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To my wife of twenty-five years, without whom the world would be much poorer, and with whom my life has been infinitely richer.





INTRODUCTION

Ideas Have Consequences

“THERE IS NOTHING SO ABSURD,” QUIPPED THE ANCIENT ROMAN philosopher-statesman Cicero, “that it can’t be said by a philosopher.” Unfortunately, philosophers’ absurdities aren’t limited to classroom sophistry and eccentric speculations. They make their way into print and are thereby released upon the public. They can be, and have been, as dangerous and harmful as deadly diseases. And as with deadly diseases, people can pick up deadly ideas without even noticing. These ideas float, largely undetected, in the intellectual air we breathe.

If we take a good, hard, sober look at the awful effects of such deadly ideas we can come to only one conclusion: there are books that really have screwed up the world, books that we would have been better off without.

This should not come as a shock, except to those who don’t believe that ideas have consequences. Thomas Carlyle, the eminent Scottish essayist and sometime philosopher, was once scolded at a dinner party for endlessly chattering about books: “Ideas, Mr. Carlyle, ideas, nothing but ideas!” To which he replied, “There once was a man called Rousseau who wrote a book containing nothing but ideas. The second edition was bound in the skins of those who laughed at the first.” Carlyle was right. Jean-Jacques Rousseau wrote a book that inspired the ruthlessness of the French Revolution (and even more destructive things after that).

Common sense and a little logic tell us that if ideas have consequences, then it follows that bad ideas have bad consequences. And even more obvious, if bad ideas are written down in books, they are far more durable, infecting generation after generation and increasing the world’s wretchedness.

I submit, then, that the world would be a demonstrably better place today if the books we’re about to discuss had never been written. It was possible half a century ago (and even twenty years ago, among the academic elite) to maintain that Marxism was a positive force in history. But since the protective cover has blown off the Soviet Union—and China’s has at least been torn—no one can look at the tens of millions of rotting corpses revealed and conclude anything other than this: if the Communist Manifesto had never been written, a great deal of misery would have been avoided. The same is true of Hitler’s Mein Kampf and the other books on the list, even when the carnage is sometimes of a more subtle and different sort.

What then? Shall we have a book burning? Indeed not! Such a course of action is indefensible, if only for environmental reasons. As I learned long ago, the best cure—the only cure, once the really harmful books have multiplied like viruses through  endless editions—is to read them. Know them forward and backward. Seize each one by its malignant heart and expose it to the light of day. That is just what I propose to do in the following pages.





Part I

Preliminary Screw-Ups





CHAPTER ONE

The Prince (1513)

“Hence it is necessary to a prince, if he wants to maintain himself, to learn to be able not to be good. . . . ”

Niccolò Machiavelli (1469-1527)

 



 



 



 



 



YOU’VE PROBABLY HEARD THE TERM MACHIAVELLIAN AND ARE AWARE of its unsavory connotations. In the thesaurus, Machiavellian stands with such ignoble adjectives as double-tongued, two-faced, false, hypocritical  , cunning, scheming, wily, dishonest, and treacherous. Barely a century after his death, Niccolò Machiavelli gained infamy in Shakespeare’s Richard III as the “murdrous Machiavel.” Almost five hundred years after he wrote his most famous work, The Prince, his name still smacks of calculated ruthlessness and cool brutality.

Despite recent attempts to portray Machiavelli as merely a sincere and harmless teacher of prudent statesmanship, I shall take the old-fashioned approach and treat him as one of the most profound teachers of evil the world has ever known. His great classic  The Prince is a monument of wicked counsel, meant for rulers who had shed all moral and religious scruples and were therefore daring  enough to believe that evil—deep, dark, and almost unthinkable evil—is often more effective than good. That is really the power and the poison of The Prince: in it, Machiavelli makes thinkable the darkly unthinkable. When the mind is coaxed into receiving unholy thoughts, unholy deeds soon follow.

Niccolò Machiavelli was born in Florence, Italy, on May 3, 1469, the son of Bernardo di Niccolò di Buoninsegna and his wife, Bartolemea de’ Nelli. It is fair to say that young Machiavelli was born into wicked times. Italy was not a single nation then, but a rat’s nest of intrigue, corruption, and conflict among the five main warring regions: Florence, Venice, Milan, Naples, and the Papal States.

