proportionate to the passion with which the convictions are held, the extent to which the religions are institutionalised, and the degree to which those institutions not only draw authority, but also power, from the domestic, civic, and political worlds in which they are located. A dogmatic religion expressed in a theocracy is the almost perfect recipe for human unhappiness. Beheading, behanding, and the generous use of the lash for apostasy, for the crime of resisting marital rape, for minor acts of theft, are imaginable only where religions dominate the spaces that should be occupied by civil society.

         Behind the role of religions as an organiser and amplifier of earthly spite, vindictiveness, and hatred, there is, some have argued, a deeper source of the evils it has facilitated. The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, better known as ISIS, has been described as a death cult – which it most certainly is – but it is scarcely unique in this respect. The cult of death is implicit in many, perhaps all, religions. The devaluation of ordinary life is a correlative of the over-valuation of a putative life on the far side of death. This has wider consequences even than the slaughter of the innocents – or the retributive extermination of those deemed guilty, to keep the cycle of violence in motion: it may inhibit improvements that will make life this side of the grave more bearable for the hungry, the destitute, the downtrodden. The duty to mitigate suffering is less of a priority when a tragic sense of life, of helplessness against the will of God, and the cult of a life beyond life, and of sacrifice in this one, prevails. Cynics will note that leaders of churches and mosques and temples have not always hesitated to ameliorate the tragedy of life in their own case and have availed themselves of the technological benefits that have come from decidedly secular sciences of which they may disapprove.

         Humanism, by contrast is content to let the afterlife, if there is one, look after itself. This, perhaps more than any conflict over specific matters such as the origin of the universe, makes religion and science – with the latter’s commitment to advancing knowledge and, through technological advance and hence improving the lot of humanity – natural antagonists. Admittedly, many great scientists were deeply religious and indeed were inspired by their religious beliefs in the development of their ideas. Some historians of science have argued that the search for laws of nature is an expression of intuition of a unified world created by a Divine Intelligence. Certainly, the prominence given to the emblematic collision between Galileo and the Catholic church, or the opposition of many religious groups to Darwinism, has sometimes distorted the often amicable relationship between men of science and men of God, and between religious and scientific modes of understanding. We are all too familiar with fundamentalist Islamists using cutting edge communication systems, most prominently 21st-century social media, to spread their ancient message of an all-powerful deity whose will determines all that happens in the world. This cognitive inconsistency goes beyond the quaint dissonance that Jean-Paul Sartre registered when he pronounced a nun on a motor scooter as being as surreal an object as Merle Oppenheimer’s celebrated furlined tea cups and marble sugar cubes.

         Nevertheless, there is a real antagonism of fundamental cognitive attitudes. Science begins – and ends – with questions and religion begins – and ends – with answers; one deals in actively cultivated uncertainties and the other tries to find a resting place in dogma. One is progressive and indeed makes progress and the other, as the world outside of its citadel advances around it, seems to regress, seeking the certainties of a past whose iniquities are often forgotten.

         To spell out the contrast in this simple way is to overlook a dogmatic tendency in science and also the value placed on ‘honest doubt’ in life histories of the Great Believers and the ordinary faithful alike – to be rather starry-eyed about the former and to dismiss the latter. Nevertheless, dogmas in science are (by the timescale of religion) soon overthrown and they are defeated not by the sword but by data. And although the spiritual pilgrim is allowed agonies of doubt, they are permitted only en route back to the beliefs that were doubted.

         Thus the standard humanist case for the prosecution. It is, of course, grossly simplistic and it is pitched at the level of generalisation where half-truths can stand in for the whole truth. For this reason, I don’t think it is possible to draw unassailable conclusions about the net moral, cognitive and material influence of religious belief. We cannot run the course of history twice – once with and once without religion – to determine whether religion has made us treat each other worse or even whether it has been an obstacle in other ways to human progress against suffering. In short, we simply do not know whether, notwithstanding the documented horrors, religion is an overall force for evil. We lack the God’s eye view necessary to arrive at a true judgement as to the ratio of comfort to terror, kindness to nastiness, prompted by the promises of religion. There will, anyway, be no single answer encompassing different religions, cultures, nations, and historical periods. We should not forget, moreover, that Diderot’s fable begins with wickedness, before the idea of God was put into circulation. Though religious doctrines have proved remarkably effective at organising, inflaming and sustaining hostilities, the propensity for grand-scale violence against ‘the other’ can be sustained without reference to conflicting ideas of God.

