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‘The drive to make sense out of experience,
to give it form and order, is evidently as real
and pressing as the more familiar biological needs.’
– CLIFFORD GEERTZ


‘We feel that even when all possible
scientific questions have been answered,
the problems of life remain completely untouched.’
– LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN


‘Thinking out how to live is a more basic and urgent
use of the human intellect than the discovery
of any fact whatsoever.’
– MARY MIDGLEY


‘Man cannot stand a meaningless life.’
– CARL JUNG


‘Life cannot wait until the sciences have explained the universe
scientifically. We cannot put off living until we are ready.’
– ORTEGA Y GASSET


‘We must wager on meaning’s existence.’
– JAMES WOOD, paraphrasing GEORGE STEINER


‘Meaning is not a security blanket.’
– SEAMUS HEANEY, paraphrasing W.H. AUDEN


‘What is so admirable in being ruled by a need
for peace of mind?’
– JOHN GRAY




‘Religion is being replaced by therapy,
with “Christ the saviour” becoming “Christ the counsellor”.’
– GEORGE CAREY, when he was Archbishop of Canterbury


‘[E]xistence may have no meaning, yet the rage to live
is stronger than the reason for life.’
– JOHN PATRICK DIGGINS


‘A meaningful world is one that holds a future that extends
beyond the incomplete personal life of the individual; so that
a life sacrificed at the right moment is well spent, while a life
too carefully hoarded, too ignominiously
preserved, is a life utterly wasted.’
– LEWIS MUMFORD


‘. . . the problem of the meaning of life . . . arises because we are
capable of occupying a standpoint from which our most
compelling personal concerns appear insignificant.’
– THOMAS NAGEL


‘If God does not exist,
then everything is permitted.’
– FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY


‘All religions share the same grievance.’
– OLIVIER ROY


‘But is there something where God used to be?’
– IRIS MURDOCH


‘There is nothing to express, nothing with which to express,
nothing from which to express, no desire to express –
together with the obligation to express.’
– SAMUEL BECKETT




‘We are evolving, in ways that Science cannot measure,
to ends that Theology dares not contemplate.’
– E.M. FORSTER


‘We are here on Earth to do good to others.
What the others are here for, I don’t know.’
– W.H. AUDEN


‘He who has the most toys when he dies wins.’
– MATERIALIST SLOGAN


‘A human being is not one in pursuit of happiness,
but rather in search of a reason to become happy.’
– VIKTOR FRANKL


‘It isn’t just that I don’t believe in God and, naturally,
hope there is no God! I don’t want
there to be a God; I don’t want the universe
to be like that, as I hope to show.’
– THOMAS NAGEL


‘The concepts of redness and roundness are as much
imaginative creations as those of God, of the positron,
and of constitutional democracy.’
– RICHARD RORTY


‘A life which contains nothing for which one is not
prepared to die is unlikely to be very fruitful.’
– TERRY EAGLETON


‘The final value of our lives is adverbial, not adjectival.
It is the value of the performance, not anything that is
left over when the performance is subtracted.’
– RONALD DWORKIN




‘Happiness is something we can imagine,
but not experience.’
– LESZEK KOŁAKOWSKI


‘There is another world, but it is in this one.’
– PAUL ÉLUARD


‘Men should walk as prophecies of the next age, rather
than in the fear of God or the light of reason.’
– RICHARD RORTY


‘Philosophers used to speculate about what
they called the meaning of life.
(That is now the job of mystics and comedians.)’
– RONALD DWORKIN











INTRODUCTION
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Is There Something Missing in Our Lives? Is Nietzsche to Blame?


By the summer of 1990 the author Salman Rushdie had been living in hiding for more than a year. This had followed a fatwa, an Islamic juristic ruling, issued by the Iranian supreme cleric Ayatollah Khomeini on 14 February 1989, in which he had said, ‘I inform the proud Muslim people of the world that the author of the Satanic Verses book, which is against Islam, the Prophet and the Quran, and all those involved in its publication who were aware of its content, are sentenced to death. I ask all Muslims to execute them wherever they find them.’


This was by any standard a monstrous event, made all the more terrible by Khomeini’s claim of authority over all Muslims. But, however wrong, the threat had to be dealt with and Rushdie was given police protection and the use of a bullet-proof Jaguar, though he had to find his safe houses himself. In July of that year, the police had suggested a further refinement for his safety – a wig. ‘You’ll be able to walk down the street without attracting attention,’ he was told. The Metropolitan Police’s best wig man was sent to see him and took away a sample of his hair. The wig was made and arrived ‘in a brown cardboard box looking like a small sleeping animal’. When he put it on, the police said it ‘looked great’ and they decided to ‘take it for a walk’. They drove to Sloane Street in London’s Knightsbridge and parked near the fashionable department store, Harvey Nichols. When he got out of the Jaguar ‘every head turned to stare at him and several people burst into wide grins or even laughter. “Look,” he



heard a man’s voice say, “there’s that bastard Rushdie in a wig”.’1


It is a funny story, despite the grim circumstances in which it took place, and Rushdie tells it against himself in his memoir, Joseph Anton (the cover name he adopted), which he felt safe to publish only in 2012, nearly a quarter of a century after the original fatwa.


There was certainly something missing in his life during those anxious times, the most precious thing of all – his liberty. But that is not exactly what the German philosopher Jürgen Habermas had in mind when he wrote his celebrated essay, ‘An Awareness of What Is Missing: Faith and Reason in a Post-secular Age’ (2008). He too was concerned with the impact of religion on our lives but meant something no less precious perhaps, and far more difficult to pin down.


No ‘Amen’: the Terms of Our Existence and
the Idea of a Moral Whole


This something had first occurred to him after he attended a memorial service for Max Frisch, the Swiss author and playwright, held in St Peter’s Church in Zurich on 9 April 1991. The service began with Karin Pilliod, Frisch’s partner, reading out a brief declaration written by the deceased. It said, among other things: ‘We let our nearest speak, and without an “amen”. I am grateful to the ministers of St Peter’s in Zurich . . . for their permission to place the coffin in the church during our memorial service. The ashes will be strewn somewhere.’ Two friends spoke, but there was no priest and no blessing. The mourners were mostly people who had little time for church and religion. Frisch himself had drawn up the menu for the meal that followed.


Habermas wrote much later (in 2008) that at the time the ceremony did not strike him as peculiar, but that, as the years passed, he came to the view that the form, place and progression of the service were odd. ‘Clearly, Max Frisch, an agnostic, who rejected any profession of faith, had sensed the awkwardness of non-religious burial practices and, by his choice of place, publicly declared that the enlightened modern age has failed to find a suitable replacement for a religious way of coping with the final rite de passage which brings life to a close.’




And this more than a hundred years since Nietzsche announced the death of God.


Habermas used this event – Frisch’s memorial – as the basis for ‘An Awareness of What Is Missing’. In that essay he traces the development of thought from the Axial Age to the Modern period and argues that, while ‘the cleavage between secular knowledge and revealed knowledge cannot be bridged’, the fact that religious traditions are, or were in 2008, an ‘unexhausted force’, must mean that they are based more on reason than secular critics allow and this ‘reason’, he thought, lies in the religious appeal to what he calls ‘solidarity’, the idea of a ‘moral whole’, a world of collectively binding ideals, ‘the idea of the Kingdom of God on earth’. It is this, he said, that contrasts successfully with secular reason, and provides the ‘awkward’ awareness of something that is missing. In effect, he said that the main monotheisms had taken several ideas from classical Greece – Athens as much as Jerusalem – and based their appeal on Greek reason as much as on faith: this is one reason why they have endured.


Habermas has one of the most fertile, idiosyncratic and provocative minds of the post-Second World War conversation, and his ideas on this score are underlined by the similar notions of his American contemporaries Thomas Nagel and Ronald Dworkin. In his recent book, Secular Philosophy and the Religious Temperament, Nagel puts it this way: ‘Existence is something tremendous, and day-to-day life, however indispensable, seems an insufficient response to it, a failure of consciousness. Outrageous as it sounds, the religious temperament regards a merely human life as insufficient, as a partial blindness to or rejection of the terms of our existence. It asks for something more encompassing without knowing what it might be.’


The most important question for many people, Nagel says, is this: ‘How can one bring into one’s individual life a full recognition of one’s relation to the universe as a whole?’ [Italics added] Among atheists, he says, physical science is the primary means whereby we understand the universe as a whole, ‘but it will seem unintelligible [as a means] to make sense of human existence altogether . . . We recognize that we are products of the world and its history, generated and sustained in existence in ways we hardly understand, so that in a sense every individual



life represents far more than itself.’ At the same time he agrees with the British philosopher Bernard Williams that the ‘transcendent impulse’, which has been with us since at least Plato, ‘must be resisted’, and that the real object of philosophical reflection must be the ever more accurate description of the world ‘independent of perspective’. He goes on: ‘The marks of philosophy are reflection and heightened self-awareness, not maximal transcendence of the human perspective . . . There is no cosmic point of view, and therefore no test of cosmic significance that we can either pass or fail.’2


In a later book, Mind & Cosmos (2012), he goes further, arguing that the neo-Darwinian account of the evolution of nature, life, consciousness, reason and moral values – the current scientific orthodoxy – ‘is almost certainly false’. As an atheist, he nonetheless felt that both materialism and theism are inadequate as ‘transcendent conceptions’, but at the same time acknowledged that it is impossible for us to abandon the search ‘for a transcendent view of our place in the universe’. And he therefore entertained the possibility (on virtually no evidence, as he conceded) that ‘life is not just a physical phenomenon’ but includes ‘teleological elements’. According to the hypothesis of natural teleology, he wrote, there would be ‘a cosmic predisposition to the formation of life, consciousness, and the value that is inseparable from them’. He admitted: that, ‘In the present intellectual climate such a possibility is unlikely to be taken seriously’; and indeed, he has been much criticized for this argument.


The argument itself will be discussed more fully in chapter twenty-six but it fits in here because it shows that, one hundred and thirty-odd years after Nietzsche famously announced ‘the death of God’, many people (though by no means all) are still trying to find other ways to look out upon our world than the traditional religious viewpoints.


Almost simultaneously, Nagel was joined by his fellow American philosopher colleague, Ronald Dworkin, in his Religion without God (2013). Here too the main thrust of the argument will be discussed in chapter twenty-six, but Dworkin’s chief point was that ‘religious atheism’ is not an oxymoron (not any more, anyway); that religion, for him and others like him, ‘does not necessarily mean a belief in



God’ – rather, ‘it concerns the meaning of human life and what living well means’; and life’s intrinsic meaning and nature’s intrinsic beauty are the central ingredients of the fully religious attitude to life. These convictions cannot be isolated from the rest of one’s life – they permeate existence, generate pride, remorse and thrill, mystery being an important part of that thrill. And he said that many scientists, when they confront the unimaginable vastness of space and the astounding complexity of atomic particles, have an emotional reaction that many describe in almost traditional religious terms – as ‘numinous’, for example.


This feels new, though as we shall see in chapter fifteen some of it at least was presaged by John Dewey between the two world wars and hinted at by Michael Polanyi in the late 1950s and early 1960s.3 The significant factor, for now, is that these three philosophers – on either side of the Atlantic and each at the very peak of his profession – are all saying much the same thing, if in different ways. They share the view that, five hundred and more years after science began to chip away at many of the foundations of Christianity and the other major faiths, there is still an awkwardness, as Habermas put it, or a blindness or ‘unsufficiency’ (Nagel); a mystery, thrilling and numinous, as Dworkin characterised it, in regard to the relationship between religion and the secular world. All three agree with Bernard Williams that the ‘transcendent’ impulse must be resisted, but they acknowledge – ironically – that we cannot escape the search for transcendence and that, as a result, many people feel ‘something’ is missing. This is, in effect, they say, the modern secular predicament.


It is in many ways extraordinary that these three individuals – all hugely respected – should, within a few months of each other, but independently, come to similar conclusions: that, depending on where you start counting – from the time of Galileo and Copernicus, four or five hundred years ago, or Nietzsche, 130 years ago, secularization is still not fitting the bill, is still seriously lacking in . . . something.


The Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor has no doubt what that something is. In two very long books, Sources of the Self (1989) and A Secular Age (2007), he repeatedly charges that people today who inhabit a secular world and lack faith are missing out, missing out on



something important, vital – perhaps the most important something there is – namely, as he puts it, a sense of wholeness, fulfilment, fullness of meaning, a sense of something higher; they have an incompleteness, that there is in the modern world ‘a massive blindness’ to the fact that there is ‘some purpose in life beyond the utilitarian’.4


Human flourishing, Taylor maintains – a fulfilled life – can only be achieved via religion (Christianity, in his case). Otherwise, the world is ‘disenchanted’, life is a ‘subtraction story’ with important parts missing. With no sense of ‘transcendence’, no sense of the ‘cosmic sacred’, we are left with ‘merely human values’, which he finds ‘woefully inadequate’. The ‘higher times’, he says, have faded, we are imbued with ‘a sense of malaise, emptiness, a need for meaning’; there is a terrible sense of flatness in the everyday, the emptiness of the ordinary, and this need for meaning can be met only ‘by a recovery of transcendence’.5


Porous v. Buffered Selves


Taylor pursues this argument further than any of the others. He says that humanism has failed, that the ‘pursuit of happiness’, a current concern, is a much thinner idea or ideal than ‘fulfilment’ or ‘flourishing’ or transcendence, that it uses a ‘less subtle language’, giving rise to less subtle experiences; that it is lacking in ‘spiritual insight’, spontaneity or immediacy, is devoid of ‘harmony’ and ‘balance’, and is ultimately unhealthy.


The modern individual, he says, is a ‘buffered’ self rather than a ‘porous’ self. A porous self is open to all the feelings and experiences of the world ‘out there’, while the modern buffered self is denied these experiences because our scientific education teaches us only concepts, our experiences are intellectual, emotional, sexual and so on, rather than ‘whole’. Modern individuals have been denied a ‘master narrative’ in which they may find their place, and without which their ‘sense of loss can perhaps never be stilled’. Without these factors, he goes on, there is no scope for any human life to achieve a ‘sense of greatness’ out of which a ‘higher’ view of fulfilment arises. The sense that there



is ‘something more’ presses in on us, and, therefore, we can never be ‘comfortable’ with unbelief.


Phew. Sceptics may raise their eyebrows at these claims but there is no doubt that they chime with what many people feel or think. And the likes of Taylor find support for their arguments in the statistical fact that, after the highpoint of secularization in the 1960s and 70s, at the beginning of the twenty-first century more and more people are turning – or returning – to religion. Richard Kearney has even given it a name, Anatheism.6 We shall return to the (ambiguous) meaning of these statistics presently, but it is certainly true that in 2014 the battle between religious thinkers and atheists is as fierce (and indeed as bitter) as it has been for many a year.


For their part, the militant atheists, as they have been described, largely occupy a Darwinian position. Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, Sam Harris and Christopher Hitchens, to name only the best-known, follow Charles Darwin in seeing human beings as an entirely naturally occurring biological species, which has slowly evolved from ‘lower’ animals, in a universe that has likewise evolved over the past thirteen and a half billion years from a ‘singularity’, or ‘Big Bang’, itself a naturally occurring process (albeit where the laws of nature break down) that we shall understand some day. This process has no need of any supernatural entity.


In the latest rounds of this debate, Dawkins and Harris have used Darwinian science to explain the moral landscape in which we live, and Hitchens has described such institutions as the library, or ‘lunch with a friend’, as episodes in a modern life just as fulfilling as prayer or church- or synagogue- or mosque-going.


The average reader – especially the average young reader – could be forgiven for thinking that this is all there is to the debate: either we embrace religion, or we embrace Darwinism and its implications. Steve Stewart-Williams has taken this reasoning to its logical conclusion when he says, in Darwin, God and the Meaning of Life (2010), that there is no God, that the universe is entirely natural and in that sense accidental, so that there can be no purpose to life, and no ultimate meaning other than that which we work out for ourselves as individuals.