Machiavelli witnessed the greatest hypocrisy in religion, including cardinals and popes who were nothing more than political wolves in shepherds’ clothing. He also knew firsthand the cold cruelty of kings and princes. Suspected of treason, Machiavelli was thrown into jail. To elicit his “confession,” he was subjected to a punishment called the strappado. His wrists were bound together behind his back and attached to a rope hanging from a ceiling pulley. He was hauled up in the air, dangling painfully from his arms, and suddenly dropped back to the ground, thereby pulling his arms out of their sockets. This delightful process of interrogation was repeated several times.

Machiavelli knew evil. But then, so did many others, in many other times and places. There is no shortage of wickedness in the world, and no shortage of witnesses to it. What makes Machiavelli different is that he looked evil in the face and smiled. That friendly smile and a wink is The Prince.


The Prince is a shocking book—artfully shocking. Machiavelli meant to start a revolution in his readers’ souls, and his only weapons of revolt were his words. He stated boldly what others  had dared only to whisper, and then whispered what others had not dared even to think.

Let’s look at Chapter Eighteen for a taste. Should a prince keep faith, honor his promises, work above board, be honest, that kind of thing? Well, Machiavelli muses, “everyone understands” that it is “laudable . . . for a prince to keep faith, and to live with honesty.”1  Everyone praises the honest ruler. Everyone understands that honesty is the best policy. Everyone knows the countless examples in the Bible of honest kings being blessed and dishonest kings cursed, and ancient literature is filled with tributes to virtuous sovereigns.

But is what everyone praises truly wise? Are all good rulers successful rulers? Even more important, are all successful rulers good? Or does goodness, for a ruler, merely mean being successful, so that whatever leads to success—no matter what everyone may say—must be good by definition?

Well, says Machiavelli, let’s see what actually happens in the real world. We see “by experience in our times that the princes who have done great things are those who have taken little account of faith.” Keeping your word is foolish if it brings you harm. Now, “if all men were good, this teaching would not be good; but because they are wicked and do not observe faith with you, you also do not have to observe it with them.”

But keeping one’s word is not the only thing that should be cast aside for convenience. The whole idea of being good, Machiavelli assumes, is rather naïve. A successful prince must concentrate not on being good, but on appearing to be good. As we all know, appearances can be deceiving, and for a prince deception is a good thing, an art to be perfected. A prince must therefore be “a great pretender and dissembler.”

And so, one might ask, should a ruler be merciful, faithful, humane, honest, and religious? Not at all! It is “not necessary for  a prince to have all the above-mentioned qualities, but it is indeed necessary to appear to have them. Nay, I dare say this, that by having them and always observing them, they are harmful; and by appearing to have them they are useful.” So it is much better, more wise, “to appear merciful, faithful, humane, honest, and religious,” but if you need to be cruel, faithless, inhumane, dishonest, and sacrilegious, well, then, necessity is the mother of invention, and you should invent devious ways to do whatever evil is necessary while appearing to be good.

Let me offer two examples of Machiavelli’s advice in action, the first taken from The Prince, and the other from our own day. A more wicked man than Cesare Borgia—whom Machiavelli knew personally—could hardly be imagined. He had been named a cardinal in the Catholic Church, but resigned so he could pursue political glory (and did so in the most ruthless way). Borgia was a man without conscience. He had no anxiety whatsoever about inflicting great cruelties to secure and maintain power. Of course, this gave him a bad reputation with his conquered subjects, creating the kind of bitterness that soon leads to rebellion. In Chapter Seven Machiavelli sets before his reader an interesting practical lesson on Borgia’s method of dealing with this problem.

One of the areas Borgia snatched up was Romagna, which Machiavelli notes was a “province . . . quite full of robberies, quarrels, and every other kind of insolence.” Of course, Borgia wanted “to reduce it to peace and obedience,” because it is hard to rule the unruly. But if he brought them into line himself, the people would hate him, and hatred breeds rebellion.

What did Borgia do? He sent in a henchman, Remirro de Orco, “a cruel and ready man, to whom he gave the fullest power.” Remirro did the dirty work, but of course this got him dirty. The people hated Remirro for his attempts to crush their rebellious and  lawless spirit and make them obedient subjects. But as Remirro was obviously working as Borgia’s lieutenant, Borgia would be hated too.

But Borgia was an inventive man. He knew that he needed to fool the people into believing that “if any cruelty had been committed, this had not come from him but from the harsh nature of his minister.” And so, Borgia had Remirro “placed one morning in the piazza at Cesena [cut] in two pieces, with a piece of wood and a bloody knife beside him. The ferocity of this spectacle left the people at once satisfied and stupefied.”