         Apologists have also pointed to the moral codes that have been inculcated by religions and which, they say, have distanced us from the dog-eat-dog ethos of most of the other representatives of the animal kingdom. At the heart of many religions is the golden rule to treat others as you would wish yourself to be treated, if only because, they like you are God’s children, made in his image, and beloved of Him. And there is the long history of religiously inspired charities, almshouses, hospitals, and asylums, some of which were run on humane principles not evident elsewhere in society. The liberal values we secular humanists hold dear are in part the children of the monotheism, and the idea of a just (though irritable) God, particularly associated with Judaism and Christianity.

         It is not impossible therefore that a god-free, priest-free history, unfolding in the absence of the sacred and the profane and of the afterlife to structure our thinking about the world, might have been even more bloody and cruel. As Dostoevsky put into the mouth of Ivan Karamazov in The Brothers Karamazov: ‘If God does not exist, then everything is permitted’. One translation of this thought is that a godless universe will be one without justice or a tendency to goodness. In the absence of the constraints on our behaviour applied by the idea of a law-giving God who will judge us and punish or reward us in an afterlife according to our deserts, it is argued, we will live an amoral existence entirely devoted to maximising our own pleasures; that what we ought to do will be replaced by what we can get away with.

         Philip Zuckerman, however, has pointed out that the most godless or god-free societies in history – Denmark and Sweden – are the happiest and have the lowest crime and disorder rate and an often admirable record of concern for world affairs. The contrast between godless Copenhagen and Stockholm and devout Beirut, Baghdad, and Belfast could not be greater. Steven Pinker’s mighty 1,000-page The Better Angels of Our Nature has noted a general trend towards a diminution of violence, of petty bad behaviour, and an increased regard for the welfare of an ever-widening circle of our fellow human beings in recent centuries at a time of increasing secularisation, notwithstanding intermittent catastrophic regressions to barbarity.

         But even this is not decisive. There are many other historical, political, geographical differences between countries secularists would characterise as blessed with atheism and those cursed by religion. And the trends observed by Pinker have been contested. So we still cannot identify the distinctive contribution of religion to good behaviour or bad. Religious hatred may simply be a manifestation of hatred that has other causes. Perhaps we have not been godless long enough to know how things will unfold in future. How will it look after a thousand rather than a mere couple of hundred years of progressive secularisation? It is impossible to know.

         There is, however, another source of reassurance that a humanist world would not necessarily be an amoral one. It comes from something that appears to be central to our human nature and unique to humans among living beings. It is a special kind of hunger for others, and linked with this, a hunger to think well of ourselves through being thought well of by others. It was the German philosopher G. W. F. Hegel who placed this at the centre of his philosophy.

         All animals have appetites – for food, drink, sex, and so on; but the human person, being self-conscious, has a special kind of appetite: an appetite to engage the self-consciousness of others. One manifestation of this is that we judge and value ourselves as we are judged and valued by others. And it is important that those by whom we are judged and valued are free agents. There is no satisfaction in being worshipped, admired, loved by those who are enslaved or deceived by us. What we long for is an acknowledgement by equals. This is the profound existential origin of our desire for goodness, integrity, justified self-satisfaction, for the impulse towards altruism – that may, of course, not extend far beyond our own circle. It reaches to the heart of our sense of what we are. Hence the otherwise unexplained joy of doing good, in which we deny ourselves things in order that others may have them. And hence, too, hypocrisy which is, as La Rochefoucauld said, the tribute that vice pays to virtue: it shows by default how deeply rooted is our morality.

         It would seem, therefore, that there are resources within human nature that will sustain the moral codes necessary for us to live peaceably and supportively together and that they are nourished by a profound sense of what we are and what gives meaning to our lives, even though they are rather intermittently deployed. Thinking this way suggests how we might turn the assumption that morality is rooted in religion on its head and assert that religion is rooted, at least in part, in morality. The ethical aspects of religion have grown out of our sense of our need for others: what we interpret as a love of God is actually our love of other humans. And the sense of God as a judge may well be the transcendental projection of our fellows as judges, of the collective viewpoint of others, beyond our life.