But though it is the Darwinists who, among atheists, are making the most noise at the moment (and with good reason, given the amount of biological research that has accumulated in the past decades), theirs is not the only game in town. The fact is that, since the advance of religious doubt gathered pace in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and in particular since Nietzsche announced ‘the death of God’ in 1882 (adding, moreover, that it was we humans who had killed him), many people have addressed themselves to the difficult question of how we are to live without a supernatural entity on whom we can rely.


Philosophers, poets, playwrights, painters, psychologists, to name only those whose professions begin with the same letter of the alphabet, have all sought to think through just how we might live, individually and communally, when we have only our own selves to fall back on. Many – one thinks of Dostoevsky, T.S. Eliot, Samuel Beckett – have expressed their horror at what they see as the bleak world that is left once the idea of God leaves it. Perhaps because horror claims all the best tunes, these Jeremiahs have caught the popular imagination, but The Age of Nothing will concentrate instead on the other – in some ways braver – souls who, instead of waiting and wallowing in the cold, dark wastelands of a Godless world, have devoted their creative energies to devising ways to live on with self-reliance, invention, hope, wit and enthusiasm. Who, in Wordsworth’s words, ‘grieve not, rather find/Strength in what remains behind’.


This aspiration, how to live without God, how to find meaning in a secular world, is – once you put your mind to it – a grand theme that has been touched on by a number of the more daring modernist writers, artists and scientists but has never before been gathered together, so far as I know, into a master narrative. When that is done, it provides a rich and colourful story, as I hope to show, a set of original yet overlapping ideas which I am sure many readers will find thrilling, provocative, yet commonsensical and even consoling.


Some consolation is especially called for because the debate over faith, over what is missing in people’s lives, has degenerated in recent years into a bizarre mix of the absurd and the deadly.




Are We in a Spiritual Recession?
Or, Are We as Furiously Religious as We Ever Were?


Twice in recent years – 21 May 2011 and 21 December 2012 – predictions were made by religious figures that the world would end. Nothing of the kind happened either time, but none of the figures concerned felt a need to acknowledge that their predictions were . . . well, plain wrong. Pakistan has experienced numerous assassinations of individuals seen – by fellow members of the public – to be contravening its relatively new Islamic blasphemy laws. Tunisia has seen two prominent secular politicians assassinated. Sexual and child abuse cases by Muslims in Britain and Holland, or by Catholic priests in a whole raft of countries worldwide, have become virtually part of the furniture of our lives; the abuse of young white girls, by Muslim men, in Britain has been described as a ‘tidal wave of offending’.7


These events, coming in the wake of other, even more spectacular, atrocities (the devastation of 9/11, the bombings in Bali, Madrid and London, all committed by Muslims), may not have been quite as bloody in terms of the numbers killed. But they do mark an extension of religiously motivated criminal behaviour into ever widening areas of human intolerance – and therein lies what is arguably the most important intellectual, political – even existential – paradox facing us in the young twenty-first century.


An atheist observing this set of absurd and deadly behaviours could be forgiven for grimacing in chastened satisfaction. After centuries of religious strife, after more than two hundred years of deconstruction of the factual historical basis of the Bible, after a plethora of new gods has emerged in the most unlikely, mundane and prosaic of ways and places – the Duke of Edinburgh is worshipped as a god on the Pacific island of Vanuatu, a Lee Enfield motorcycle is revered as a deity in parts of India, there is now a website, godchecker.com, listing more than three thousand ‘supreme’ beings – humans everywhere seem to have learned next to nothing. They are still locked into ancient enmities, still espouse outdated and disproved doctrines, still fall for shabby con tricks, allowing themselves to be manipulated by religious showmen and charlatans.




And yet, and yet . . . The blunt (and to many the perplexing) truth appears to be that, despite the manifest horrors and absurdities of many aspects of religion, despite the contradictions, ambiguities and obvious untruths embodied by all major and minor faiths, it is – according to a number of distinguished authorities – atheism that appears to be in retreat today.


One of the first to point this out was the sociologist Peter Berger. His view might be seen as poignant because it had some of the characteristics of a conversion. Berger, an Austrian émigré who became professor of sociology and theology at Boston University, was in the 1950s and 60s a keen advocate of ‘secularization theory’. This theory, which was at its strongest in the mid-twentieth century and could be traced back to the Enlightenment, held that modernization ‘necessarily’ leads to the decline of religion, both in society and in the minds of individuals. On this analysis, secularization was and is a good thing, in that it does away with religious phenomena that are ‘backward’, ‘superstitious’ and ‘reactionary’.


That was then. In the opening decades of the twenty-first century, however, the picture appears very different, at least to some people. As mentioned above, Peter Berger was one of the first to draw attention to the change which brought about, on his part, a famous recantation. In 1996, he accepted that modernity had, ‘for fully understandable reasons’, undermined all the traditional certainties, but he insisted that uncertainty ‘is a condition that many people find very hard to bear’. Therefore, he pointed out, ‘any movement (not only a religious one) that promises to provide or to renew certainty has a ready market’.8 And, looking about him, he concluded that the world today ‘is as furiously religious as it ever was . . . is anything but the secularized world that had been predicted (whether joyfully or despondently)’, that whatever religious colour people have, they are all agreed upon ‘the shallowness of a culture that tries to get along without any transcendent point of reference’.9


Berger is not alone. There is no question that the spirits of religious authors are on the rise. In 2006 John Millbank, professor of religion at the University of Nottingham, sought to explain how theology can lead us ‘beyond secular reason’. In The Language of God (2006),



Francis S. Collins, the geneticist who led the American government’s effort to decipher the human genome, described his own journey from atheism to ‘committed Christianity’. In God’s Universe (2006) Owen Gingerich, professor emeritus of astronomy at Harvard, explained how he is ‘personally persuaded that a superintelligent Creator exists beyond and within the cosmos’. And in Evolution and Christian Faith, published the same year, Joan Roughgarden, an evolutionary biologist at Stanford University, recounts her struggles to fit the individual into the evolutionary picture – complicated in her case by the fact that she is transgender and so has views at odds with some conventional Darwinian thinking about sexual identity.


In 2007 Antony Flew, professor of philosophy at various universities in Britain and Canada, in There Is a God, explained how ‘the world’s most notorious atheist [himself] changed his mind’. Also in 2007, Gordon Graham examined whether art, for all its advantages, can ever ‘re-enchant’ the world the way religion did, concluding that it couldn’t. In 2008, Dr Eben Alexander suffered bacterial meningitis and went into a deep coma for a week. Recovering, he wrote a best-selling memoir, Proof of Heaven: A Neurologist’s Journey to the Afterlife, in which he described heaven as full of butterflies, flowers, and blissful souls and angels.10


Religion as Sociology, Not Theology


There is another perplexing side to this – namely, that in the past decade some new and sophisticated arguments have been made for understanding religion as a natural phenomenon. Some of these arguments, moreover, have arisen as a result of new scientific findings that have changed the nature of the debate. What are we to make of this state of affairs, in which atheism has the better case, where its evidence involves new elements, which introduces new arguments, but where religion, so its adherents claim, has the numbers, despite its manifest horrors and absurdities?


The most convincing argument I have encountered – certainly the one with the most substantial and systematic evidence to support it



– is that offered by Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart in Sacred and Secular: Religion and Politics Worldwide (2004). Their book draws on a massive base of empirical evidence generated by the four waves of the World Values Survey, carried out from 1981 to 2001, which has conducted representative and sophisticated national surveys in almost eighty societies, covering all of the world’s major faiths. Norris and Inglehart also used Gallup International Polls, the International Social Survey Program and Eurobarometer surveys. While, they say, ‘it is obvious that religion has not disappeared from the world, nor does it seem likely to do so’, they insist that the concept of secularization ‘captures an important part of what is [still] going on’.


Their study identifies a core sociological factor, something they term ‘existential security’, which they say rests on two simple axioms and which ‘prove extremely powerful in accounting for most of the variations in religious practices found across the world’.11


The first basic building block in their theory is the assumption that rich and poor nations around the globe differ sharply in their levels of sustainable human development and socioeconomic inequality and thus in the basic living conditions of human security and vulnerability to risks. The idea of human security has emerged in recent years, they say, as an important objective of international development. At its simplest, the core idea of security rejects military strength to ensure territorial integrity and replaces it with freedom from various risks and dangers, ranging from environmental degradation to natural and man-made disasters such as floods, earthquakes, tornadoes and droughts, and to epidemics, violations of human rights, humanitarian crisis and poverty.


The past thirty years have seen dramatic improvements in some parts of the developing world. Nevertheless, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) reports that worldwide progress has been erratic during the last decade, with some reversals: fifty-four countries (twenty of them in Africa) are poorer now than in 1990; in thirty-four countries, life expectancy has fallen; in twenty-one, the Human Development Index declined. In Africa, trends in HIV/AIDS and hunger are worsening. The gap between living conditions in rich and poor societies is growing.12




Analysis of data from societies around the world has revealed that the extent to which people emphasize religion and engage in religious behaviour could, indeed, be predicted with considerable accuracy from a society’s level of economic and other development. Multivariate analysis (a mathematical technique) has demonstrated that a few basic developmental indicators such as per capita GNP, rates of HIV/AIDS, access to improved water sources and the number of doctors per hundred thousand people, predict ‘with remarkable precision’ how frequently the people of a given society worship or pray. The most crucial explanatory variables are those that differentiate between vulnerable societies and societies in which survival is so secure that people take it for granted during their formative years.13


In particular, Norris and Inglehart hypothesize that, all things being equal, the experience of growing up in less secure societies will heighten the importance of religious values, while conversely experience of more secure societies will lessen it. The main reason, they say, is that ‘the need for religious reassurance becomes less pressing under conditions of greater security’. It follows that people living in advanced industrial societies will often grow increasingly indifferent to traditional religious leaders and institutions and become less willing to engage in spiritual activities. ‘People raised under conditions of relative security can tolerate more ambiguity and have less need for the absolute and rigidly predictable rules that religious sanctions provide.’


It seems plain that improving conditions of existential security erode the importance of religious values but – and here is the rub – at the same time reduce the rates of population growth in postindustrial societies. So rich societies are becoming more secular in their values but shrinking in population. In contrast, poorer nations remain deeply religious in their values and will also have much higher fertility rates, producing ever larger populations (and therefore tending to remain poor).14 A core aim of virtually all traditional religions is to maintain the strength of the family, ‘to encourage people to have children, to encourage women to stay home and raise the children, and to forbid abortion, divorce, or anything that interferes with high rates of reproduction’. It should be no surprise, then, that these two interlinked



trends mean that rich nations are becoming more secular, but the world as a whole is becoming more religious.


Transcendence v. Poverty


A number of things follow from this analysis. In the first place, we can say that the original secularization theory was right all along but many societies did not follow (or failed to follow) the same industrialization/urbanization path as did the West. Second, and conceivably more important, we can now see that religion is best understood ‘as a sociological rather than a theological phenomenon’.15 Far from ‘transcendence’ being the fundamental ingredient or experience related to belief, as Peter Berger and others claim, poverty and existential insecurity are the most important explanatory factors. Given all this, and combined with the UNDP findings – that the gap between rich and poor countries continues to widen, and ‘existential insecurity in some fifty or more countries is likewise growing’ – then the ‘success’ of religion is actually a by-product of the failure of some countries to successfully modernize and reduce the insecurities of their people. On this reading, the expansion of religion is nothing for us, as a world community trying to help each other, to be proud of – triumphalism concerning the religious revival is therefore, on this account, misplaced.


A final point is more subtle. When we actually look at the ‘flavour’ of the religions that are flourishing now, when we look at their theological, intellectual and emotional characteristics, what do we find? We find, first, that it is the established Churches – those with the most elaborately worked out theologies, theologies as often as not about transcendence – that are losing adherents, to be replaced by evangelicals, Pentecostals, ‘health-and-wealth’ charismatics and fundamentalists of one kind or another. In 1900, 80 per cent of the world’s Christians lived in Europe and the United States; today, 60 per cent of them live in the developing world.16


What are we to make of evangelical healing and prophecy? If these worked often enough, they would surely take over the world far more



than they have done, offering a better explanation for disease, say, than any scientifically derived view. What are we to make of ‘speaking in tongues’, a biblical phrase that confers a would-be dignity on a phenomenon that, under any rational light, borders on mental illness? When, in February 2011, a reporter on live television in the United States suddenly broke into gibberish for a few moments, it attracted wide interest on other TV stations and on the Internet, and both ribald and sympathetic comment, but no one suggested for a moment that she had had a religious experience (and she didn’t say that herself). Discussion centred on which regions of her brain might have caused such an ‘epileptic-type’ outburst.


What are we to make of health-and-wealth Churches? What role does ‘transcendence’ play in their ideology? Health and wealth directly address existential insecurity.


To the atheist mind, these developments – the violent intolerance of fundamentalist Islam, the wilful ignorance of the Creationists in certain regions of the United States, speaking in tongues by evangelicals, charismatic ‘healing’, the worship of motorcycles in India – suggest nothing less than a turning-back of the clock. The simple, obvious and rational sociological explanation for these events only underlines their crudity.


Alongside the sociological explanations for the religious revival, the psychological ones seem – to an extent – almost beside the point. In their book God Is Back, John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge hold that there is ‘considerable evidence that, regardless of wealth, Christians are healthier and happier than their secular brethren’. David Hall, a doctor at the University of Pittsburgh Medical Center, maintains that weekly church attendance can add two to three years to someone’s life. A 1997 study of seven thousand older people by the Duke University Medical Center found that religious observance ‘might’ enhance immune systems and lower blood pressure. In 1992 there were just three medical schools in the United States that had programmes examining the relationship between spirituality and health; by 2006 the number had increased to 141.17


Micklethwait and Wooldridge state: ‘One of the most striking results of the Pew Forum [Research Center]’s regular survey of



happiness is that Americans who attend religious services once or more a week are happier (43 per cent very happy) than those who attend monthly or less (31 per cent) or seldom or never (26 per cent) . . . The correlation between happiness and church attendance has been fairly steady since Pew started the survey in the 1970s; it is also more robust than the link between happiness and wealth.’18


Studies also show, they say, that religion can combat bad behaviour as well as promote well-being. ‘Twenty years ago, Richard Freeman, a Harvard economist, found that black youths who attended church were more likely to attend school and less likely to commit crimes or use drugs.’ Since then, a host of further studies, including the 1991 report by the National Commission on Children, have concluded that religious participation is associated with lower rates of crime and drug use. James Q. Wilson (1931–2012), perhaps America’s pre-eminent criminologist, succinctly summarized ‘a mountain of [social-scientific] evidence’: ‘Religion, independent of social class, reduces deviance.’ Finally, Jonathan Gruber, ‘a secular-minded economist’ at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, has argued ‘on the basis of a mass of evidence’ that churchgoing produces a boost in income.


Two observations are pertinent here. The first is that these examples are taken from the USA and, as is becoming clear, that country is exceptional in all sorts of ways and not at all typical of what is happening elsewhere. The second observation is, perhaps, more relevant to our subject. Even if some of these surveys showing the benefits of belief are true, what exactly is being argued here? That God rewards people who go to church regularly and often by making them happier, healthier and, to an extent, richer? But if so, and if God is omnipotent and beneficent, what about the 57 per cent of regular churchgoers who are not happy? They go to church – so why has (an omnipotent and benevolent) God discriminated against them? By the same token, why are any non-churchgoers happy? Twenty-six per cent say they are, yet seldom or never go to church. How do we know that these people weren’t happy or unhappy to begin with, irrespective of their churchgoing behaviour? And in any case, these figures show that, even among the churchgoers, the unhappy outweigh the happy



by a significant majority. What, we may ask, is God playing at?