Satisfied and stupefied. The angry people of Romagna were happy to see the agent of Borgia’s cruelty suddenly appear one sunny morning hewn in half in the town square. Borgia himself had satisfied their desire for revenge! But at the same time they were numbed into obedience by a completely unexpected spectacle of ingenious brutality.

The reader’s imagination gropes after an image of the horror. A man sawed in half. Lengthwise or crosswise? A bloody knife. Simply lying beside the body? Thrust into the block of wood? Could a mere knife hack a man in two? And why a block of wood? A butcher’s block?

One thing is certain: Machiavelli does not blame Borgia for his ingenious cruelty, but praises him. He very cleverly appeared to be humane by hiding inhumanity, to be merciful by concealing mercilessness. “I would not know how to reproach him,” Machiavelli says of Borgia’s lifelong career of similar dastardly actions. “On the contrary, it seems to me he should be put forward, as I have done, to be imitated by all those who have risen to empire through fortune.”

One does not always need to be as viciously picturesque as Borgia to follow Machiavelli’s advice. As anyone who watches our own  political scene well knows, we quite often witness the less bloody (but no less well calculated) spectacle of an underling to a president or congressman immolating himself publicly to take the heat off his boss. Behind the elaborately staged appearances, the underling—like poor Remirro, who was merely carrying out the chief’s orders—is being sacrificed to satisfy and stupefy the electorate.

This brings us to our second example of Machiavellianism in action. “A prince should thus take care,” notes Machiavelli, returning to his list of virtues, “that nothing escape his mouth that is not full of the above-mentioned five qualities” so that “he should appear all mercy, all faith, all honesty, all humanity, all religion. And nothing is more necessary to appear to have than this last quality.” It is most important that rulers—and even more so, would-be rulers—appear to be religious. “Everyone sees how you appear,” but “few touch what you are,” and appearing to be religious assures those who see you that, because you appear to believe in God, you can be trusted to have all the other virtues. In politics, some things never change.

But duplicity isn’t the only patrimony of Machiavelli’s The Prince. The damage is much deeper than that. The kind of advice Machiavelli offers in The Prince is only possible for someone to give (and to take) who has no fear of hell, who has discarded the notion of the human soul living on after death as a foolish fiction, who believes that since there is no God then we are free to be wicked if it serves our purposes. That is not to say that Machiavelli ever advises being evil merely for its own sake. He does something far more destructive: evil is offered under the excusing pretext that it is beneficial. Machiavelli convinces the reader that great evils, unspeakable crimes, foul deeds are not only excusable but praiseworthy if they are done in the service of some good. Since this advice occurs in the context of atheism, then there are no limits on  the kind of evil one can do if he thinks he is somehow benefiting humanity. It should not surprise us that The Prince was a favorite book of the atheist V. I. Lenin for whom the glorious end of communism justified any brutality of means.

Since this will remain an important connection in most of the subsequent books we cover, we must dwell on the deep connections between atheism and the kind of ruthless advice Machiavelli gives. It is a fundamental principle of Christianity—the religion that defined the culture into which Machiavelli was born, and the religion he rejected—that it is never permissible to do evil in the service of good. You can’t lie about your credentials to get elected to office. You can’t kill an innocent baby to advance your career. You can’t start a war to boost the economy or your approval ratings. You can’t resort to cannibalism to solve the hunger problem. You can’t commit adultery to get a job promotion.

The source of this prohibition is obviously the fact that some actions are intrinsically evil. No matter the circumstances or the alleged or even actual benefits, some acts cannot be committed. Unfortunately, this is not the way we generally think today. When you suggest to someone that there are some intrinsically evil actions—so foul, so unholy, that even to think of doing them leaves a black mark on the soul—the usual response is a smirk, followed by a wildly contrived example that is supposed to force you into choosing some horribly evil deed to avoid even more horrible consequences. “What if a terrorist gives you a choice: either shoot and skin your grandmother or we’ll blow up New York.” The hidden assumption of the smirker is that, of course, the moral thing to do is save New York by shooting and skinning your grandmother, and that goes to show that there are no moral absolutes.

Of course, smirkers are rarely logical. If there really are no intrinsically evil actions, then it is quite fine to have New York  blown up in order to save your grandmother. But the real point, for our purposes, is that the smirker is using precisely the mode of reasoning that Machiavelli uses in The Prince. Machiavelli is the original ends-justify-the-means philosopher. No act is so evil that some necessity or benefit cannot mitigate it.