         This upside down view of the relationship between religion and morality is scarcely original. It is most famously associated with Ludwig Feuerbach but there are glimpses of it in pre-Socratic philosophy. I resurrect it to suggest that Ivan Karamazov may not have been a very good sociologist of the human heart. The appeal to a transcendental underpinning for our moral codes – that want to believe that they are authorised by God – shows how deep the notion of a moral code runs in us. Secular humanists should therefore be reassured by the apparent need we seem to have to ground our morality in something that is wider, deeper, and longer-lasting than our own lives and the transient worlds in which we live.

         Even if we remain undecided (as we should) as to the overall impact of religion throughout history, it is clear at the present time that conflicting religious convictions are potentially damaging for our capacity to live together on a planet which is not only overcrowded but also in which its inhabitants are intensely aware of each other. My espousal of atheism in Paris is an implicit critique of the way you worship your God in Beirut – indeed it is close to insulting and insults can nowadays be exchanged between one culture and another at the speed of light.

         None of this licenses seeing religion as simply a nightmare from which humanity will one day awake. Even less should it be dismissed as mistaken or primitive or bad science. Better to acknowledge that, while science is the major cultural fact of our age, religion has been the major cultural fact of previous ages. We will not begin to understand what we are unless we know and try to imagine what we have been. Any attempt to do justice to our humanity, therefore, must take into account religious beliefs: to dismiss something profound and constant in our humanity would be a strange attitude for a humanist. A true humanism will endeavour to engage with religious beliefs and respect them – though it will not feel obliged to endorse them and will not refrain from criticising any obstacle they present to human flourishing. For humanists, too, are benefactors of a religious heritage. Iconic art, renaissance polyphony, and cathedrals – mighty works of homo religiosus – should feed into our sense of the mysterious creatures we are. The myths that nourished us in the past, therefore, must not be seen merely as a waning asset that will have diminishing meaning as religion fades to a distant memory. They belong to man at his most profound.

         Nor does it follow from what has been said about the cultural heritage that humanists ought to embrace one religion or another by an act of will. There are two hundred or more on offer and, unless you are swept towards one or other of them by the accident of birth or powerful cultural currents, the exercise of belief will seem to require an arbitrary choice. As Anthony Kenny, philosopher and erstwhile priest, has pointed out, ‘The creeds of the major religions are mutually contradictory, so that the one thing we know for certain about religion is that if any religion is true, then most religions are false.’ An ecumenical synthesis that embraced the Wee Frees and Zoroastrianism by trying to find the highest common factor in all creeds would be hard pressed to have any content. Humanism will be equidistant from the faiths and rituals of druids and deacons, prelates and pagans.

         Equally, it would be wrong to espouse a low-cost sentimentality about religions of the past, to forget the barbarity that they licensed, to overlook the child terrorised by the prospect of eternal damnation, the woman helpless against psychological, physical, and sexual abuse, the lost cognitive opportunity-cost of indoctrination, the inculcation of servility, and the sickening, widespread violence committed in the name of God and those who speak for Him. The overwhelming beauty of a cathedral filled with spine-tingling music should not distract us from the fact that it was built by brutally treated serfs whose disposable lives anticipated that seen today in the construction of vanity projects for billionaires, such as a stadium in Qatar, where the shallow religion of sport may be practised.

         
            Continued insistence on the universal competence of science will serve only to undermine the credibility of science as a whole. The ultimate outcome will be an increase in radical scepticism that questions the ability of science to address even the questions within its sphere of competence. One longs for a new Enlightenment to puncture the pretensions of this latest superstition.

            – Austin Hughes ‘The Folly of Scientism’.

         

         Humanism has other, less prominent adversaries. Among them is indifference to large ideas, often dictated by the unrelenting treadmill of work and pleasure that leaves many lives largely unexamined, or the result of a distractibility that tears human consciousness into pieces too small to house sustained reflection, and too shallow to accommodate thought that challenges itself. Sleep is ubiquitous and it finds a thousand ways of extinguishing wakefulness. Even when we are spared the unchosen engulfments of hunger, pain, and privation that mark the lives of those who live in subsistence economies, we still manage to lose ourselves: in preoccupations that hide the mystery, miracle, and misery of our condition, in the pastimes, hobbies, occupations available 24/7 in our electronic world.