Still more to the point, and revealingly, these are arguments for the psychological benefits of faith, not for theological ones. One could argue – theologians in the past have argued – that happiness is not the aim for religious people, certainly not for pious Christians, the crux of their belief system being that they can hope for salvation only in the next life. There is thus something in this whole exercise, of trying to prove the benefits of faith at every level, that smacks of . . . well, shaping the evidence to fit the conclusion that was wanted in the first place. Jonathan Haidt in The Righteous Mind argues further that ‘human flourishing requires social order and embeddedness’, which is best obtained by religion, which is the ‘handmaiden of groupishness, tribalism and nationalism’. But he also adds that research shows that ‘religious people are better neighbours and citizens’ not because they pray or read the scriptures or believe in hell (‘These beliefs and practices turned out to matter very little’) but because they were ‘enmeshed’ with others of similar religion. Here too religion is conceived of as a psychological phenomenon, not a theological one.


The psychological evidence, however, is really overwhelmed by the much wider picture as described by Norris and Inglehart’s sociology. Their conclusion is worth giving in full: ‘The critique [of secularization theory] relies too heavily on selected anomalies [and ignores some striking oddities]. And focuses too heavily on the United States (which happens to be a striking deviant case) rather than comparing systematic evidence across a broad range of rich and poor societies . . . Philosophers and theologians have sought to probe into the meaning and purpose of life since the dawn of history; but for the great majority of the population, who lived at the margin of subsistence, the need for reassurance and a sense of certainty was the main function of religion.’19


Point one in the argument of this book, then, is that although for some people in the early twenty-first century ‘God is back!’, the actual situation is rather more complex and considerably more fraught than that simple statement suggests. Contrary to what many religious people would like to believe is happening, that atheism is in retreat, is not true either, at least in the developed world.




At the same time, for many people Charles Taylor had a point when in his 2008 book A Secular Age he wrote that modernity involves in some sense a ‘subtraction story’, a loss or narrowing of experience, a ‘disenchantment’ with the world that ‘leaves us with a universe that is dull, routine, flat, driven by rules rather than thoughts, a process that culminates in bureaucracy run by “specialists without spirit, hedonists without heart”’, that atheists lead impoverished lives that are somehow less ‘full’ than the lives of believers, that atheists ‘yearn’ for something more than can be provided by the self-sufficient power of reason, and that they are blind and deaf to the miraculous moments when ‘God breaks in’, in the works of Dante or Bach, or Chartres Cathedral, say.20


Many atheists would dismiss Taylor out of hand, but he is not entirely alone in this, either. Here is another raft of books published since the millennium: Luc Ferry, Man Made God: The Meaning of Life (2002), John Cottingham, On the Meaning of Life (2003), Julian Baggini, What’s It All About? Philosophy and the Meaning of Life (2004), Richard Holloway, Looking in the Distance: The Human Search for Meaning (2004), Roy F. Baumeister, The Cultural Animal: Human Nature, Meaning and Social Life (2005), John F. Haught, Is Nature Enough? Meaning and Truth in the Age of Science (2006), Terry Eagleton, The Meaning of Life (2007), Owen J. Flanagan, The Really Hard Problem: Meaning in a Material World (2007), Claire Colebrook, Deleuze and the Meaning of Life (2010).


Now, at one stage such a phrase as ‘the meaning of life’ could have been used only in an ironical or jokey way. Its serious use would have been seen as embarrassing. The 1983 Monty Python film, The Meaning of Life had several answers, including ‘be kind to fish’, ‘wear more hats’ and ‘avoid eating fat’. But ‘the meaning of life’ is no longer an embarrassing subject, it would seem, in the twenty-first century.


Why should that be? Could it be that Taylor has at least part of a point, in that many of the ways of thought conceived over the past 130 years have proved not to have all the answers? Certainly, many ideologies and ‘isms’ of the modern world have either collapsed or become dead-ends: imperialism, nationalism, socialism, Marxism, communism, Stalinism, fascism, Maoism, materialism, behaviourism,



apartheid. Most recently, with the ‘credit crunch’ of 2008 and its turbulent wake, even capitalism has come under the spotlight.


‘The Things We Have Are Devalued by the
Things We Want Next’


The impact of the credit crunch was much more than economic. Writing in The [London] Times, the author Jeanette Winterson argued that the ‘so-called civilized West, at its most materialistic, has failed to deliver the goods . . . we are in a terrible mess’; ‘the way out’ is through art, she concluded. In a later article in the same newspaper she wrote: ‘We have created a society without values, that believes in nothing.’ Other aspects of the crisis were highlighted, again in The Times, which reported that a survey of Faithbook – a new multi-faith page on Facebook – showed that 71 per cent of those surveyed thought that we are today in a ‘spiritual recession’ and that that is more worrying than the material recession. (Another survey showed there had been a 27 per cent increase in praying since the credit crunch began, yet more evidence of religious behaviour having to do with existential insecurity.) In November 2008 it was reported that in Britain more people believe in aliens and ghosts than believe in God: of the three thousand surveyed (not a small sample), 58 per cent believed in supernatural entities against 54 per cent who believed in God.* The subscribers to Faithbook hold that ‘any faith is better than none’.


Despite some of the cathedrals of capitalism having gone under, or been rescued by nationalization or government bailouts, capitalism hasn’t yet, in 2014, collapsed. It certainly got a fright, and is still in intensive care, but its obituary hasn’t yet been published. More to the point, all this has provoked, and will continue to provoke, a change of attitude, or perspective: we now appear to be entering a more serious, more reflective time when, as a result of the financial collapse, people are seriously reassessing the values and ideas by which we live. Nigel



Biggar, Regius professor of moral and pastoral theology at Oxford, told the Financial Times that, having taught many students who went into the City or big law firms, he has observed a recent change. ‘I kept in touch with some of them. When they were young, the 24/7 life was stimulating. It became a burden later on when they had a family, but then they were trapped by wealth. I see a move away from that now: more interest in teaching and other forms of public service.’21


Several things are conflated here. Religious belief and unbelief are two of them. The failure of science to engage the enthusiasm of many is another. And the psychological dimension is yet another, in which the chief objects of attention have been happiness and loneliness, different sides of the same coin when it comes to fulfilment.


A survey published in Britain in 2008 showed that people across the country were ‘increasingly lonely’, and that the predicament had been accelerating in the previous decade. The increase in loneliness had started, the survey reported, in the late 1960s, when neighbourhoods had been progressively weakened by increased rates of divorce, immigration, the need to move house for job-related reasons, and the growth of transitory student populations (British universities have increased since 1963 from twenty-three to more than a hundred). Thomas Dumm’s Loneliness as a Way of Life (2008) characterizes America as the archetypal lonely society of the future, typified by a ‘possessive individualism’ in which ‘personal choice’ is a cloak rather than an opportunity.22


Happiness, touched on a few pages back, has received, perhaps inevitably, even more attention. Confining ourselves only to twenty-first-century sources, there has been a wave of books exploring happiness – how to achieve it, its links to the latest brain science, what gets in the way of it, how it varies around the world, why women are (in general) less happy than men.


One well publicized finding is that although the developed Western nations have become better off in a financial and material sense, they are not any happier than they were decades ago. In fact, in The Age of Absurdity: Why Modern Life Makes It Hard to Be Happy (2010), Michael Foley argues that modern life has made things worse, ‘deepening our cravings and at the same time heightening our delusions of



importance as individuals. Not only are we rabid in our unsustainable demands for gourmet living, eternal youth, fame and a hundred varieties of sex, we have been encouraged – by a post-1970s “rights” culture that has created a zero-tolerance sensitivity to any perceived inequality, slight or grievance – into believing that to want something is to deserve it.’23 Moreover, ‘the things we have are devalued by the things we want next’ – another consequence of capitalism.


On the other hand the latest World Values Survey, published in August 2008, found that over the past twenty-five years, in forty-five out of fifty-two countries where polling took place, happiness had risen. But the research also showed that economic growth boosts happiness noticeably only in countries with per capita GDP of less than $12,000. Happiness had fallen in India, China, Australia, Belarus, Hungary, Chile, Switzerland (Switzerland!) and Serbia. Happiness appeared more related to democratization, greater variety and opportunities in the workplace, access to travel and the opportunity to express oneself. Other research showed that individualistic nations, especially in the West, ‘were particularly susceptible to negative emotions’, whereas Asian or Latin American countries were less so ‘because they consider their individual feelings less important than the collective good’.24


Let us be honest. These are all fascinating findings, and many of them are salutary and worrying in equal measure. But they are also contradictory and paradoxical. In America it is the churchgoers who are happiest, but worldwide it is those who are existentially insecure (and therefore extremely unlikely to be happy) who most attend church; religion is associated in America with less criminality, but worldwide with more; in America attendance at church boosts income, but worldwide a rise in income fails to increase happiness and it is the poorest who most attend church. Peter Berger says we are as furiously religious as ever but the members of Faithbook think we are in a spiritual recession; Peter Berger says it is the absence of transcendence that people miss but the World Values Survey shows that it is instead the absence of bread, water, decent medication and jobs that people miss, and which leads them to religion.


Despite the contradictions in these findings, amid the atavistic, violent and absurdly incoherent nature of many recent religious



manifestations, and although the sociological explanations for both religious and non-religious orientations seem – rationally and convincingly – to outweigh theological ones, it is clear that many religious souls refuse to accept such a state of affairs.


Charles Taylor and the other authors referred to above lead the way in arguing that atheists suffer impoverished lives. But the Norris– Inglehart survey indicates that once existential insecurity is relieved, faith disappears. This sociological transformation is still occurring – it is even beginning to occur in the United States. A Pew Research Center poll published in 2012 reveals that the number in the US with no religious affiliation has risen from 16 per cent in 2008 to 20 per cent four years later. Church attendance has dropped from around 40 per cent in 1965 to under 30 per cent now.25


One book cannot hope to have much of an impact when set against the absurd, tragic and horrific dimensions of recent religious history, but this one at least aims to offer something that hasn’t, to my knowledge, been done before. It aims to be an extensive survey of the work of those talented people – artists, novelists, dramatists, poets, scientists, psychologists, philosophers – who have embraced atheism, the death of God, and have sought other ways to live, who have discovered or fashioned other forms of meaning in the world, other ways to overcome the great ‘subtraction’, the dreadful impoverishment that so many appear to think is the inevitable consequence of losing the idea of supernatural transcendence.


I hope to show that such an eventuality is far from inevitable. In fact, when you look at our recent history you encounter quite a lot of surprises in the works of luminaries you thought you knew; you make some unusual (and revealing) juxtapositions, and you discover that the search for other ways to live has been one of the core components – part of the DNA, to use a modern metaphor – of modern culture. You also realize that, far from atheists leading less than full lives, neither God nor the Devil has all the best tunes – and that this book, instead of being called The Age of Nothing, could have been called The Age of Everything.


One more point, but an important one. Is Nietzsche to blame for



our current predicament? Why is it that his intervention has caught our attention above all others? And what does that tell us?


The Phenomenon that was Nietzsche


Towards the end of March 1883 Friedrich Nietzsche, then aged thirty-nine and staying in Genoa, was far from well. He had recently returned from Switzerland to his old lodgings on the Salita delle Battistine but this brought no immediate relief from his migraines, stomach troubles and insomnia. Already upset (but also relieved) by the death the previous month of his erstwhile great friend the composer Richard Wagner, with whom he had fallen out, he came down with a severe attack of influenza for which the Genoese doctor prescribed daily doses of quinine. Unusually, a heavy snowfall had blanketed the city, accompanied by ‘incongruous thunderclaps and flashes of lightning’, and this too seems to have affected his mood and hindered his recovery. Unable to take the stimulating walks that were part of his routine, and helped his thinking, by the 22nd of the month he was still listless and bedridden.26


What added to his ‘black melancholy’, as he put it, was that it was four weeks since he had sent his latest manuscript to his publisher Ernst Schmeitzner in Chemnitz, who seemed in no hurry to bring out this new book, entitled Thus Spake Zarathustra. He sent Schmeitzner a furious letter of reproach, which brought an apologetic reply, but a month later Nietzsche learned the real reason for the delay. As he said in a letter: ‘The Leipzig printer, Teubner, has shoved the Zarathustra manuscript aside in order to meet a rush order for 500,000 hymnals, which had to be delivered in time for Easter.’ This rich irony was not lost on Nietzsche, of course. ‘The realization that his fearless Zarathustra, the “madman” who had the nerve to proclaim to the somnambulists around him that “God is dead!”, should have been momentarily smothered beneath the collective weight of 500,000 Christian hymnbooks struck Nietzsche as downright “comic”.’27


The response of the first readers of the work was mixed. Heinrich



Köselitz, Nietzsche’s friend, who by long tradition was sent the proofs to read and correct, was rapturous, and he expressed the hope that ‘this extraordinary book’ would one day be as widely distributed as the Bible. Very different was the reaction of the typesetters in Leipzig, who were so frightened by what they read that they considered refusing to produce the book.


The world has never forgotten – and some have never forgiven – Nietzsche for saying ‘God is dead’, and then going on to add that ‘we have killed him’. He had actually said that before, in The Gay Science published the previous year, but the pithy style of Zarathustra attracted much more attention.


What is it with Nietzsche? Why is it his phrase above all others that has been remembered and has stuck? After all, belief in God had been declining for some time. For some, perhaps even many, belief in God – or gods, supernatural entities of any kind – had never seemed right. In most histories of unbelief, or doubt, the account begins in the eighteenth century with Edward Gibbon and David Hume, moving through Voltaire and the French Revolution, taking in Kant, Hegel and the Romantics, German biblical criticism, Auguste Comte and the ‘positivist breakthrough’. In the mid-nineteenth century came Ludwig Feuerbach and Karl Marx, Søren Kierkegaard, Arthur Schopenhauer; and the ravages of geological and biological science brought about by Charles Lyell, Robert Owen, Robert Chambers, Herbert Spencer, and above all Charles Darwin.


These accounts, as often as not, add for good measure stories of celebrated individuals who lost their faith – George Eliot, Leslie Stephen, Edmund Gosse. And those who didn’t, but who heard the signals, among them Matthew Arnold who, in the decade following Darwin’s Origin, lamented in his poem Dover Beach ‘the melancholy, long, withdrawing roar’ of the sea of faith. Other accounts stress the sheer antiquity of unbelief, and here the cast includes Epicurus and Lucretius, Socrates and Cicero, Al-Rawandi and Rabelais. Here is not the place to rehearse these narratives. Our concern will be with the timing and the circumstances which culminated in Nietzsche’s notably bold proclamation (albeit, we should always remember, one made by a madman).




The Whiff of Danger and the Cargo of Life


One of those circumstances was Nietzsche himself. He was a thoroughly unusual man – quixotic, contradictory, a young meteor who shone with an incandescent writing style but who burned out quickly and went mad at the age of forty-five. His aphoristic style lent itself to easy assimilation, by the public as well as by other philosophers, and was designed to be provocative and incendiary, succeeding only too well as the reservations of those typesetters in Leipzig show. His madness, too, added a colourful salting to his biography, and to the biography of his ideas after his death in 1900. Were his extreme views ‘the uninterrupted consequence of his reason’, or were they flavoured (distorted?) by his illness, an affliction that has grown more – not less – notorious since his death, as it has become clear that he was suffering from syphilis?


The uses to which his ideas have been put, or are said to have been put, since his death, are also a source of continuing notoriety. Nietzsche’s concept of nihilism caught the imagination of the world, one of its consequences being that he is the only person whose ideas, as Steven Aschheim points out, have been blamed for two world wars. This is a burdensome – and enduring – legacy.