But how is this all linked to atheism? Again, we must use the religion that historically defines the beliefs Machiavelli rejected. For the Christian, no earthly necessity or benefit can be weighed against eternity. Committing an intrinsically evil act immediately separates us from the eternal good of heaven, whatever the benefit that might accrue to us in the here and now. No good we experience now can possibly outweigh having to suffer eternally in hell. Furthermore, as God is all-powerful, then no seeming necessity or benefit of an evil action in this life can really be necessary or beneficial to anyone from the perspective of eternity. To believe otherwise is only a temptation; in fact, the temptation.

As we shall see in subsequent chapters, yielding to the temptation to do evil in the service of good will be the source of unprecedented carnage in the twentieth century, so horrifying that to those who lived through it, it seemed hell had come to earth (even though it was largely perpetrated by people who had discarded the notion of hell). The lesson learned—or that should have been learned—by such epic destruction is this: once we allow ourselves to do evil so that some perceived good may follow, we allow ever greater evils for the sake of ever more questionable goods, until we consent to the greatest evils for the sake of mere trifles.

Remove God, and soon there is no limit on evil at all, and no good is too trivial an excuse. Consider a report from the British newspaper The Observer three years ago: in the Ukraine, suffering so long under the atheist Soviet foot, pregnant women were being paid about $180 for their fetuses, which the abortion clinics turned  around and sold for about $9,000. Why? The tissue was being used for beauty treatments. Pregnant women were and still are being paid to kill their babies so aging Russian women can rejuvenate their skin with fetal cosmetics.

But to return to Machiavelli, our point is this: to embrace the notion that it is not only permissible but also laudable to do evil so that good might come, one must reject God, the soul, and the afterlife. That is just what Machiavelli did, and that is the ultimate effect of his counsel.

Here it might be objected that Machiavelli appeared to be religious in his writings, casting out pious phrases here and there, and speaking with a certain respect (however strained and peculiar) about things religious. So, it is argued, because he appears to be religious, then we must give him the benefit of the doubt.

It is difficult for me to deal with this all too common objection because it shows a frightening woodenness to the obvious (let alone to the subtle) in Machiavelli. Did he not just tell us how important it is to appear to be religious? Who informed us of the necessity, if one is to be a great prince, of being a great pretender and dissembler? Who contrives to be a greater prince—the temporal ruler of a piece of land, or the philosopher who seeks to inform all future princes, to found an entirely new philosophy?

And so we repeat: Machiavelli could not give advice to princes that would mean abandoning any notion of God, the immortal soul, and the afterlife if he himself had not already abandoned all three. That is why he can call evil good, and good evil.

This is seen clearly in the famous Chapter Fifteen. Machiavelli tells the reader quite matter-of-factly that he is departing from the way all others have spoken about good and evil. He will deal with the real world, with how people act in real republics and principalities. While “many have imagined republics and principalities  that have never been seen or known to exist in truth,” we realists shouldn’t take our sights from mere fantasy. We cannot guide our lives by what is good (or at least what is called good), Machiavelli warns us; we must guide our lives by what is effective. “For a man who wants to make a profession of good in all regards must come to ruin among so many who are not good. Hence it is necessary to a prince, if he wants to maintain himself, to learn to be able not to be good, and to use this and not use it according to necessity.”

In reality versus the imagination, Machiavelli chooses realpolitik  . But where are these imaginary republics he so strenuously rejects? One would be in Plato’s Republic, in which Socrates argues that human beings must strive, above all, to be good. Another would be in Cicero’s On the Republic, which argues much the same thing. But Machiavelli’s most important rejection is that of the Christian notion of heaven. He makes this rejection quite clear elsewhere (in his Discourses on Livy) when he argues that the prospect of heaven ruins our attempts to make this life—our only real life—better.

Christianity, Machiavelli contends, focuses our energies on an imaginary kingdom in the sky and thereby turns us away from making the real world a peaceful, comfortable, even quite pleasurable home. Moreover, Christianity ties our hands by moral rules—backed up by the imaginary stick and carrot of hell and heaven—so that we cannot do the necessary dirty work. Machiavelli thereby initiates the great conflict between modern secularism and Christianity that largely defines the next five hundred years of Western history, and in this respect, The Prince shows its mark in all the rest of the books we will examine.