         There is, however, another, more specifically intellectual enemy of humanism that must be confronted not because it has the potentially malign power of organised religion (though seemingly harmless puppies sometimes grow up to be Rottweilers) but because it is espoused by many influential writers who consider themselves humanists. I am referring to naturalism that sees us as mere animals, and animals as living matter that boils down to molecular machines.

         Naturalism can take the form of the kind of brutal physicalism expressed by Nobel Prize-winning physicist Steven Weinberg:

         
            All the explanatory arrows point downwards from societies to people, to organs, to cells, to biochemistry, to chemistry, and ultimately to physics. Societies are explained by people, people by organs, organs by cells, cells by biochemistry, biochemistry by chemistry, and chemistry by physics.

         

         For explanation read ‘understanding’. A less extreme form of scientism is from E. O. Wilson. He is the prophet of ‘consilience’ – the linking together of the principles and methods of different disciplines in pursuit of an overarching theory:

         
            the humanities, ranging from philosophy and history to moral reasoning, comparative religion, and interpretation of the arts, will draw closer to the sciences and partly fuse with them.

         

         This is not as even-handed as it sounds because the fusion that Wilson envisages is one that takes place not in some neutral territory but in the homeland of science.

         Given that natural science is possibly mankind’s greatest cognitive glory and given also that its impact in transforming our lives is our greatest collective achievement, is it not entirely consistent with humanism that we should look to science to understand ourselves? The answer is no – because natural science has flourished by marginalising something central to our humanity. It is essentially objective, quantitative and general, focussing on law-governed mechanisms. By contrast, our humanity is defined by subjective, qualitative, individual experience characterised by agency.

         At the heart of science is measurement and getting the human subject, with his or her prejudices, parochial viewpoints, and values, out of the way. Galileo famously said that the book of nature was written in the language of mathematics. Quantities – size, shape, and number are primary – and those experiences that colour them in – colour, smell, taste etc. – are merely secondary. As for meanings and values, pains and pleasures, they are yet more marginal – mere tertiary qualities. The consequences of this mode of thought are vast, as historian of science E. A. Burtt pointed out:

         
            In the course of translating this distinction of primary and secondary into terms suited to the new mathematical interpretation of nature, we have the first stage in the reading of man quite out of the real and primary realm.

         

         As natural science becomes more fundamental and its laws more general, so subjective experience and qualities are squeezed more completely out of its account of the world. Everyday objects – tables and chairs and rocks and trees – disintegrate into clouds of atoms and, in the quantum gaze, become even more elusive. We enter an upside down world in which pain, fear, and the colour yellow are deemed unreal compared with the quantum vacuum whose restlessness is said to have blasted the universe into existence.

         This physicalist world picture is entirely unfitted to create a portrait of ourselves, even less to address, or give answers to, the fundamental existential and metaphysical questions that life presents to us. The assumptions that to know the world is to see it in terms of its most fundamental physical laws as they apply to its most basic constituents, that (mathematical) physics is the supreme form of knowledge, and that nothing that lies outside the ken of physics is real, lead to Weinberg’s unsurprising conclusion that the world is a rather cheerless place:

         
            The more we know of the universe, the more meaningless it appears.

         

         If you removed meaning at the outset of your inquiry, you shouldn’t be surprised if you don’t find it at the end. Specifically, human life will most definitely seem void of meaning if you empty meaning out of our humanity by dissolving it into a world picture that has no space for significance, purpose, and value.

         There are less radical forms of naturalistic nihilism. For example, there are writers who feel that the rejection of religious belief requires them to deny human uniqueness. The human person they argue, is really an animal organism and, given that we are identical with our evolved brains that are wired into the material world, we lack free will. Such scientism lies behind what I have called ‘Darwinitis’ (not Darwinism, which is fine) and ‘Neuromania’. Darwinitis claims that Darwinism explains not only the origin of the organism H. sapiens but also the human person. According to Neuromania we are our brains and the only way to advance our understanding of ourselves is through peering into the darkness of our skulls and looking at neural activity. Neuromania fails to grasp that the brain is the beginning and not the end of the story of humanity. Our brains are our entrance tickets into the theatre of human life but the drama in which we participate is forged in the community of minds to which our brains give us access.

         These scientistic fantasies have exercised me somewhat over the years because they can lead to this kind of view expressed by the celebrity misanthrope John Gray, who asserts in Straw Dogs that we are not particularly special: ‘human life has no more meaning than that of a slime mould’; ‘man is only one of many species and not obviously worth preserving’.