His core insight – and the most dangerous – was that there does not exist any perspective external to or higher than life itself. There cannot exist any privileged viewpoint, any abstraction or force outside the world as we know it; there is nothing beyond reality, beyond life itself, nothing ‘above’; there is no transcendence, nothing metaphysical. As a result, we can make no judgement on existence that is universally valid or ‘objective’: ‘the value of life cannot be assessed’. As Nietzsche famously insisted, ‘There are no facts, only interpretations.’28


From this, certain things follow. We are solely the product of historical forces. Contrary to what the scientists say, the world is a chaos of multiple forces and drives ‘whose infinite and chaotic multiplicity cannot be reduced to unity’.29 We must learn to situate ourselves in this multiplicity and chaos and the way we do so is via the ‘will to power’, by which we seek to gain control over inanimate nature. Our history, especially that of the great religions, Christianity in particular,



has given us a ‘hidden prejudice’ in favour of the ‘beyond’ at the expense of the ‘here and now’, and this must be changed. This very likely means that much of our activity will be in refuting what has gone before, a task made no easier by the competing forces within us, a jostling, which is our natural state and requires us to be spirited in making sense out of this jostling.30


Importantly, Nietzsche tells us that this struggle to achieve mastery over the chaos that is both outside and inside us – the ‘cargo of life’ – leads to a more intense form of existence, and it is the only aim we can have in life, in this life here and now. Our ethical stance should be to achieve this intensity at whatever cost: our only duty is to ourselves.31


The role of reason in our lives is to enable us to realize that many of our urges are irrational, and no less powerful or valuable for that: we must harness them, and unlock them intelligently, so that they do not continue to thwart one another. This rationalization of the passions in our life he defines as the spiritual quality of existence. We should seek harmony, but we should recognize that some passions are not what the traditional religions have approved of. For example, enmity is one of the passions; it should be accepted and lived with as much as any of the others.32


All this naturally affected Nietzsche’s idea of salvation. Salvation, he holds, cannot apply to some ideal ‘beyond’ the here and now. ‘God becomes the formula for every slander upon the “here and now”, and for every lie about the “hereafter”.’ And he goes so far as to propose putting what he called the ‘doctrine of eternal recurrence’ in the place of ‘metaphysics’ and ‘religion’. This was his idea that salvation cannot be other than resolutely earthly, ‘sewn into the tissue of forces that are the fabric of life’. The doctrine of eternal recurrence reads that you must live your life in such a way that you would wish to live it again. ‘All joy wants eternity,’ he says, and is the criterion for deciding which moments in a life are worth living and which are not. ‘The good life is that which succeeds in existing for the moment, without reference to past or future, without condemnation or selection, in a state of absolute lightness, and in the finished conviction that there is no difference therefore between the instant and eternity.’


We must make a ‘Dionysiac affirmation’, ‘stand in a Dionysian



relationship to existence’, ‘select to live only those instants that we would be willing to live with over and over again, in infinite recession’. In this way we will be saved – saved from fear.


In Nietzsche’s new world, without a beyond or a hereafter, life has no purpose other than to live in the grand style, using the will to power to achieve an intensity of experience such that we would like those intense moments to go on and on and on.


All this was as heady as it was dangerous, and a lot is lost in translation, for Nietzsche was a superb stylist of the German language. That language, that style, go some way towards explaining why the world of 1882 picked up on his aphorism – that God is dead – so quickly and so wholeheartedly, even enthusiastically. But it was not the whole picture.


Doubt’s Bid for a Better World


A.N. Wilson calls doubt ‘the Victorian disease’ and Jennifer Michael Hecht, in her history of doubt, says the period 1800–1900 was ‘easily the best-documented moment of widespread doubt in human history’. It was, she says, the century of ‘doubt’s bid for a better world’. ‘The best-educated doubters felt that the time for doubting religion was over: it was time to start building something in which one could truly believe, a happy new world. They guessed that it would be a better world because the money and energy once given to religion would be devoted to generating food, clothing, medicine, and ideas. They also thought that they might see farther than ever before, now that their vision was mended.’33


Owen Chadwick, who was Regius professor of modern history at Cambridge and one-time President of the British Academy, proposed in his Gifford lectures and subsequently in The Secularization of Europe in the Nineteenth Century (1975) that doubt’s bid for a better world involved two parallel processes – a social process and an intellectual one. There were, as he put it, two kinds of ‘unsettlement’ occurring throughout the nineteenth century, ‘unsettlement in society, mainly due to new machines, growth of big cities, the massive transfer of populations; and unsettlement in minds, rising out of a heap of new



knowledge in science and history, and out of the consequent argument’. And perhaps more important, the two unsettlements merged easily. The crucial twenty years when this ‘merger’ took place, he pointed out, were 1860–80, exactly the time leading up to Nietzsche’s publication of Zarathustra.


The Unfitness of Faith and Science


It is important to conclude this Introduction with four qualifications. First, that if we look around, and read our histories of the long twentieth century, we find that by no means everyone has or has had this apocalyptic fear of the death of God, as epitomized by, say, Dostoevsky. In 1980, James Thrower published an account of what he called ‘the alternative tradition’, the rejection of religious explanations in the ancient world. The German sociologist Wilhelm Dilthey said that everyone has a ‘metaphysical impulse’, in that we all have within us a theory, however inchoate or incoherent, about the world and our place in it, and about what metaphysical forces may or may not exist. But it would be wrong to say that everyone is troubled by the problems that vexed Dostoevsky and Nietzsche so much. Many people are troubled by these issues, and troubled deeply, but by no means everyone.34


Second, Callum Brown has recently given us a new narrative of secularization. In The Death of Christian Britain: Understanding Secularisation 1800–2000 (2001) he introduces the notion of ‘discursive Christianity’, a form of religious identity not captured by the usual sociological categories. Discursive Christianity shapes an individual’s personal identity, their private – even secret – selves, which influence morality, personal behaviour (such as saying grace before meals), speech and dress, expectations, the sort of subtle behaviour captured in oral histories. Brown argues that Britain remained a Christian nation until the 1960s, when it collapsed spectacularly, to become thoroughly irreligious. People did not turn to other forms of belief; rather, they stopped regarding themselves as religious.


Brown’s statistics are impressive but a number of comments may be made. First, something similar was observed in the United States in



the Pew survey report mentioned earlier: there, current religious faith was described as ‘mushier’ than in the past. Either way, these results flatly contradict the claims of those who argue that ‘God is back’. No less important from our point of view, they do not affect this book’s argument. Whatever the exact trajectory of secularization, of the collapse of belief in God, the individuals discussed within these pages clearly felt – and feel – that God is indeed dead.


Third, Brown’s view overlaps to an extent with the theory of the French analyst Olivier Roy, who in Holy Ignorance: When Religion and Culture Part Ways (2010) argues that a parallel process has been recently taking place alongside secularization. Thanks to globalization, religions have become divorced from their cultural homelands – ‘deterritorialized’. Christianity is no longer exclusive to Europe and the Middle East, Hinduism in India, or Islam in the desert heartlands, but all are now more or less worldwide.


Consequently, the cultural attributes that once formed an integral part of religious identity and practices have less and less place. Arabs will refer to ‘Muslim culture’, for example, by which they mean family-related attitudes and practices, segregation of the sexes, modesty, food habits and so on, whereas by ‘Islamic culture’ is meant art, architecture, the practices of urban life. In order to circulate in a global context, a religious entity must appear universal; for the message to be fully grasped, it must be disconnected from a specific culture as traditionally understood. ‘Religion therefore circulates outside knowledge. Salvation does not require people to know, but to believe.’ As a result, as they have become ‘de-ethnicized’, religions have become ‘purer’, more ideological and, therefore, at the same time, more fundamental. They are, in a very real sense, based more on ignorance than knowledge, Roy says, and, to that extent, and in reply to what Charles Taylor says about secular lives, these religions are thinner.36


These various strands come together to show why Nietzsche was the phenomenon he was, why his remarks about the death of God ricocheted around Europe in particular so resoundingly, and why what he said is still so potent today. Although there had always been some people who didn’t believe in God, and although Doubt with a capital ‘D’ had been growing since the middle of the eighteenth century, it was



only in the 1880s that, again as Owen Chadwick put it, the ‘great historical revolution in the human intelligence’ became clear to all who took an interest in these matters, and that the act of faith was no longer seen ‘to fit the experience of men’. Since then, whatever the adherents of the God-is-back thesis may say, people have continued to lose faith, and religion is evolving in ways that increasingly suggest a rearguard action.


Which leaves us with one issue, the fourth qualification, which is no less important. This is that science, for all its great reputation as the institution that has the capability to acquire all kinds of truth, and despite its undoubted successes, has nonetheless left behind a widespread ‘sadness that [it] is not fitted to offer truths about the moral being and that therefore . . . perhaps truths about the moral being are not to be obtained’.37


However many people have faced up to the fact that we are now living in a world without God, and are troubled by it, just as many have found science wanting as a source of life’s meaning. The intertwined nature of these two elements has been in general overlooked, but the link is inescapable, as we shall see, time and again, and has been critical in determining how we have tried to live our lives since Nietzsche wrote what he wrote.
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* Recalling G.K. Chesterton’s observation that ‘When people stop believing in God, they don’t believe in nothing – they believe in anything.’











PART ONE
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The Avant-Guerre: When Art Mattered
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The Nietzsche Generation: Ecstasy, Eros, Excess


The greatest irony of Nietzsche’s life – far greater than Zarathustra being held up at the printers by 500,000 hymnals – was surely the fact that he exploded onto the intellectual and cultural scene when he was already insane, catatonic, and knew nothing about what was occurring. It was only in the 1890s that he came to the attention of significantly large audiences.1 Until that point, he had not been without influence – Steven Aschheim tells us that both Gustav Mahler and Viktor Adler were inspired by Nietzsche, perhaps as early as 1875–8. But this influence was piecemeal and it was not until the 1890s that some sort of ‘confrontation’ with Nietzsche became virtually obligatory.


His fame spread internationally very quickly, but of course the concern with his ideas was more intense in Germany than elsewhere. Every would-be academic or intellectual was expected to have a ‘position’ on Nietzsche, or the ‘Nietzsche problem’ as it was referred to, and among the middle classes in Germany, Nietzsche evenings became commonplace – social gatherings accompanied by music and spoken texts.2


As mentioned in the Introduction, part of Nietzsche’s appeal lay in the lyrical power of his language, but it wasn’t only that. The Germans, many of them, were proud of Nietzsche: he had German roots and was addressing what many people thought were specifically German problems. His opponents stressed his ‘Slavic’ way of thinking and played down his Deutschtum, his Germanness.




Hard Wisdom


Throughout the nineteenth century there had been endless arguments about what actually was and was not German (its borders did keep changing), and Nietzsche was press-ganged into this debate. During the 1890s and thereafter more and more people began to adapt his Germanness and the Nietzsche–German relationship into an ideology. By this account, Germanness was an exclusive precondition for truly understanding him and what he was saying. Here, for example, is Oswald Spengler on Nietzsche: ‘Goethe’s life was a full life, and that means it brought something to completion. Countless Germans will honor Goethe, live with him, and seek his support; but he can never transform them. Nietzsche’s effect is a transformation, for the melody of his vision did not end with his death . . . His work is not a part of our past to be enjoyed; it is a task that makes servants of us all . . . In an age that does not tolerate otherworldly ideals . . . when the only thing of recognizable value is the kind of ruthless action that Nietzsche baptized with the name of Cesare Borgia – in such an age, unless we learn to act as real history wants us to act, we will cease to exist as a people. We cannot live without a form that does not merely console in difficult situations, but helps one get out of them. This kind of hard wisdom made its first appearance in German thought with Nietzsche.’3


Carl Jung was no less impressed. He viewed Nietzsche as a development beyond Protestantism, just as Protestantism was itself an outgrowth beyond Catholicism. Nietzsche’s idea of the Superman was, he believed, ‘the thing in man that takes the place of the God’.4


Notwithstanding the enthusiasm of these and other luminaries, it was the youth and avant-garde of the 1890s who made up the bulk of Nietzsche’s followers. This had a lot to do with the state of the Kaiserreich, which was perceived then to be both spiritually and politically mediocre. To these people Nietzsche was seen as a pivotal, turn-of-the-century figure, ‘a man whose stature was comparable only to Buddha, Zarathustra or Jesus Christ’.5 Even his madness was endowed by supporters with a spiritual quality. For here was Nietzsche like the madman in his own story, someone who had been driven crazy by



his vision and the alienation of a society not yet able to comprehend him. The German Expressionists had a fascination with madness for its allegedly liberating qualities, as they did for all extreme forms of life, and they identified Nietzsche as both a spokesman and an exemplar. Opponents dismissed him, quite wrongly as it turned out, as a ‘degenerate’ who would ‘rave for a season, and then perish’.6


Despite the divisions he aroused, his popularity grew. Novels and plays tried to capture and dramatize his already dramatic ideas. People all over Europe started to have ‘intoxicating’ Zarathustra experiences. Le Corbusier had a Zarathustra-Erlebnis (a Zarathustra ‘experience’ or ‘insight’) in 1908. Nietzschean concepts like the will to power and Übermensch entered the vocabulary.7 Richard Strauss’s tone poem Also Sprach Zarathustra was premiered in Frankfurt-am-Main in November 1896, the most famous but not the only major artwork stimulated by Nietzsche – Mahler’s Third Symphony was another, originally entitled The Gay Science.


The glossy illustrated magazine Pan featured Nietzschean poems in his honour but also printed drawings and sculptures of him, seemingly whenever they got the chance. Between 1890 and 1914 his portrait was everywhere, his bushy moustache becoming a widespread visual symbol, making his face as famous as his aphorisms. From the mid-1890s, encouraged by the Nietzsche archives (under the control of his sister), ‘Nietzsche-cult products’ were made available in generous amounts, a move that would certainly have maddened him had he been capable of such feelings. Hermann Hesse was just one well known writer who had two images of Nietzsche on his study wall in Tübingen. His face was also a popular device on book-plates, one image showing him as a latter-day Christ, with a crown of thorns. The working-class press appropriated his image as a familiar and succinct way to mock the capitalist commercialization of culture.8


Some even adopted what they called Nietzschean ‘lifestyles’, the most striking example being the designer/architect Peter Behrens. Behrens designed his own ‘Zarathustrian’ villa as a centrepiece of the experimental Darmstadt artists’ colony. The house was adorned with symbols such as the eagle, and Zarathustra’s diamond, which radiated



‘the virtues of a world that is not yet here’. Behrens surpassed even this in the German pavilion he designed for the Turin 1902 Exposition. In a surreal cavern light flooded the interior in which the industrial might of the Second Reich was on display. Zarathustra, cited explicitly, progresses towards the light.9


Bruno Taut (1880–1938), an Expressionist architect, became a prominent exponent of a cult of mountains that emerged and was associated with Nietzsche. Taut’s ‘Alpine Architecture’ attempted to envision an entire chain of mountains transformed into ‘landscapes of Grail-shrines and crystal-lined caves’, so that, in the end, whole continents would be covered with ‘glass and precious stones in the form of “ray-domes” and “sparkling palaces”’.10


Nietzschean Kitsch


In a similar vein was the Zarathustrian cult of Bergeinsamkeit, ‘the longing to escape the crowded cities and to feel the pristine mountain air’. Giovanni Segantini, a painter and another enthusiastic Nietzschean, specialized in views of the Engadine, the mountain region that inspired Nietzsche when he was writing Thus Spoke Zarathustra. So popular did his work prove that pilgrims and tourists flocked to these mountains: ‘The Einsamkeitserlebnis – the experience of being alone – was transformed into a mass business!’ The flourishing of a Nietzschean kitsch industry, which would have horrified Nietzsche himself, was another ironic indication of his popularity among the ‘philistines’. Paul Friedrich’s play The Third Reich was one of several that put Zarathustra on stage, in this case clad in a silver and gold costume and a purple coat, a golden ribbon in his blond hair and a leopardskin flung insouciantly over his shoulder. At times people worried that the Nietzsche cult was outdoing Nietzsche himself. In 1893 Max Nordau wrote about the ‘Nietzsche Jugend’ – the Nietzsche youth – as if they were an identifiable group.11


As time went by it became increasingly clear that Germany – and to a lesser extent the rest of Europe – was now populated by Nietzsche generations – in the plural. Thomas Mann was one who recognized



this: ‘We who were born around 1870 are too close to Nietzsche, we participate too directly in his tragedy, his personal fate (perhaps the most terrible, most awe-inspiring fate in intellectual history). Our Nietzsche is Nietzsche militant. Nietzsche triumphant belongs to those born fifteen years after us. We have from him our psychological sensitivity, our lyrical criticism, the experience of Wagner, the experience of Christianity, the experience of “modernity” – experiences from which we shall never completely break free . . . They are too precious for that, too profound, too fruitful.’12


Nietzsche was in particular looked upon as a new type of challenge, paradoxically akin to the forces of socialism, a modern ‘seducer’, whose advocacy was even more persuasive than the ‘odious equalizing of social democracy’. Georg Tantzscher thought Nietzscheanism fitted neatly the needs of the free-floating intelligentsia, trapped as they were ‘between isolation and a sense of mission, the drive to withdraw from society and the drive to lead it’. In his 1897 book on the Nietzsche cult, the sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies accused Nietzscheanism of being ‘pseudo-liberational’. People, he said, ‘were captivated by the promise of the release of creative powers, the appeal to overcome narrow-minded authority and conventional opinions, and free self-expression’. But he condemned Nietzscheanism as superficial, serving elitist, conservative and ‘laissez-faire functions’ that went quite against the social-democratic spirit of the age.