CHAPTER TWO

Discourse on Method (1637)

“I reject as absolutely false everything in which I could imagine the least doubt. . . . ”

René Descartes (1596-1650)

 



 



 



 



 



HOW GRATEFUL WOULD YOU BE IF YOU CAME TO ME COMPLAINING of a headache and I chopped off your head? Certainly, I fixed the problem—and permanently so!—but at a rather higher cost than you’d hoped for.

René Descartes’ Discourse on Method has had a similar effect on the Western mind. Descartes’ little book has done damage to us precisely by seeming to do good, like a bull who kindly offers to straighten up the china shop. Descartes attacked skepticism, but only by denying reality. He confirmed the idea of the immaterial soul against the pronouncements of the crass materialists of the day, but only by recreating us as insubstantial ghosts trapped in clattering machines. He proved God’s existence, but only by making it depend on our thinking Him into existence. By his good intentions—if indeed they really were good—he fathered every flavor of  self-congratulatory solipsism, led us to believe we are no different from robots, and made religion a creation of our own ego. Thanks a lot, René.

If we take Descartes at his word, he was seeking a way around the snarling skeptics of his day. Skepticism is a kind of intellectual disease that generally arises among people who are both well fed and well read. No one who is truly hungry worries about whether it is possible to know whether the steaming hamburger in front of him is real. In fact, ordinary people working under quite natural conditions are not bothered by skepticism at all. Imagine a farmer wandering around lost in his own thoughts, vexed by the question of whether we can really know what a cow is. He is too immersed in reality to question it. The cow needs to be milked and there’s no time for udder confusion.

One could wish that Descartes had a cow staring at him impatiently. I say this not because it is a bad idea to refute skeptics—that is one very good service philosophers can do for farmers—but because it is a very bad idea to do it with a cure that’s worse than the disease. Good intentions can make for bad medicine.

Descartes begins the Discourse on Method with a joke. “Good sense,” he tells us, “is the most evenly distributed commodity in the world, for each of us considers himself to be so well endowed therewith that even those who are the most difficult to please in all other matters are not wont to desire more of it than they have.”1


In short, everyone is satisfied with his own opinions, and thinks anyone who doesn’t agree a fool. This would be quite harmless if human beings merely disagreed about the best flavor of ice cream or other matters of mere taste. But each has his or her own opinion about the deepest and greatest questions as well. Whether God exists, and if He does, what He demands of us. What actions are  good or evil, moral or immoral, noble or base, fair or foul. What political parties should be voted in, and what should be done by the winning party.

If you doubt the bite of Descartes’ little joke, then look around during an election year. We have two political parties, each of which can barely suppress disagreements among its own members long enough to oppose the other. Abortion, prayer in school, homosexual marriage, federal subsidies, welfare, war. During an election year, the well-worn adage “Talk about anything but religion, morality, and politics” is cast aside so we can talk about nothing but. The resulting acrimonious cacophony reminds us of the wisdom of having presidential elections only every four years.

The fact that we all disagree about so many things makes us skeptical that we can know anything at all. If we could really know the truth about something, then it would seem that people couldn’t disagree about it. Maybe it’s all a matter of mere opinion after all. Maybe the skeptics are right.

This skepticism is what Descartes meant to cure. He offered a method as medicine, pretending with false modesty that he wasn’t really saying that everyone should follow his method, but merely describing what method had worked for him.

This false modesty hid a gargantuan pride. Descartes desired nothing less than that everyone should follow his method, and his wish has been all too handsomely fulfilled. He is known—and rightfully and woefully so—as the father of modern philosophy. If you think that doesn’t pertain to you, the great Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville said after his visit to America in the first half of the nineteenth century that “America is . . . one of the countries where the precepts of Descartes are least studied and are best applied.”2  I leave it to discerning readers of Tocqueville’s Democracy in America  to determine whether that was a compliment. But his point was that Descartes’ philosophical method had somehow seeped into our souls and become second nature.

What, then, is Descartes’ method? Simply put, doubt everything. In order to conquer skepticism, Descartes proposed that we be skeptical about everything to see if there is anything left we can’t be skeptical about. “I thought it necessary,” he tells us in Part IV of the  Discourse, “that I reject as absolutely false everything in which I could imagine the least doubt, so as to see whether, after this process, anything in my set of beliefs remains that is entirely indubitable.”