         Those with religious beliefs may now be understandably thinking: ‘I told you so. If you remove the religious basis for our self-understanding, you will empty the world of meaning and significance. Man will become an animal or a piece of matter in a material world’.

         Actually, this doesn’t follow. It is possible to entertain a view of humanity that avoids both supernatural explanations of what we are, according to which we are handmade by God, and a naturalism that says we are just another part of the animal kingdom, of nature, or of the material world. My kind of humanism keeps its eyes sufficiently open to notice what is in front of its nose. It acknowledges that humankind is like nothing else in the living world or indeed the universe. We are neither spirits entirely divorced from the natural, material world nor a heap of atoms.

         It is not mere vanity to think that we are fundamentally different from slime mould. After all, unlike the latter, we have the concept of ‘slime mould’. More importantly, we import into, or discover meaning in, the world when we value ourselves and, crucially, each other. The fact that we are minute compared with the known universe makes us more, not less, significant. As Marcello Gleiser has put it in ‘Meaning in a Silent Universe’, ‘Our significance should not be measured by our size relative to the rest of the cosmos, but rather by how different we are from everything else in it’.

         Much of my own writing has been committed to making this more visible. I have attempted to describe the distance between ourselves and the animal kingdom and speculated on the biological means by which we ultimately escaped the biological prescriptions that define the lives of other animals and became complex selves that live their lives rather than organisms that merely suffer or endure them; by which we slipped the constraints of our organic bodies and stepped into a distinctly human realm, to an important degree offset from nature. In that domain, uniquely, we guide, justify, and excuse our behaviour according to general and abstract principles; create cities, laws, institutions; frame our individual lives within a shared history; and (sometimes) inquire into the order of things and the patterns of causation and physical laws that seem to underpin that order. Unlike stones, trees, frogs, and chimpanzees, we even entertain theories about our own nature.

         These phenomena, albeit profound and complex and pervasive, are mere surface manifestations or symptoms of something even more profound, complex and pervasive: that we are explicit animals living out shared and individual narratives, conscious of ourselves, of others and of the material world and its intrinsic existence and properties in a way that no other animal is. V. S. Ramachandran, a neuroscientist, and himself inclined from time to time to Neuromania, surely spoke truly when he asserted that ‘Humanity transcends apehood to the same degree by which life transcends mundane chemistry and physics’.

         So we must set aside naturalism as if it were the only alternative to religion, and the mistaken assumption that natural science will eventually reveal our true nature; that the last word about us will be uttered by ladies and gentleman in white coats, as they were once spoken by men in priestly robes.

         
            —

         

         Humanism has many facets and, indeed, the term has an essential vagueness that cannot be eliminated since it has evolved through history and has often been defined against other positions. At the heart of humanism is a faith in humanity to sort out its own affairs, to set its own goals. It will be on the side of free scientific inquiry but not scientism. It will (of course) respect the freedom of individuals to live the life that they choose to live so long as it does not harm others. It embraces the golden rule, shared with the best of religious belief, that one should treat others as one would wish to be treated. It lays upon all who are capable of it the duty to contribute to the goal of making it possible for men and women to live free of fear, fetters, oppression, and destitution.

         To say this is to risk reducing humanism to a set of pious wishes and platitudes. And I am aware that the future of humanity is uncertain. The very fact that L’homme infiniment surpasse l’homme means we could be on the road to self-destruction, though the pessimistic assumption that we are could itself be self-fulfilling. Humanism must draw on religion and science but not fall uncritically under the spell of either. Somewhere in the space between supernaturalism and naturalism we shall find ourselves.

         The humanist challenge to make a full, true, and just sense of ourselves – to construct a viewpoint from which we will see human life in all its strangeness, sorrow, and glory – remains daunting. Any story we tell about human life must try to reconcile our knowledge of the physical world with the very different sense we make of ourselves individually and at different collective levels, and at the same time reserve a space for the luminous darkness that comes from a justified sense of wonder. Accepting that we are neither handmade by God nor just a piece of nature is therefore only a start. Armed to the teeth against our own preconceptions and habits of thought, we need to think long and hard if we are ever to form an image of ourselves that does justice to our extra-natural nature.

         Humanism, a collective journey of mankind, has a long way to go.
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