A little later, in 1908, in The Nietzsche Cult: A Chapter in the History of Aberrations of the Human Spirit, the philosopher Wolfgang Becker also appeared puzzled that so many ‘cultured luminaries’ were attracted to the Nietzschean message, but he agreed with Mann that it meant different things to different people. To the young, Nietzsche’s analysis seemed ‘deep’; but the German colonial officials in Africa employed his Herrenmoral ideal practically every day, as they felt it was suited perfectly to ‘the colonial mode of rule’.13


The sociologist and philosopher Georg Simmel also took his colour from Nietzsche. His central concept, Vornehmheit, the ideal of ‘distinction’, owed everything to Nietzsche. Simmel looked upon Vornehmheit as the defining quality by which individuals ‘could be separated from the crowd and endowed with “nobility”’. For Simmel



this was a new ideal stemming from the dilemma of how to create personal values in a money economy. Nietzsche had encouraged the pursuit of specific values – Vornehmheit, beauty, strength – each of which he said enhanced life and which, ‘far from encouraging egoism, demanded greater self-control’.14


Marxists thought that Nietzscheanism nakedly served capitalism, imperialism, and afterwards fascism, and that Nietzscheans were no more than the ultimate in bourgeois pseudo-radicalism, never touching on the underlying exploitation, and leaving the socioeconomic class structure intact.


People liked to observe the irony that Nietzsche was dead long before God, but Aschheim maintains that he was simply ‘unburiable’. ‘Nietzsche was not a piece of learning,’ wrote Franz Servis in 1895, ‘but a part of life, “the reddest blood of our time”. He has not died: “Oh, we shall still all have to drink of his blood! Not one of us will be spared that.”’15 As this book will show, he was right.


Even the choice of Weimar as the location of the Nietzsche archive was intended to emulate – if not surpass – the similar shrine of that other self-styled protector of German spirituality, at Bayreuth. Nietzsche’s sister Elizabeth Förster-Nietzsche and her colleagues played a deliberate role in the monumentalization and mythologizing of the philosopher. The place ‘was no mere archive but a house of creative powers’. For example, his sister sought to create an ‘authorized’ Nietzsche, her main object being to ‘depathologize’ her brother, and in so doing remove the subversive from his ideas making him – as she thought – ‘respectable’.


The most grandiose and monumental of plans – much more so than the archive – came from the more enlightened and cosmopolitan adherents. In 1911, for instance, Harry Graf Kessler, the Anglo-German patron of the arts and author of Berlin in Lights, envisaged building a huge festival area as a memorial, comprising a temple, a large stadium and an enormous sculpture of Apollo. In this space, intended to hold thousands, art, dance, theatre and sports competitions would be combined into a ‘Nietzschean totality’. Aristide Maillol agreed to build the statue, using none other than Vaslav Nijinsky as the model. André Gide, Anatole France, Walther Rathenau, Gabriele



d’Annunzio, Gilbert Murray and H.G. Wells joined the fund-raising committee. The project failed only when Elizabeth Förster-Nietzsche withdrew her support in 1913.16


Until the First World War, Nietzsche exerted a wide influence on the arts. However, the Great War, as we shall see, totally changed public attitudes to Nietzsche and the impact of his ideas.


Probably, Nietzsche’s most explosive and enduring impact was on the intellectual, artistic and literary avant-garde – his invitation ‘to be something new, to signify something new, to represent new values’ was emblematic of what Steven Aschheim also calls the ‘Nietzschean generation’. Nietzsche gave point to the avant-garde’s alienation from the high culture of the establishment.17 The two forces he favoured were radical, secular self-creation and the Dionysian imperative of self-submersion. This led to several attempts to fuse the individualistic impulse within a search for new forms of ‘total’ community, the redemptive community, a theme that recurs throughout this book.18


While Nietzsche’s identification of the nihilist predicament was a starting point, people swiftly moved on. They sought a transformed civilization that encouraged and reflected a new übermenschlich type, creating excitement, authenticity, intensity, and in all ways superior to what had gone before. ‘What I was engaged in,’ recalled Ernst Blass, the Expressionist poet, referring to café life in imperial Berlin, was ‘a war on the gigantic philistinism of those days . . . What was in the air? Above all Van Gogh, Nietzsche, Freud too, and Wedekind. What was wanted was a post-rational Dionysos.’19


Freud and Nietzsche had in common that both sought to remove the metaphysical explanation of experience, and both stressed ‘self-creation’ as the central meaningful activity of life. While Freud strained for respectability, Nietzscheanism revelled in notoriety, but in most ways they were compatible, being stridently anti-scientific and anti-rationalist; and, with its Dionysian rhetoric, the artistic production of the Nietzscheans sought to unlock the wild reaches of the unconscious. Übermensch strongmen feature prominently in the novels of Gabriele d’Annunzio and Hermann Conradi, where the characters are involved in often brutal searches for innocence and authenticity, as often as not destroying in order to create.20




All Are Equal in Regard to Instinct


More than one critic has remarked on the general mood, in the wake of Nietzsche, as being in some ways not unlike that among the ‘counterculture’ of the 1960s and 70s (see chapter 22). Martin Green, in his book on the Nietzsche generation, concentrates on one noteworthy home, located in the small Swiss village of Ascona. There, a remarkable number of feminists, pacifists, literary figures, anarchists, modern dancers and Surrealists came together to consolidate their radical ideas and initiate certain ‘life-experiments’. Green says Ascona was part-Tolstoyan and part-anarchist, with a decidedly naturalist – at times occult – orientation. Among the better-known luminaries who passed through were D.H. Lawrence, Franz Kafka, Carl Gustav Jung and Hermann Hesse.


Nietzscheanism was a pervasive presence, not so much the ‘will-to-power’ form of Nietzscheanism but the Dionysian kind, where the aim is ecstatic dynamism. ‘They sought to create beauty in motion and to affirm life-creating values – above all that of eros. This found its most dynamic physical expression in the idea and development of modern dance.’21


Ascona had all the elements of the counterculture that would develop later, mainly in America. Adherents sought intensity through an erotic freedom, which included nudity, sometimes orgies, and at other times embraced a cult of masculinity. There was vegetarianism, sun worship, occultism, black magic, mysticism and Satanism, and a cult of festivals. What united these groupings was a belief in the irrational and in instinct, one unifying idea being that ‘all men are equal in regards to instinct’. By the same token, the worship of nature that was so popular in Ascona was practised there because nature worship was understood as meaning ‘the worship of the nature to be found in human beings as much as in the nature of animals, plants, the soil, the sea, the sun’. That, says Green, is the Asconan form of piety, ‘whether peaceful or ecstatic’.22


However, the most important – and best-established – elements of the Asconan idea were its withdrawal from city life in an effort to



establish a ‘new human type’, a post-Christian secular type who expressed a full humanity, together with ‘vagabondage’ and dance.


A New Human Type: The Vagabond and the Dance


The adoption of Ascona began around the turn of the century when Gusto Gräser, known to history primarily as a vagabond, took part in a meeting in Munich at which seven young people like him decided to withdraw from the world of cities and nations to found a community of their own. In the year of 1900 the Western world had mounted spectacular shows of the technological triumphs that had marked the success of the nineteenth century. But Gräser and the others had a distaste for the world of science, technology and modern medicine. Several of them were craftspeople, in wood, metal or leather, and they wandered through Switzerland in the last months of 1900, looking for the right place to settle and form a community of their own. They found what they were looking for in Ascona.


Ascona was then a backward peasant village of about one thousand people, on the Swiss side of Lake Maggiore, in the canton of Ticino. This area never played much of a role in Switzerland’s heroic history. Instead, its attractions included the climate, which allows for both pine and palm trees, snowcaps on the nearby mountains and roses on the lakeshore, and a unique variety of other trees including oak, birch, lime and olive. And then there were the local peasants who, for the artists and intellectuals who came to Ascona, were the complete and joyful antithesis of modern mankind in the cities. The population spoke Italian, practised Roman Catholicism, cultivated vineyards, fished and smuggled (it is near the border). The land was poor and cheap, and people were steadily migrating to the cities or to America.


For the next twenty years Gräser lived in this landscape. He was outdoors and moving all the time; he lived off the land; his lifestyle was his work, his creation, and he worked at it by adapting his needs and his appetites to the climate and the caves, to the fruit and the edible leaves. He was a vegetarian who revered life and refused to eat what



had been killed. His principles were assertions of freedom, not renunciations, were humanist, not religious, hearty, not pious.23 Gräser was in and out of jail for his beliefs (anarchist, radical pacificist, ‘theoretical nudist’) but found support in Hermann Hesse, who in 1918 wrote an essay based on Jungian ideas, called ‘Artists and Psychoanalysis’, in which he proclaimed that artists like Gräser have special ways – socially privileged ways – to declare their faith: they are exempt from the ordinary obligations.24


Workshops were set up, to manufacture handmade objects – from jewellery to furniture – for people who were dissatisfied with mass-produced factory goods.25 Activities at Ascona were supposed to be carried out not for economic reasons, or for any particular aim – which might spark ambition – but simply for the joy of activity, for maintaining as much as possible a festival spirit. One needed just enough, it was argued, to support one’s minimal needs, in that way avoiding being sucked into the social system that was the origin of the malaise in the first place.26 They enthusiastically embraced concepts like ‘full humanity’, and followed Nietzsche’s Zarathustra: ‘The world and man are not here to be improved, but to become themselves.’ For example, Eugen Diederichs, Hesse’s publisher and publisher of the cultural and political magazine Die Tat (The Deed), suggested that ‘a third and new stage of human development’ might be at hand, which would not just bring with it greater freedom but would bring back dignity (the quality Simmel had made so much of).27 It was observed that Gräser ‘may be said’ to have created a new human type, which had its influence mainly on youth movements.28 For Rudolf Laban, ‘the whole meaning of life is to foster the growth of the human, of men (as opposed to mere robots)’.29


The idea of vagabondage appears to have crystallized with Gräser (it had been known in the East, of course, since at least the time of the Buddha). It profoundly influenced Hesse, who was himself drawn to the vagabond life. One proof of this is the book that was his most popular before Demian was published, which was Knulp (1915). The story begins in the 1890s. Knulp is an amiable vagabond who lives in a world of play and sensuality. An erotic venture first sets him on the road, and women always fall for him. But Hesse’s stress falls on



Knulp’s delicacy, good manners, gaiety, lightness of touch. He refuses to tie himself to any trade, place or person.30


Ascona was Gräser’s home. He was offered a piece of land by villagers who thought he would attract other vagabonds, but he refused the gift, not wanting to own anything. He had a large number of practical skills, being known around Ascona as a ‘plumber’ or general fixer. His early ‘home’ was formed by two slabs of rock, with a few boards to lie on. He is credited with creating the headband and poncho which many vagabonds wore; he made his own tunic and his own rope sandals. He often lived on pick-ups and throw-aways and later inhabited a cave decorated with ‘bits and pieces’, using twigs for hooks and hollow logs as storage containers. At other times he lived in a caravan, travelling with up to eight children and various women. In 1912 he was the guest of a Leipzig group of Wandervögel, young wanderers who were part of the Jugendbewegung (the German Youth Movement). Some of his poems appeared in the Wandervogel magazine. In 1913 Alfred Daniel, a jurist and an enthusiast for Whitman and Tolstoy, met Gräser in Stuttgart and described him as looking like John the Baptist. Fifty or sixty people at a time, he says, would go to see Gräser and his family in their caravan.31 In 1922, when mass unemployment returned to Germany as a result of the collapse of credit all over the modern world, people began to turn back to vagabondage. Being a vagabond is not easy, if it is to carry you through winter nights. And at that time there were many attempts to link vagabonds (tramps) with the idle, the perverse, and with revolutionaries.


Laban’s Dance Farm


Important as Gräser was for being the first singular – but in his way brave – figure to help fashion Ascona into what it would become, and for the distinctive nature of his post-religious ideas and way of life, it was really the impact of Rudolf Laban that was to kick-start the influence that Ascona would have. In Laban’s ethic for a modern, post-Christian civilization one can find the same emphases as in Gräser’s. Working in Ascona up to 1919 and in various German cities after



that, Laban turned the Ascona experiment into a dance art that won an honoured place in European high culture. He had a vision of life as a kind of perpetual festival, the notion that dance would regenerate life as a whole, where the aim was ‘collective ecstasy’, ‘a mode of putting Nietzsche into practice’.32


His father was a soldier but also a butcher, ‘middle class at best’. But Laban Jr was far from content with such a life and decided to move his dance pupils to Ascona for the summer of 1913. He returned in subsequent summers, and created a ‘dance farm’ there. The aim was to have his dancers rehearse and perform in contact with nature – within that lake and mountain landscape. His dancers needed nature, he believed, in order to discover, deep inside themselves, ‘the authentic dancer spirit’. He found the perfect place for all this on Monte Verità, and from 1913 on he and his troupe were to be seen on those slopes in the summer months, he with his pipes or his drum, and around him the women (and a few men) leaping and writhing and rushing, each ‘evoking’ her most hidden impulses. What they enjoyed most, and found most fulfilling, was the wild spontaneity.


A second aspect emerged through Laban’s aim to create a feminist modern dance in Ascona, and he gathered around himself a remarkable group. It was Laban who would develop what we call modern dance, and he did so there, with the help of Suzanne Perrottet and Mary Wigman.33 Laban’s work aroused great enthusiasm among those who visited Ascona, including George Bernard Shaw.