Before we jump on Descartes’ bandwagon, we should ask the most obvious question: isn’t this a rather doubtful process? What if we took it the other way around? Should we accept as absolutely true everything in which we can discern the least grain of certainty? Why would this be any less rational than rejecting everything in which we can imagine the least bit of doubt? It is possible to imagine the tree I am about to walk into is not solid at all, but actually made of mist. After caroming off it, I might have other ideas.

But such a method would seem to be madness, and it soon gets even madder. A good recipe for insanity is this: that I reject as absolutely false everything in which I could imagine the least doubt. If we let our imaginations run wild, we could doubt even the solidity of the ground we stand on or the fact that we have a nose.

Even if such a method doesn’t lead to insanity, it certainly leads to narcissism, the morbid condition of believing that I sit in god-like judgment of everything else but nothing stands in judgment of me. We suspect that Descartes’ method clothes itself in the most abject humility as a way to exert the most naked pride. It assumes the posture of a quivering ant to presume the imposture of a towering god.

But before we get carried away in criticizing his method, we ought to follow it out. What does Descartes say must be doubted? First, all  wisdom from the past, whether it be found in books or in tradition. The past has nothing to teach Descartes. Why? Because there is disagreement, and disagreement must mean an absence of wisdom.

There is, for example, not one philosophy in one book handed to us from the past, Descartes points out, but many contradictory philosophies in a multitude of conflicting books. It isn’t a matter of I.Q. Even among “the most excellent minds who have ever lived . . . there is nothing about which there is not some dispute” in philosophy, “and thus nothing that is not doubtful” (Part I). Where there is disagreement, there is doubt, and where there is doubt, throw it out.

Nor is tradition a valid guide, Descartes informs us. There is not one tradition among all people, but many incompatible traditions among wildly dissimilar people. Indeed, there seems to be no underlying common human nature at all, for “the very same man with his very own mind, having been brought up from infancy among the French or the Germans becomes different from what he would be had he always lived among the Chinese or among cannibals” (Part II).

The more we look at the great thinkers, so Descartes tells us, the more confusion we find. The more we examine the traditions of our own country as compared to those of other countries, the more everything seems to be relative. All is shifting sand.

But even more must be doubted. Our senses sometimes err. We see things that aren’t really there. We hear noises and misidentify what they are. What to do? Descartes “decided to suppose that nothing was exactly as our senses would have us imagine.”

If that weren’t enough, we must doubt even reason. As we find ourselves making errors in reasoning, even in mathematics, Descartes decided to reject “as false all the reasonings that I had previously taken for demonstrations.”

Finally, as we think we are awake when we are dreaming, and experience things as real in dreams, “I resolved to pretend that everything that had ever entered my mind was no more true than the illusions of my dreams.”

And what was left after this scorched-earth approach? According to Descartes:
. . . during the time I wanted thus to think that everything was false, it was necessary that I, who thought thus, be something. And noticing that this truth—I think, therefore I am—was so firm and so certain that the most extravagant suppositions of the skeptics were unable to shake it, I judge that I could accept it without scruple as the first principle of the philosophy I was seeking (Part IV).





There we have it, one of the most famous phrases in the history of philosophy: I think, therefore I am. Or, in its more famous form,  cogito ergo sum. The Discourse, however, was originally written in French, and so we have “je pense, donc je suis,” where the “I” (French,  je) has the same egotistical emphasis as the English version.

Sounds convincing, doesn’t it? If it does, congratulations! You’ve just walked into a trap that has ensnared the Western mind for four centuries. It is a trap from which there is no escape because Descartes has presented it as itself an escape—but it is an escape from a trap that doesn’t exist.

Skepticism is a problem in our minds. It is a deadly trap only if we retreat into our minds to escape it. That is, if we let our doubt turn into doubt about reality. The place to run to escape skepticism is not our own minds, where the spider of solipsism waits to devour us, but straight into a tree to remind ourselves that, whatever our fancy to the contrary, the real world outside our minds has been  factually solid all along. The proper and natural treatment for those inclined to think themselves into a corner is not to go into a corner and think but to run out into the fields to grasp and be grasped by reality.

But we must dig deeper into Descartes’ fundamental error. On a lesser level, it is simply ridiculous to single out thinking as the act by which I know I am existing. One could just as easily use hearing, smelling, or coughing (except, perhaps, that they don’t sound nearly as good in Latin: audio ergo sum; odoror ergo sum; tussio ergo sum). I am not denying that thinking is more fundamentally human than hearing, smelling, or coughing, but only calling attention to the point that Descartes’ argument is not somehow essentially tied to thinking. It is only this: that while I am doing X (whatever X is), I cannot doubt my existence because I have to exist to do X.