Before she joined Laban, Suzanne Perrottet had worked with Émile Jaques-Dalcroze, the Swiss composer, who had developed at Hellerau outside Dresden what he called ‘eurhythmics’, a method of musical education and appreciation through movement. He concentrated on a kind of dance/art that, he maintained, engaged a different side of the personality and took the form of festival plays, Festspiele. This was a kind of civic theatre, popular in French Switzerland, using civic themes and performed on civic or patriotic–historical occasions. Perrottet said she learned a great deal from Jaques-Dalcroze, in particular how to ‘listen exactly’. ‘But at that time I was looking for dissonance, in order to express my character, and that was not possible



with his altogether harmonious structure.’ For her, Jaques-Dalcroze was not modern enough. She had to go to Laban for dissonance, ‘for a way to express my rebelliousness and the stream of the will-to-deny in me; that he instinctively and most wonderfully did’. He told each pupil to find her own middle C, so that they ‘sang together as uncoordinatedly as the birds in the forest’. And the same was true of their physical movements: each had to discover her own way in her own body and her own emotional self. ‘And so with Laban one was reborn, in a bodily way too.’34


Perrottet was straightforward in her attitude to the new dancing: ‘One had everything to create, it was all so wonderful, so riveting, it was a religion for me, this new art.’ As Laban explained in a letter, he had two main ideas: ‘first to give Dance and the Dancer their proper value as Art and the Artist, and second to enforce the influence of dance education on the warped psyche of our time’. He did not think, at the time, that dancers got the respect other artists got: ‘they always get the verdammte zweideutiger Lächeln, “that damned ambiguous smirk”’. (He was a fighting man.) But at root, he insisted, ‘every artist is a dancer who speaks, with one or other gesture [Gebärde] of his body/soul, of that Highest which philosophers, theologians, dreamers, scientists and sociologists think they have appropriated’.35


Others did appreciate what he was trying to do. In her book My Teacher, Laban (1954) Mary Wigman described him as ‘the magician, the priest of an unknown religion . . . lord and master in a dance-born and yet so real kingdom’. Overwrought? So was Nietzsche. Some of this may have had to do with the fact that Wigman was as sensitive to landscape as was Laban. Like him she fell in love with Ascona, where she always returned to charge her batteries. Modern dancers, she liked to say, ‘do not belong in a theatre, but outdoors’.36


Martin Green goes so far as to claim that Laban was ‘an incarnation of modern dance’, like a figure from Nietzsche’s Die Geburt der Tragödie: ‘The original image of the Dionysian is the bearded satyr, in him existence expresses itself more truly, really, fully than in the man of culture . . . and in the festivals of this satyrlike Dionysiac man, Nature mourns her dismembering into individuals.’37 In Laban’s great plan to regenerate life, dancing was primary. He had a many-faceted



mind, scientific as well as artistic (he devised an entire notation for his new form of dance). He naturally appreciated that dance was physical and genetic as well as imaginative and organic. ‘In the very depths lives the centre of gravity. Around this is deposited the crystal of the skeleton, interconnected and directed by the muscles.’38 The ambition at Ascona to replace religion was insistent.


Eurhythmics and Ethics: the Dancer Spirit


Laban also embraced the concept of eurhythmics. Because eurhythmics marries music and speed, he believed that one thinks with not just the brain but the whole body, becoming an ‘equilibrium of will, feelings and intelligence’, thus intensifying bodily consciousness and, in so doing, ‘preventing any dictatorship by the brain or by the moral conscience’. ‘Beauty, aesthetics, good manners, conscience, ethical equilibrium, goodness, are for me synonyms.’


For Laban, the eurhythmist performed a new social function: ‘a special profession, which employs the methods of art for ethical ends’. However, eurhythmics did not aim to establish a church, still less a state: instead, ‘It awakens a non-religious and non-legal conscience, and that will create the new social forms for itself.’39 For Laban dancing was transcendental, the fusion of thought, feeling, and will. ‘Men must rebel against the domination of abstract ideas and fill the world with the dance of the body-soul-spirit. The most significant human creations, in all ages, were born of the Tänzergeist, the “dancer spirit”.’40


At the height of his influence in 1913 Laban claimed that perhaps sixty families in the Ascona region were represented among his pupils.41 This was when Mary Wigman arrived. Born in Hanover in 1886, Wigman came to dance relatively late in life; she insisted that Laban ‘was the guide who opened for her the gates to the world she had dreamed of’. She has left us a record of the high spirits she encountered at Ascona. One of the dancers lived in a harmonium crate; and they sometimes danced all night to a gramophone, in grottoes or in taverns.42




The high spirits caught on. By 1914, the dance movement was spreading across Europe. There were, for example, seven thousand students enrolled in no fewer than 120 Jaques-Dalcroze schools. The claims made for these schools were ambitious – students were promised much more than the acquisition of rhythm: they would experience there ‘the dissolution of both body and soul in harmony’. And the Monte Verità Art of Life School promised each pupil ‘the regeneration of his or her life force’.43


According to Green, Wigman represented the Asconan values of life-body-gesture-movement-expression even more than did Laban. Others ‘regarded her as a feminine realization of the Nietzschean programme of autonomous realization’. She studied movement in animals and in nature, and her own choreography tried hard to be anti-erotic, deliberately going beyond dance as ‘pretty girls entertaining men’. Fascinated by psychoanalysis and with an abiding interest in Nietzsche, she had more than one affair with the early analysts, Herbert Binswanger being the best-known. She choreographed a version of Zarathustra and claimed a role in the origination of Dada, being a good friend of Sophie Taeuber, who was part of the Hugo Ball–Tristan Tzara set. In a notable comparison between Wigman and Isadora Duncan, the author Margaret Lloys related how Wigman would kneel, crawl, crouch, and even lie down on the earth at the close of a dance. ‘She was like Isadora Duncan in that both were “womanly” and both danced religiously the faith that was in them, a faith in the dignity and worth of individual man.’ Wigman’s dance, modern dance, Lloys says, was a matter of wrestling and struggling – a matter of mass, not line – a matter of dynamic, Dionysian ecstatic struggle.44


Isadora Duncan, whom the cultural historian Karl Federn described as ‘the incarnation of Nietzsche’s intuition’, was another Asconan habituée. ‘The seduction of Nietzsche’s philosophy ravished my being,’ she admitted in her memoirs, and she called Nietzsche ‘the first dancing philosopher’. How much in thrall she was to Nietzsche is clear from her 1903 lecture, ‘The Dance of the Future’: ‘Oh, she is coming, the dancer of the future: more glorious than any woman who has yet been: more beautiful than the Egyptian, than the Greek, than



the early Italian, than all the women of past centuries – the highest intelligence in the freest body!’45


But the most extreme examplar of these ideas was Valentine de Saint-Point (1875–1953), author of the 1913 Futurist Manifesto of Lust. Respected enough then to have her own creations performed at the Théâtre du Champs-Élysées in Paris and the Metropolitan Opera House in New York, her manifesto was addressed ‘to those women who only think what I have dared to say’. It read in part: ‘Lust when viewed without moral preconceptions and as an essential part of life’s dynamism, is a force. Lust is not, any more than pride, a sin for the race that is strong . . . Lust is . . . the sensory and sensual synthesis that leads to the greatest liberation of spirit . . . Christian morality alone, following on from pagan morality, was fatally drawn to consider lust as a weakness . . . We must make lust into a work of art.’ For her, Europe and the modern world were going through a feminine historical period: men and women both lacked masculinity. A new doctrine of Dionysian energy was needed in order for ‘an epoch of superior humanity’ to be achieved. As she said elsewhere, it was ‘the brute who must become the model’.46


Laban stated that the most significant human creations, at all times, have been ‘born of the dancer spirit’. He pointed out that we find danced doctrine – choreosophy – in Plato’s Timaeus and in the Sufis, for example. For him, the dance instinct consists of a need for change – that’s what movement is. It follows for him that no religion and no orality can last in its original form. ‘We are polytheists and all the gods we know are parts of the daemonic self-changing of the gesture power. A demon is born (or unchained) whenever a roomful of people concentrate their attention on a dancer.’ (Green refers to novels by Ascona authors Hesse and Bruno Goetz which contain scenes ‘in which a spirit of lawlessness is born among people watching a dancer’.) Laban saw individualism – of mind as well as of behaviour – as a threat to modern culture: this is why dancing together is so important. On Laban’s sixtieth birthday Kurt Jooss, the German choreographer, wrote a tribute praising his conception of the dance that ‘rose above the merely aesthetic to the ethical and metaphysical and gave us images of the various forms of life in their ever-changing interplay’.47




Dance is among the most evanescent of art forms (especially when it is the intention of the dance master to create an evanescent form). It is difficult to think ourselves back into that time, when film was in its infancy. But the theatre performances, dance troupes, dance festivals and congresses, and the Tänzerbund and the Deutsche Tanzbühne of Laban together add up to a formidable array of activities and social manifestations, a widespread and coherent effort to put ‘life philosophy’ into effect during the 1910s, 1920s and 30s and on into the Third Reich. Moreover, the ideals and ideas of Ascona lived on to form elements in such phenomena as Nazism, and the countercultural experiments in North America in the 1960s and later. Laban himself survives among us in, for instance, Joy of Movement, our contemporary cult of the body.48 Ascona has influenced many people who have never heard of it.


What the Herd Can Never Know


Nor must we forget that, beyond Ascona, up until the First World War, Nietzsche’s views were clearly linked with Expressionism. Says Steven Aschheim: ‘In virtually every one of its manifold guises – painting, sculpture, architecture, literature, drama and politics – Expressionism and Nietzsche were linked.’ Gottfried Benn, arguably the most talented if problematic German Expressionist writer, put it this way: ‘Actually, everything that my generation discussed, dissected . . . one can say suffered through . . . had already found its definitive formulation in Nietzsche; everything thereafter was exegesis . . . his . . . postulation of a psychology of instinctual behavior as a dialectic – “knowledge as affect”, all of psychoanalysis and Existentialism. They were all his achievements.’ Nietzsche’s fundamental point, Benn maintained, was the replacement of content with expression; the strength or vitality with which views were held was as important as their substance.49 Life was feeling as much as fact.


Above all, pre-First World War German Expressionism reflected Nietzsche’s vision of ‘the sublime if painful’ role of the elitist, isolated artist–superman, ‘who in creating experienced what the herd would



never know’. In particular, the Expressionist artist typically subscribed to an elitist, Nietzschean immoralism. Aschheim again: ‘In the metaphorical landscape of the lonely Zarathustrian heights, in the shadow of the death of God, stood the artist beyond conventional notions of good and evil: a Nietzschean law unto himself. When Georg Kaiser, the expressionist writer, was sued for debts he had incurred, he proclaimed that the assumption “All are equal before the law” is nonsense.’ On this understanding, the act of creativity by a genius, something producing new meaning in itself, was paramount, ‘even if his wife and children should perish because of it’.50 One defining aspect of German Expressionism was that its Dionysian anti-cerebralism was meant to proceed unchecked. In his drama Ithaka, Gottfried Benn’s spokesman Roenne murders a professor who insists on the unparalleled value of scientific knowledge. Roenne’s rant, inciting his fellow students to commit the act, is laid out in terms undeniably Nietzschean. ‘We are the youth. Our blood cries out for heaven and earth, and not for cells and worms . . . We want to dream. We want ecstasy. We call on Dionysus and Ithaca!’51


‘More than any other Expressionist . . . it was Gottfried Benn who grappled with the consequences of the death of God.’ His entire career, says Steven Aschheim, including his short but passionate attachment to Nazism, was an attempt to deal with that Nietzschean predicament.52 ‘He accepted Nietzsche’s nihilism,’ Michael Hamburger commented, ‘as one accepts the weather.’ Until 1933 Benn occupied a position of what might be called ‘theoretical nihilism’, denying the possibility of any metaphysical truth. He preferred what he called a return to the ‘preconscious, prelogical, primal and inert state’. This was an attempt to explore what life was like before language and self-consciousness had produced man’s ‘rift’ with nature (others, like Paul Cézanne, pursued similar goals). This was what linked Expressionism and vagabondage as Nietzschean cults.


The Expressionists, like many other Nietzscheans, dithered between a non-political individual stance and a redemptive hunger for union with communities. One prominent example here was Kurt Hiller, a writer and early human rights activist (he was homosexual), and the ‘new club’ he founded in March 1909, which took Nietzsche



as its inspiration. The aim of the club was an ‘increased psychic temperature and universal merriment [Heiterkeit]’, Dionysian evenings of excess. What was now needed, said Hiller, was ‘a new post-theist and neohellenic heroism [Heldentum]’, as Nietzsche had proclaimed it. Has any club ever taken itself so seriously?


The line that runs through many of these developments, and Expressionism in general, is the Nietzschean vision of the self-legislating, creative Übermensch artist working in splendid isolation from (and by implication above) the masses. It was, again, ambitious, had its noble elements but was, to our modern sensibility, unattractive all at the same time.


The Übermensch Ethic


Around and underlying German Expressionism, both less and more ambitious than poetry, playwriting and philosophy, were a myriad of Lebensreform (life-reform) movements that mushroomed in pre-First World War imperial Germany and which more or less shared Nietzsche’s views. No doubt these groups also reflected the stresses caused by the rapid industrialization that was then taking place, especially in Germany. ‘Naturalist’ issues were ever present: vegetarianism, nudism and ‘body culture’; and abstinence from alcohol and smoking. They were also animated by strong regenerationist, indeed eugenic, impulses and reflected manifold anarchist, socialist, völkisch and racist visions of renewal.53 This was the Nietzschean key: renewal.


The most important of these movements, both at the time and later, was the German Youth Movement. As reflected in the slogan of one of its prophets, Gustav Wyneken, a philosopher and educational reformer famous for his concept of the attraction between teacher and pupil, ‘youth for itself alone’ was the watchword. The movement was not just a variant of the Boy Scouts or Girl Guides: it was much more muscular – rejecting, for example, parents, schooling and bourgeois conventions, as it sought ‘the free development of the spirit of youth’. Eugen Diederichs was just one who claimed that the Youth Movement



‘and its self-redemptive impulses’ grew out of Nietzsche’s prophecy of the Übermensch personality, but added that ‘the coming race’ could not exist ‘in isolated self-absorption’; it needed to be melded into a community. This was a first step in integrating Nietzschean personal realization into a nation (Volkstum). It turned out to be a fateful development – later on, Nietzsche would be blamed for two world wars.


A parallel process occurred with Alexander Tille (1866–1912), who was described as a rabid Nietzschean and social Darwinian. Tille was a leading light in the Alldeutsche Verband from 1898 on, and an earnest Nietzsche publicist. (He also, incidentally, helped bring Nietzsche to Britain, taught German for ten years at Glasgow University, and in 1895 was appointed editor of an English edition of Nietzsche’s works.)54 As deputy director of the Organization of German Industrialists in Berlin and later as a representative of an employers’ association in Saarbrücken, he was not without influence, and his own interpretation of Nietzscheanism emphasized the philosopher’s dismissal of equality, Christian ethics, socialism and democracy. And all this combined in Tille’s case with an especially brutal form of social Darwinism. Tille expressly advocated ‘helping’ nature by exterminating ‘unproductive elements’ of society (cripples, lunatics, the educationally subnormal), and instead favouring its ‘efficient and gifted’, as they were called then, members. He even believed that slums were beneficial insofar as they ‘purged’ the nation of its ‘useless citizens’.


His From Darwin to Nietzsche (1895) made this all very plain. For him a crucial fact was that, unlike Darwin, Nietzsche believed that the new dispensation took society outside and beyond the ‘Christian-human-democratic ethic’. Nietzsche’s fundamental insight, for Tille, was that people ‘did not possess equal worth’. The strong constituted ‘upward development’, while the weak threatened decay. ‘A physiologically high form of human being was the moral goal of mankind.’55


The fundamental appeal of Nietzsche, to which the Nietzsche generations responded, was perhaps most clearly put by Karl Joel, a philosopher of a slightly mystical bent, in his Nietzsche and Romanticism (1905): ‘One sees Nietzsche against the gloomy background of



socialism, Darwinism and pessimism from which he freed himself. Without it Nietzsche appears as a fool and a criminal. With it he appears as a hero.’ Only the Übermenschen were capable of making the future more enchanting and meaningful than the past.56











2


No One Way that Life Must Be


For America, the Civil War was a watershed in all sorts of ways. Although not many realized it at the time, her dilemma over slavery had kept the country back, and the war at last allowed the full forces of capitalism and industrialism to flex their muscles. Only after the war ended was the country free to fulfil her early promise.


Her population was still small by European standards, but the frontier was still opening up and there was much uncertainty. The pattern of immigration was changing, and questions of race, tribe, nationality, ethnic affiliation and – not least – religious identity, were ever present. Intellectual life, like everything else, was still in the process of formation, and in this context America had to fashion herself, devising new ideas where they were needed and using ideas from the Old World where they were available and relevant. But America did not lack confidence.


The assimilation of European ideas into the American context was achieved via a small number of nineteenth-century individuals, all New Englanders, who knew each other personally and between them created what we may call the characteristically American tradition of modern thought – Ralph Waldo Emerson, Oliver Wendell Holmes, William James, Benjamin and Charles Peirce, and John Dewey. Their ideas changed the way Americans (and the rest of us) thought and continue to think, about education, democracy, liberty, justice, tolerance – and, of course, about God.




The Limits to Happiness


We can say that what these thinkers had in common was not a group of ideas but, in a sense, a single idea, an idea about ideas. ‘They all believed that ideas are not “out there” waiting to be discovered, but are tools – like knives and forks and microchips – that people devise to cope with the world in which they find themselves. And they believed that since ideas are provisional responses to particular and unreproducible circumstances, their survival depends not on their immutability but on their adaptability . . . There is also, though, implicit in what they wrote, a recognition of the limits of what thought can do in the struggle to increase human happiness [italics added].’1


The first sighting of what would be called the ‘pragmatist’ philosophy, and what linked it with the Civil War, came courtesy of Oliver Wendell Holmes. Holmes was a great admirer of Emerson, whom his father had known and befriended. As a freshman at Harvard in 1858, Holmes junior found that Emerson, as he said later, ‘set me on fire’. He meant, among other things, Emerson’s address to Harvard Divinity School in 1838, when he described how he had been ‘bored to distraction’ by a recent sermon and had contrasted its artificiality to the wild snowstorm then raging outside the church. This, plus many other musings, had caused him, he said, to renounce his belief in a supernatural Jesus and organized Christianity in favour of more personal revelation. Holmes junior – long-faced and with a distinctive handlebar moustache – agreed with Emerson that it was possible to live in a better relation with one’s fellow men outside organized religion than within it.


Holding such views, the Civil War, when it broke out in 1861, provided him with the opportunity to do something practical, and he accepted a commission ‘in a spirit of moral obligation’ – he hated slavery and found even The Pickwick Papers distasteful because of its treatment of West Indians. Holmes suffered no fewer than three injuries during that bloody war – still the war in which most American lives have been lost; and amid the carnage he learned one thing, he said, that was to remain with him all his life. He looked about him and observed that although the abolitionists in 1850 appeared to



many Northerners as subversives, by the end of the war ‘they were patriots’. He concluded from this, famously: ‘There is no one way that life must be.’ This guided him and formed him into the wise judge that he became, his wisdom emerging in his great work The Common Law, which began life as the Lowell Lectures at Harvard, all twelve given before a full house, where he spoke throughout without notes.2


The philosophical brilliance of Holmes was to see that the law has no one overriding aim or idea. (This was the perception he brought from the disaster of the Civil War.) That it had evolved pragmatically, that in any one case there is ‘a whole weather pattern’ operating – precedence, deterrence, social benefit – in which there are no hard-and-fast distinctions, and whose constituents combine to produce a verdict in individual cases. He wasn’t sure that experience is reducible to general abstractions, even though human beings spend so much time trying to do just that. ‘All the pleasure of life is in general ideas,’ he wrote in 1899, ‘but all the use of life is in specific solutions – which cannot be reached through generalities any more than a picture can be painted by knowing some rules of method. They are reached by insight, tact and specific knowledge.’ (See pp. 307–10, for a similar argument made by Ludwig Wittgenstein.)


Insight, tact, and specific knowledge. We shall see how important those words are in the story we shall be telling. More, we shall see how those words linked American and European thought, how they became the leading ideas for people who tried to live without God; and how – and this is too often overlooked – they unified people in their opposition to, and criticism of, the scientific world view. It is a fact too little appreciated that the very people who attempted to construct a liveable lifestyle without supernatural or transcendent dimensions, also found the scientific approach not up to the task either.


Holmes’s father was a doctor who discovered the causes of puerperal fever, demonstrating conclusively that the disease was transmitted from childbirth to childbirth by doctors themselves. His career culminated as dean of the Harvard Medical School, though he became just as widely known for being what many people regarded as the greatest talker they had ever heard. Partly because of this, he took a founding role in the so-called Metaphysical Club, also known as the



Saturday Club, where literary matters were discussed over dinner and whose other members included Emerson, Hawthorne, Longfellow, James Russell Lowell, Charles Eliot Norton and, later, Holmes Jr, William James, philosopher and psychologist, and Benjamin and Charles Peirce.3


‘Damn the Absolute!’


Each of these latter figures had impressive credentials. John Jacob Astor aside, William James’s grandfather, a dry-goods millionaire, would have been the richest man of the time in New York State. Instead of a formal education William had travelled across Europe with his family, including his brother, the writer Henry, and although William never stayed long at any particular school this travelling gave him experience. He did finally settle on a career, in science, at Harvard in 1861, where he formed part of the circle of Louis Agassiz, a deist, the discoverer of the Ice Age and, at the time, one of the most vociferous critics of Charles Darwin. Although Agassiz was a member of the Saturday Club (it was also often referred to as Agassiz’s Club), James wasn’t so sure about his mentor’s opposition to Darwin. He was particularly sceptical of Agassiz’s dogmatism, whereas he thought evolutionary theory sparked all sorts of fresh ideas and – what he liked most – revealed biology as acting on very practical, even pragmatic, principles. James, like Holmes, was sceptical of certitude, one of his favourite phrases being ‘Damn the Absolute!’4


At about this time, there was a remarkable development in the so-called new, or experimental, psychology. Edward Thorndike at Berkeley had placed chickens in a box which had a door that could be opened if the birds pecked at a lever. In this way they were given access to a supply of food pellets. Thorndike observed that ‘although at first many actions were tried, apparently unsystematically [that is, at random], only successful actions performed by chickens who were hungry were learned’. James wasn’t surprised by this, but it confirmed his view, albeit in a mundane way: the chickens had learned that if they pecked at the lever the door would open, leading to food, a reward.



James went one step further. To all intents and purposes, he said, the chickens believed that if they pecked at the lever the door would open. As he put it, ‘Their beliefs were rules for action.’ And he thought that such rules applied more generally. ‘If behaving as though we have free will, or as if God exists, gets us the results we want, we will not only come to believe those things; they will be, pragmatically, true . . . “The Truth” is the name of whatever proves itself to be good in the way of belief.’ In other words, truth is not ‘out there’; it has nothing to do with ‘the way things really are’.


Most controversially of all, James applied this reasoning to intuition, to innate ideas. He took Kant’s line, for the most part, that many ideas are innate, but he didn’t think there was anything mysterious or divine about this. In Darwinian terms, it was clear that ‘innate’ ideas are just variations that have arisen and been naturally selected. ‘Minds that possessed them were preferred [by natural selection] to minds that did not.’ But this wasn’t because those ideas were more ‘true’ in an abstract, metaphysical or theological sense; it was because it helped the organisms to adapt. The reason we believed in God (when we did believe in God) was because experience showed that it paid to believe in God. When people stopped believing in God (as they were doing in sizeable numbers when James was alive), it was because such belief no longer paid.5


A Core Uneasiness in Us


James’s most important, best-known and probably best-loved book on this subject is The Varieties of Religious Experience. This remains distinctive in a number of ways. For a start, it began life as a series of Gifford lectures.*




The Varieties is also distinctive (given the host audience the lectures were intended for) in treading a fine line, managing to be respectful about religion while at the same time telling the stark truth as James saw it. The book takes as its main theme the various psychological states and emotions that he took to be at the centre of religious experience. He considered whether religious leaders in the past had been frankly pathological in their religious concerns and ideas; he noted that ‘cranks’ often had fixed ideas; he looked at the role of fear in religious belief, at surrender and passivity, at failure in life (in his words, a ‘pivotal human experience’). He touched on yoga, Buddhism, Lao-tzu and Vedanta, though he admitted he didn’t know much about Eastern religions; he looked at conversion, at saintliness, at mysticism and martyrdom, at the phenomenon of cosmic consciousness. And at root, he said, religion was about ‘emotionality’, religion was a ‘massive chapter’ in human egotism, born of a core uneasiness within us, a sense that there is something wrong about us, with religion providing the solution to that unease. He believed that there is always something solemn about religion – solemn, serious and tender – that satisfies a need we have, a solemnity which we feel enlarges us, produces a ‘gladness’, an inner unity.


At the same time James noted that many people go through the same emotional journey but without turning to religion, so that while religion ‘works’ for people who are religious, this says nothing about whether any one set of religious beliefs are ‘true’, and he thought that



mystics have no right to impose their views on the rest of us. In fact, he went so far as to argue that ‘we must say goodbye to dogmatic theology’.7 He made only passing reference to Josef Breuer, Pierre Janet and Freud (The Interpretation of Dreams (see pp. 84 ff.) had appeared only in 1900, in German) but he dwelled in detail on what he called ‘the subconscious’. He thought that people are dimly aware of subconscious influences on their life, that there is always some part of the self that is, as he put it, ‘unmanifested’. It is this, he proposed, that produces the urge to be ‘larger’, more complete, more unified.


What James was advocating, then, was first the pragmatic argument that, for those who believe in God, he is real because he produces real effects; people believe they achieve a more satisfying life because of religion (and he examined many detailed first-person accounts of religious experiences, most of which, he said, were trustworthy). At the same time, with his aim to create a ‘science of religions’, he saw religions primarily as a psychological phenomenon, an entirely natural emotional response to the ‘misty’ ambiguity of life, to fear, and to the conflict within us between assertion and passive surrender as ways to face life, the ever present conflict between the ‘yes-function’ and the ‘no-function’; a response to the very real pragmatic predicament that, in life, lots of ideas negate other ideas. He claimed that many people suffer from what he called ‘over-belief’, too strong a faith state; that the religious life always risks self-indulgence, and that any attempt to demonstrate the truthfulness of any one set of religious beliefs is ‘hopeless’.


In his Gifford Lectures he was pointing out that religion is a natural phenomenon, rooted in our divided self; but he was also saying, indirectly, that advances in understanding the subconscious might well lead to a better understanding of the central uneasiness that we have within us.


‘Growth Is the Only Moral End’


More generally, as the American philosopher Richard Rorty has pointed out, James’s main accomplishment was of a piece with John



Dewey’s. Dewey, though he boasted ‘a Vermont drawl’, was not a member of the Metaphysical/Saturday/Agassiz Club, since he was based in Chicago, more than seven hundred miles away, where he was a professor. With his rimless eyeglasses and complete lack of fashion sense, he was not the formidable presence that some of the other pragmatists were, but in some ways he was the most successful, or at least the most productive. Through newspaper articles, popular books, and a number of debates with other philosophers such as Bertrand Russell, Dewey became known to the general public in a way that few philosophers are. Like James, Dewey was a convinced Darwinist and for him the start of the twentieth century was an age of ‘democracy, science and industrialism’; and this, he argued, had profound consequences.


Dewey, like James, helped us slough off a lot of the misleading intellectual baggage we have inherited from the Platonic tradition, in particular the Aristotelean and Platonic convention that humankind’s most ‘distinctive and praiseworthy’ capacity is ‘to know things as they really are – to penetrate behind appearance to reality’. It was this notion that gave rise to the traditional philosophical project of most of the past two thousand years, which has involved trying to find something stable that would serve as a criterion ‘for judging the transitory products of our transitory needs and interests’. As a result of what James, Dewey and the others observed, and the conclusions they drew from their observations, Rorty sums up pithily that we now have to ‘give up’ on the idea that there are unconditional moral obligations, obligations which apply everywhere and at all times because they are rooted in an unchanging ahistorical human nature. Instead, pragmatism replaces the reality–appearance duality with a much less dramatic distinction – that between the more useful and the less useful. This reflects the fact that while the vocabulary of Greek metaphysics and Christian theology was useful for our forebears’ purposes, we have different purposes, for which we need a different vocabulary.8


The same is true of reason. The Enlightenment replaced the idea of supernatural guidance with the idea of what Rorty labels ‘a quasi-divine faculty called “reason”’. But Dewey and James thought this was an attempt to keep a special faculty, called ‘reason’ – something like God – alive in the midst of secular culture. This is tantamount to



saying there must be a kind of ‘invisible tribunal’ of reason overseeing laws which, deep down, everyone acknowledges as binding. Pragmatists argue that such a tribunal does not – cannot – exist.


James and Dewey were both influenced by Emerson’s evolutionary sense of history, his awareness that ‘democracy is neither a form of government nor a social expediency’, but a metaphysic of the relation of man and his experience in nature – what he called ‘the infinitude of the private man’. When he looked about him, and back through history, Emerson reflected that the great lessons of Nature are variety and freedom. Because of this, he said, all questions of ultimate justification are decided by the future, a future that cannot be definitively predicted, but can be hoped for. Ultimately, pragmatism replaces the notion of ‘reality’, ‘reason’ and ‘nature’ with that of a ‘better human future’. ‘When pragmatists are asked “Better by what criterion?” they have no answer, any more than the first mammals could specify in what respects they were better than the dying dinosaurs. Better in the sense of containing more of what we consider good and less of what we consider bad. And by good they mean “variety and freedom” . . . “Growth itself,” Dewey said, “is the only moral end.”’