On a deeper level, the snappy dictum “I think, therefore I am” contains one of the most pernicious confusions possible, so destructive that we might very well call it the first sin. We catch the error if we lapse for a moment into common sense and say, “Well, René, isn’t it really the other way around? In order to think, I first have to exist, and I go right on existing even when I am not thinking. And anyway, didn’t the world get along just fine before I was ever around to think about anything? So we should say, ‘I am, therefore I can think,’ rather than, ‘I think, therefore I am.’”

The common sense point is this: reality exists before our thinking, so that our thinking depends on reality, and this in two ways. First, our thinking depends on the reality of our own existence. If we don’t exist, we can’t think. Second, our thinking correctly depends on our properly conforming our minds to what really exists. Scientific theories are judged true or false, better or worse, insofar as they actually correspond to the way things are in the real world. Against Descartes, we assert common sense against nonsense:  the first principle of philosophy is reality (or being), not “I think.” Reality trumps.

If we ignore this first principle, and take Descartes’ instead, our imaginations untethered to reality can only run wild, as he himself giddily demonstrates. “I could pretend that I had no body and that there was no world nor any place where I was, but... I could not pretend . . . that I did not exist.” And what does he conclude? “From this I knew that I was a substance the whole essence or nature of which was merely to think, and which, in order to exist, needed no place and depended on no material thing.”

Obviously this absurdity was not uttered near lunchtime. In any case, reality had the last say over Descartes’ imagination: he died of a cold. I know how hard it is to think when I have a cold. Perhaps he fell victim to his own dictum and ceased for a few fateful minutes to think! Non cogito, non ergo sum.

But this little instructive frivolity aside, the next step in Descartes’ argument is yet more baneful. What assures him that his maxim is true, he tells us, is that “I see very clearly that, in order to think, one must exist,” and so “I judged that I could take as a general rule that the things we conceive very clearly and very distinctly are all true.”

It looks as if Descartes has anticipated our objection here, for he now admits that “in order to think, one must exist.” We’ll see in a bit if he’s really conceded this point to common sense. But for now we must note the egregious error he’s slipped in.

Would it really be a good idea to accept as “a general rule that the things we conceive very clearly and very distinctly are all true”? I remember, about ten years ago, very clearly and very distinctly seeing a tell-tale mess of white paint all over my garbage can in the alley behind our house, and I very clearly and distinctly noticed that the peculiar lady next door (who regularly slipped  things into our garbage can because she was too cheap to pay for her own trash service) was painting her kitchen white because I very clearly and distinctly saw her carrying around a whitened paintbrush as she very clearly and distinctly told me she was painting her kitchen white, and I imagined myself very clearly and distinctly grabbing her by her tattered sweater and dragging her back to clean up the very clear and distinct mess all over the garbage can and surrounding pavement. Fortunately, while I was out back staring at the white paint and imagining even more vicious revenge, upon closer inspection I noticed that the white glop was white wallboard plaster, not white paint. The mess was actually made by the man redoing our bathroom. The lady next door was entirely innocent (of that, at least).

But this isn’t just a moral lesson. Again, it regularly occurs in the history of science. We’ll cite one interesting instance. A number of prominent scientists, beginning in 1877 with Italian astronomer Giovanni Schiaparelli, were convinced that they saw through their telescopes an intricate system of canals on Mars. These canals were all very geometrical and hence obviously carried water for the great Martian civilization. The certainty of intelligent life on Mars was trumpeted (with the aid of businessman and amateur astronomer Percival Lowell). Books were published. Major newspapers declared the evident certainty to the astounded (and gullible) public. Helping to whip the public into a frenzy was alien enthusiast H. G. Wells, whose War of the Worlds seared into people’s minds the dire fate that awaited Earth once the Martians stopped boating around their canals and launched their inevitable attack.

By 1930, this certainty was exploded by another astronomer, E. M. Antoniadi, who pointed out that the “canals” weren’t canals; they weren’t nice geometrically drawn lines of precision traced on the surface of Mars, but just fuzzy shapes.

The lesson is simple enough. Schiaparelli, Lowell, Wells, and a host of other scientists and popularizers wanted to see life on Mars. The alien enthusiasts just wanted to see what was fuzzy as straight and geometrical because they wanted Mars to be populated with aliens. It is often our desire to have something be true that makes us clearly and distinctly see the false as true, the imagined as real. This is as true in the history of science as it is in our everyday life. In either case, reality is the appropriate test of our everyday beliefs and scientific theories.

In contrast to this salutary realism, Descartes’ method of doubting everything but his own thought, has, for us poor moderns, made subjectivism the criterion of truth. But methodical egoism (the Latin for “I” is ego) isn’t the only bad thing Descartes sent down the river to us. The very way he defined the “I” has also befouled the historical stream. Recall Descartes’ strange conclusion: as he could imagine that he had no body and that there was no material world, therefore he “was a substance the whole essence or nature of which was merely to think, and which, in order to exist, needed no place and depended on no material thing.”

A ghastly conclusion, or rather a ghostly one, for by it Descartes imagined that we were pure spirits trapped in alien bodies (or more accurately, as we soon find out, alien machines). As Descartes reveals in Part V of the Discourse on Method, he is a raving mechanist who believed that all nature was nothing more than machinery. Animals and plants are no more alive (or dead) than hydraulic pumps, toasters, or alarm clocks. Even more, our human bodies are merely self-running machines.

Hence Descartes is also known as the father of modern dualism. Dualism is the belief that human beings aren’t one thing—an intimate and essential union of soul and body—but two entirely different  and independent entities, a ghostly soul banging around in a ghastly machine.

If Descartes is the father of modern dualism, what does dualism itself beget? A walking philosophical bipolar disorder, a creature who is not at home in creation, a creature who dwells in dual extremes, either as wholly a ghost or entirely a robot. One day he feels that he is a god, a purely spiritual being, capable of completely mastering and manipulating all nature (including his own body) as he would any machine, and the next day believes that he is a purely material being, a helpless machine entirely mastered by the mechanics of nature.

This brings us to Descartes’ final error, his absolutely awful proof of the existence of God (in Part IV). We recall that Descartes puts as the first principle of his philosophy “I think, therefore I am.” He then asserts that God must exist because he (Descartes, not God) can think of a being more perfect than himself. Therefore, he concludes, “this idea was placed in me by a nature truly more perfect than I was . . . and . . . this nature was God.” To make matters worse, Descartes then claims that it must be the case that his ideas, “insofar as they are clear and distinct, cannot fail to be true” because they too come from God. Therefore, God exists, because Descartes can imagine Him, and all Descartes’ clear and distinct ideas are absolutely true, because God put them there!

I pray that readers can see the foolishness of this reasoning. I can think of a man or woman who is more perfect than any I’ve ever met. Does that mean either of them necessarily exists? I can think of a superior alien race existing on a much nicer planet than Earth. Does either exist? Our thinking of anything is not proof that it exists, let alone proof that whatever seems to me to be “clear and distinct” is given a divine stamp of authority, as if God put it there.  Descartes’ approach to religion is not only false, but creates the characteristically modern belief that God is whatever we “very clearly and very distinctly” imagine Him to be. And that means we fashion God after our own hearts, rather than our hearts and religion after God. This doesn’t just lead to bad belief, but even worse, to bad non-belief. If God is whatever we very clearly and distinctly imagine Him to be, then if we can very clearly and distinctly imagine Him not to be, He isn’t. To be or not to be, that becomes the modern quandary about God. But the horns of this dilemma are largely chimerical; that is, they are the horns of a mythical beast created by Descartes’ imagination. His beastly reasoning has led us to reject God on the grounds that our thinking about Him is fuzzy, and to accept the most ridiculous utopian fantasies about humanity because we can imagine them quite clearly and distinctly. Marxism is only the most obvious instance of the pernicious working out of Descartes’ ideas, but, as we shall see, not the only one.

What are the principal errors we can thank the father of modern philosophy for? First, subjectivism, which is really a thinly disguised form of egoism. We have become Cartesian insofar as we declare that there is no wisdom in the past, and that whatever seems to be certain to us now must be true. Rather than leading us to greater wisdom and independence of thought, we become far more likely to affirm thoughtlessly our own unexamined opinions. Since these unexamined opinions are generally obtained from the frivolous ideas bandied about in the contemporary marketplace, we end up in the very situation Descartes satirized at the beginning of the Discourse, where everyone is satisfied with his own opinion simply because (so he believes) it is his own and so it must be true.
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