A parallel is sometimes drawn between the avant-garde and the aims of pragmatism. In both the search is on for something new, something astonishing in a positive way, rather than any specific expectation. Dewey, for his part, was convinced that European philosophy was held back because it could not shed a world picture that had arisen within – and specifically applied to – the needs of an in-egalitarian society. This had bred a dualistic way of thinking which he described as ‘baleful’, and had led to a fundamental social division between ‘contemplators and doers’. In fact, he was of the opinion that philosophy itself began with an attempt to reconcile ‘two kinds of mental product’ – on the one hand, the products of priests and poets and, on the other, those of the artisans. Dewey believed that, at least until Darwin, the main thrust of Western philosophy had typically reflected the interests of the leisure class, which favoured stability over change. One of the consequences of this had been that philosophy had lent its prestige to the idea of the ‘eternal’, the aim being to make metaphysics ‘a substitute for custom as the source and guarantor of higher



moral and social values’. He was determined instead to shift attention from the eternal to the future; philosophy, he maintained, must become an instrument of change rather than one of conservation.9


This was radical and so, following Dewey and the other pragmatists, philosophy did indeed change from being the search for some neo-Platonic ‘reality’, beyond the appearance of things (the idea of God included), to ‘How can we make the present into a richer future?’10


Alongside this, Dewey wanted to replace the attempt always to achieve certainty with hope. He had little time for the notion of ‘truth’ in any kind of certain sense: he thought that philosophers should confine themselves to ‘justification’ or, in his words, to ‘warranted assertibility’ – in much the same way as scientists phrase their findings. Once we realize, as Oliver Wendell Holmes had, that there is no one way that the world is, so it follows that there is no one way it can be accurately represented. Instead, there is a myriad of ways of acting to fulfil human hopes of happiness.11 Among all this, certainty is unlikely – it is, after all, no longer the aim. James and Dewey thought that the quest for certainty – even as a long-term goal – was an attempt to escape from the world. That quest must be replaced with the demand for imagination. ‘One should stop worrying about whether what one believes is well grounded and start worrying about whether one has been imaginative enough to think up interesting alternatives to one’s present beliefs. The telos [purpose] of movement and flux is not solely mastery, but also stimulation.’12


William James differed from Dewey in that he thought religion and science are both ‘respectable paths’ for acquiring respectable beliefs, so long as we accept that these are beliefs suited to quite different purposes. ‘Knowing’ is not something at which natural scientists are uniquely skilled. There are simply different ways of justifying beliefs to audiences. None of these audiences is more privileged than any other, or is closer to nature, or a better example of some ahistorical ideal of rationality.13 A believer in God will always be able to produce justification for his or her beliefs (most of them, anyway) and they will be justifications that meet the requirements of his or her community. At the same time, there is no reason to think that those beliefs, justifiable as they are to the individual and community of which he or she is a



part, are those which are most likely to be true. There is no ‘higher’ aim of inquiry called ‘truth’, no such thing as ultimate justification – justification before God, or before the tribunal of reason, rather than any merely finite human audience. Given a Darwinian picture of the world, there can be no such tribunal. If Darwinian biological evolution has no aim, it continuously produces new species, while cultural evolution produces new audiences; ‘but there is no such thing as a species which evolution has in view’.14


New Conceptions of Possible Communities


An allied claim of pragmatism is that we live in a world without essences. Because we can never step outside language, there is no such thing as ‘reality’ unmediated by a linguistic description. Because pragmatists maintain that there is no distinction between knowing things and using them, so there can be no such thing as a description that matches the way an object really is apart from its relation to human consciousness or language.15


Plato, Aristotle and the main monotheisms all insist on a sense of mystery and wonder in regard to nonhuman powers; that there is, already in existence, ‘something better and greater than the human’. Another element in this, also derived from the Greeks, is that humanity itself has an intrinsic nature – there is something essential and unchangeable within us called ‘the human’, which can be contrasted with what is ‘out there’ in the rest of the universe. Pragmatism does not subscribe to that view but considers that humanity is an open-ended entity, that whatever it is it is not an unchanging and eternal ‘essence’. Pragmatists therefore redirect the sense of awe and mystery – which the Greeks and the monotheisms attached to the supernatural – to the future. Pragmatism’s guiding spirit, so to speak, is that the humanity of the future, although derived from what we are at present, will be superior in some way, even if in as yet barely imaginable ways.16


For pragmatists there is no difference, say, between numbers, tables, stars, electrons, human beings, academic disciplines, social institutions, or anything else. There is nothing essential about these



entities, nothing to be known about them other than what can be said about them. All that can be known about a hard, substantial table, say, is that certain sentences about it are accurate. We can’t go ‘behind’ language to what might be regarded as a more immediate non-linguistic form of acquaintance.17 For pragmatists it is a waste of effort to concern ourselves with such ‘essences’ as, say, constellations in the sky or moral values here on earth. These concepts are more or less useful, and this aspect of them is more important than arguing endlessly about their eternal (and therefore essential) nature.


For pragmatists, even the scientists’ concern with electrons, with what are called ‘fundamental’ particles, with essences, is yet another attempt to find something eternal in nature, and this, they suggest, merely reflects a human need; and the trouble with all such attempts is that ‘the need to be God is just one more human need’. The point is that nature can be described in any number of ways but none of them is the ‘inside’ way. On this basis, understanding divinity under the aspect of eternity is neither an illusion nor a confusion – it is just one way of describing experience; but it is no more ‘inside’ (or true) than any other way.


The advantage of anti-essentialism, as we might call it (the term is Rorty’s), is that, aligned with Darwinian evolutionary theory, it shows that it is language rather than ‘mind’ that is the distinguishing feature of our species, but one that is continuous with animal behaviour. Together, these have allowed us to move beyond transcendental stories and replace them with empirical – experiential – stories. We have gradually substituted the making of a better future for ourselves for the attempt to see ourselves from outside time and history. As part of this shift, the very idea of philosophy changes: we see it now as an aid in creating ourselves (ourselves in the future) rather than as knowing ourselves.


But the most important element of the anti-essentialist argument is the notion that there is no such thing as a fixed human nature, either generally or as applied to individual people. This view, of the self-contained individual self, what Dewey called the ‘belief in the fixity and simplicity of the self’, he put down to ‘the theologians’ . . . dogma of the unity and ready-made completeness of the soul’.18 His



insight was to see that, on the contrary, any self may include within it a number of inconsistent selves, which do not necessarily act in harmony. This is an idea that ran throughout the twentieth century in all manner of disciplines, as we shall see. It is, for many, a most liberating doctrine, especially in a world without God.


A New Trinity: Trust, Moral Ambition, Social Hope


It is difficult to exaggerate the importance of this breakthrough. In some ways it aligned Dewey with Freud. With his interest in education, Dewey understood well the importance of the family in helping to socialize individuals – that is, in particular, the role of maternal love in creating non-psychopaths, in creating human selves who find concern for others entirely natural. Freud’s notion of the unconscious was in some ways an explanation of, and psychoanalysis a treatment for, individuals with multiple inconsistent and unharmonized selves (and who were disconcerted by it). Historians have located the origin of psychology in numerous places, and this is surely one of them. As Annette Baier, the New Zealand-based moral and feminist philosopher, sums up the pragmatist position, ‘the secular equivalent of faith in God . . . is faith in the human community and its evolving procedures – in the prospects for many-handed cognitive ambitions and moral hopes’.19


By this account, trust, moral ambition and social hope are the new trinity. In one sense this is not so radical, because more than one historian, or sociologist of religion, has concluded that the root of religious faith ultimately stems from the faith that a child has in its parent. As Rorty sums up Dewey: ‘Moral development in the individual, and moral progress in the human species as a whole is a matter of remaking human selves so as to enlarge the variety of the relationships which constitute those selves . . . It is neither irrational nor unintelligent to draw the limits of one’s moral community at a national or racial or gender border. But it is . . . best to think of moral progress as a matter of increasing sensitivity, increasing responsibility to the needs of a larger and larger variety of people and things.’20




Doing away with religious groupings helps this.


Put another way, the pragmatist search is for an ever wider inclusion, rather than an exploration of ‘depth’; and this applies both to science and in the moral realm. Scientific progress involves integrating more and more data into a coherent overall account, but it is not a matter of penetrating appearance until one arrives at reality. Similarly, moral progress is a matter of seeking/achieving wider and wider sympathy. ‘You cannot aim at moral perfection, but you can aim at taking more people’s needs into account than you did previously.’21


It follows that we should just give up the philosophical search for essences, unchanging reality. Moral progress is better understood as like sewing together a complex, multicoloured quilt of different human groups. ‘The hope is to sew such groups together with a thousand little stitches.’


Imagination is the final key here, to add to trust, moral ambition and social hope. This amalgam is what will produce new conceptions of possible communities and, in that way, make the human future richer than the human past.22


Santayana’s Comic Faith


Although he was less than happy with the label of ‘pragmatist’, George Santayana may be regarded as a maverick member of the species, who was friendly with, much influenced by, and an influence on, William James. Santayana had an unusual career path. Born in Spain, he spent decades in Boston as a professor at Harvard, and then left America, spending a further four decades in Oxford, Paris and Rome. He valued his freedom and, later in life, rejected offers of professorships from many universities on both sides of the Atlantic. Besides producing his many books, he was one of the most influential teachers of modern times – his pupils included Conrad Aiken, Van Wyck Brooks, James B. Conant, T.S. Eliot, Felix Frankfurter, Robert Frost, Walter Lippmann, Samuel Eliot Morison and Wallace Stevens.


Santayana started from the fact, as he saw it, that there is nothing supernatural in life, there is no ‘over-soul’, as the Germans put it, ‘no



supernatural more’, as William James put it, or, as he himself put it in an early poem: ‘No hope of heaven [to] sweeten our few tears’. ‘Few’ tears because he was convinced that ‘the existence and well-being of man upon earth are, from the point of view of the universe, an indifferent incident’, that humanity, in terms of the whole, is ‘a fragment of a fragment’.23


He thought that ‘life poses questions we cannot answer’, is beset by tragedy, and that transcendentalism adds nothing ‘essential’. When religions posed as science, he said, they had misplaced man’s hope – ‘It was a prodigious delusion to imagine that work could be done by magic . . . Religion, when it has tried to do man’s work for him, has not only cheated hope, but consumed energy and drawn away attention from the true means of success.’24 There is no such thing as a ‘timeless soul across the board’, no core human nature, which is merely a name for a group of qualities ‘found by chance in certain tribes of animals’, artificially foregrounded by us, where no such foreground exists in nature itself.25 As regards absolutism and mysticism, ‘all human ideas are being sacrificed to one of them – the idea of an absolute reality’. Mysticism he dismissed as ‘a civil war of the mind’ that ends ‘in the extermination of all parties . . . Absolutism then tyrannously steps in to claim that superhuman Spirit resolves the disharmonies that people cannot.’ But ‘absolute reality’ is no more than a human opinion.26 Human well-being or salvation, he explained, depends as much on gratuituous external conditions or circumstances that people can neither engineer nor earn, as it does on their own behaviour. Universality, as with the absolute, is like a mechanical rabbit at the dogtrack; it can never be caught.27


Santayana accepted that there was a ‘spiritual’ crisis at the beginning of the twentieth century, but claimed it was not a supernatural problem. Religion, he thought, is an ideal that we would like reality to conform to. Religion should be understood ‘poetically’; and it persists ‘because more distinctly than any other institution it contributed “moral symbols” to culture that give people a way to live joyfully with the events that threaten meaninglessness: physical extremity or suffering, the limits of intellect or absurdity, and the dark edge of moral comprehension or evil’.28 Religious rituals create an ‘other world’ and



establish ‘a sense of joy’ in things, throwing into relief the complex structures of the workaday world. ‘Festivity’ and not social work, he maintained, was the hallmark of religion as a cultural institution; it was ritual, not certitude, that helped resolve the fear of meaninglessness. Religion lets people break away from social constraints, and religious practices, moreover, underscore the limit of human assertion. But he thought it a ‘beautiful and good’ idea of religion that sin should exist in order to be ‘overcomeable’ – it gave people a triumphant experience.29


He thought, like James, like Dewey, that human beings represent ‘chances to make things better’, and his solution to the death of God was a new definition of the ‘spiritual’ and otherworldliness, which was not transcendental and post-mortem but which involved an exploration of the imagination. Philosophy, for Santayana, could not offer ‘incorrigible first principles’ but was a kind of conversation whose aim was to redescribe the world in ever more imaginatively accurate terms – he called it ‘rectification by redescription’.30 Philosophy, for him, was ‘festive, lyrical, rhetorical’. The imagination had to operate with a cosmic sense, but that meant a sense, above all, of our finitude and impotence. The aim of life should be to live triumphantly with finitude.


Santayana had, on the other hand, what he called a ‘comic vision’ of life (‘comic’, not ‘cosmic’), which ‘celebrates the passing joys and victories in the world’, and a notion he called ‘radical comedy’ which involves ‘an admission that, in no small part, what links people is the powerlessness and mortality that they share; it is an acceptance of things that resist or defeat self-assertion’; or, put another way, radical comedy occurs when ‘everybody acknowledges himself beaten and deceived, yet is happier for the unexpected posture of affairs’. Philosophical meditation and culture, he said, are ways of letting people momentarily break out ‘of the shabbiest surroundings in[to] laughter, understanding and small surrenders of folly to reason’. Santayana makes the claim that, ‘disregarding the quest for eternal life and transcendent infinitude altogether, both public and private well-being hang on a gracious “love of life in the consciousness of our impotence”’.31


A life worth living, he believed, required ‘unworldiness’: that is to



say, in his context, a life away from the workaday world. This is why we need what he called ‘a holiday life’, a time and place when we can get away from the workaday world and play. ‘Spirit’, for him, is the cultural location for solitary, personal revitalization, a cultural space for the sense of beauty to resolve moral cramps. Santayana thought that the new emphasis on self-realization and technical rationality was ‘failing to give sufficient weight to spiritual and moral life’. There was no space for ‘spontaneous affirmation’, or for appreciating what is ‘lovely and lovable’. Well-being – which is the aim of life – occurs in ‘reflective episodes of consummate joy that give point to things’, and giving point to things enables people to ‘feel triumphant rather than defeated or brutalized or unreal’.32


And this is what cultural space is, says Santayana, this is what spirituality is: a playful holiday in which people can depart from the workaday worlds of, say, policy formulation, in order to engage in reflective, imaginative activities that stretch them and discipline them to celebrate and live triumphantly, at least for a time, with finitude. The appreciation of beauty belongs to our holiday life, ‘when we are redeemed for the moment’.33 Beauty – natural beauty or created beauty – is divine in his vocabulary, not in any supernatural sense but simply because of the feelings it engenders in us. Art shows that we can experience varieties of ‘finite perfection’ without encountering a deity, audiences are made happier by empathizing with characters in unhappy situations, artists render suffering sufferable, tragic characters delight people by letting them identify with images of perfection they approach but miss; imperfection has value as ‘incipient perfection’.


Imagination, says Santayana, allows us to realize possibilities not available to experience, and in this the momentum of our imagination will carry us beyond ourselves. There is no absolute reality or supreme good, ‘intermittence is intrinsic to life’ and so is partiality and finitude, but art allows us to imagine excellence, shows us forms of the ‘whole’, and apposite endings. Spiritual redemption, in his world, depends on the ‘suspension of self-assertion’. ‘There is no cure for birth and death save to enjoy the interval by discerning and manifesting the good without attempting to retain it.’34


Human self-assertion, he goes on, is indispensable but always



falls short. Our salvation is to love life in the consciousness of impotence. We need faith in our intelligence to imagine a future which is a projection of the desirable in the present and to realize that that is our salvation. Aesthetic experience discloses a kind of order ‘that lets people unify many discrete moments in a harmonious way and carries with it an emotion of perfection, satisfaction or happiness’. Cultural activities and institutions make life significant not because they give direct contact with ‘something’ above, below or besides culture, but because of the imaginative order they envisage.35


Beauty, joy, comedy, play, mirth, humour, laughter – these are what we should aim for, not everlasting bliss. This is what he means by ‘comic faith’, something less grand and more reasonable than infinite or permanent happiness and blessed immortality. If we can combine this with making a difference – an improvement – to the worlds of our fellow humans, this is the only immortality available. In doing so, we shall not have overcome death, but we shall have overcome death’s sting.36


Santayana lived on the edge of poetry and it showed, gloriously, in the style of his prose. He is, perhaps, the most understated philosopher of the twentieth century, and a wonderful companion in a world without God, the culmination of the pragmatic approach.


[image: images]


* The Gifford Lectures are one of the most distinguished lecture series in the world. They are the legacy of the Scottish judge Adam Gifford who died in 1887, and are intended to encourage a perpetual lively debate on science and ‘all questions about man’s conception of God or the Infinite’. The legacy provides for annual lectures to be held at one of Scotland’s four historic universities – Aberdeen, Edinburgh, Glasgow and St Andrews – and since their inception in 1888 over two hundred books have resulted, by some of the most distinguished names in theology, philosophy and the sciences. Eight Nobel Laureates are among the names, which include William James, J.G. Frazer, Dean Inge, Arthur Eddington, Alfred North Whitehead, John Dewey, Albert Schweitzer, Karl Barth, Reinhold Niebuhr, Niels Bohr, Arnold Toynbee, Paul Tillich, Rudolf Bultmann, Werner Heisenberg, Raymond Aron, Hannah Arendt, Alfred Ayer, Iris Murdoch, Freeman Dyson, Charles Taylor, Alasdair MacIntyre, Mary Midgley, George Steiner, Hilary Putnam, Martha Nussbaum and Roger Scruton. In his book on the Giffords, Larry Witham describes them as a ‘window on a century in which natural science encountered biblical religion with full force’.6
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