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This book is primarily a general thesis within an even broader one. The Enlightenment Vision proposes a general thesis that, while the historical Western Enlightenment remains the right vision for a higher stage of human civilization, we have so far fallen short of its attainment and will not likely reach the goal soon or without further struggle. However, the broader thesis offers a prediction that this goal is likely to be attained and also exceeded in currently unpredictable ways by descendants both more intelligent and more empathetic than we are today. Arguments are given in support of these views. No rigorous proof is attempted, nor is one possible, for the future of humanity is ultimately unpredictable. What is written here can then be called an educated guess, but one that I hope to show is a reasonable one.

The Enlightenment was primarily an ethically motivated humanistic movement to improve the secular lives of people everywhere. To do so, it advocated science and reason as the means to realize that goal. I review here some of the major obstacles that have stood in the way of a more rapid acceptance of this approach to realizing a more progressive civilization, and offer some views on work in progress to overcome these inertial and reactionary tendencies.

There are three assumptions that underlie these two coupled theses. The first states that all reality external to the human mind, and arguably the human mind and thoughts as well, are part of a natural order amenable to scientific investigation. The second assumption asserts that biological evolution has produced a human species endowed with a strong genetic will to live and to constantly explore ways to expand its knowledge and opportunities for realizing and expanding its potential. The third assumption regards science as the best way to obtain reliable knowledge of the natural order, including, eventually, more reliable knowledge of ourselves.

I call these “assumptions,” but based on applying the reliable evidence and rational thought held critical for progress by Enlightenment thinkers, strong arguments can be made in support of each. Thus my outlook is entirely secular. Acknowledging that there are others who would still challenge one or more of these assumptions and claim another order of reality, I welcome their outlook as long as it is a tolerant one. There are religious as well as secular humanists, but my interests and this book are restricted to the secular life that all people can experience as “real.” On the basis of these three assumptions, the broader thesis claims that our descendants are virtually assured of survival and the achievement of a more satisfactory secular life, because of this built-in genetic will to live and to thrive, and because natural science provides the most reliable (i.e., useful or workable) knowledge we can obtain of the natural order.

Nevertheless, the survival of our descendants to enjoy more fulfilling lives offers no guarantee that this future state will be reached soon or easily. Several of the following chapters will argue that the progress envisioned is sure to meet deeply entrenched reaction and opposition. Primarily for this reason, I will argue that mindless optimism on the near term is unwarranted. I will present reasons in what follows why the broader thesis remains compelling, but only if we are willing to take the long view. When compared to the remarkable optimism of Enlightenment thinkers of the eighteenth century, there is a more sober and occasionally even pessimistic mood among many intellectuals today. I discuss this and agree with a few of their bleak contemporary prognoses, but I attribute their resulting pessimism to looking at the world over too short a time span. I will argue that taking a longer view confirms the optimism of the Enlightenment thinkers, provided that we substantially increase the time for realization of the goals.

This book is not an academic thesis. The fashion in much academic work today is to study in great detail a small, well-posed problem. There are good reasons for this, with which I am familiar in my own field of scientific specialization. It weeds out a lot of speculative nonsense. To one who might say this book is a good example, I offer the following reply. The question of successful biological descent of our distant future progeny is of great importance to most thinking people. Many of them satisfy themselves by accepting an answer on authority or providing ideas of their own. Some may even fear a not-too-distant end to the human experiment of life on earth. However, I have yet to encounter an example of any other systematic attempt to address this question and arrive at the same answer described here, for the same reasons and based on the same assumptions. Thus, while the knowledge and many of the ideas described in this book have all been developed in great detail by others, I hope the approach described here may prove as interesting to others as it has been to me.

Two final comments may clarify the spirit in which this book was written. I offer a number of personal views on ethical aspects of several contemporary developments, especially in the United States. I hope the reader will appreciate that any discussion of the Enlightenment necessarily entails considerations of ethics, as the foundation for the Enlightenment vision was humanistic ethics. Finally, while several examples from the history of many peoples and nations are included, a disproportionate number of the examples are American. That is simply presenting what I know best, from having spent most of my life here in the United States. The Enlightenment vision was and is global, and I hope that is apparent in what I have written.
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THE HISTORICAL ENLIGHTENMENT VISION

The historical eighteenth-century Western Enlightenment was one of the most dramatic epochs in history. Coinciding with a rapid increase in the development of modern science and the early stages of the Industrial Revolution, the democratic ideas of this period were also critical for stimulating the American Revolution. The leading thinkers of the Enlightenment went beyond the arguably more profound theoretical thinkers of the seventeenth century to render ideas that had been developing for the three previous centuries more practicable.

The driving goal of the Enlightenment was based on humanist ethics. All the major thinkers associated with this movement aspired to improve the secular lot of humankind everywhere. Most of them were more interested in action than in abstract philosophy. In order to improve society, they wanted to change it. Some were academic philosophers as well, but their writings bearing directly on the Enlightenment were of a more practical kind, even when rooted in a strong academic tradition. A good example of such a thinker is John Locke in Concerning Civil Government, Second Essay.1 Voltaire was definitely not an academic philosopher. The first sentence in his farce Zadig reveals his disdain for metaphysics.2 Both authors had a powerful impact on progressive actions inspired by their writings.


The Enlightenment was the culmination of ideas that developed first in Italian city-states and eventually became widespread among educated Western Europeans during the Renaissance. Renaissance thinkers used extant classical Greek and Roman texts to emulate and eventually to modify classical ideas. In doing so, they rediscovered that secular life “in this world” could be quite attractive. This contrasted to a pessimistic view common during the Middle Ages, when many people believed that humanity had degenerated since the classical era.3 Widespread acceptance of this dark view made it easy for these same people to believe their only hope lay in personal salvation though the Catholic Church. While historians have noted that this notion of an abrupt transition from “the Dark Ages” to a more optimistic and secular Renaissance is often exaggerated, they also have agreed that there were noticeable differences in how many people, especially the educated, felt about secular life in the later period than they had in the earlier one.4

The transition from the Renaissance to the Enlightenment was not a smooth one. The Italian city-states that started the Renaissance gradually succumbed to their more powerful neighbors to the north, in spite of Machiavelli's somewhat misunderstood but ruthless recipe for uniting his native country.5 This failure plus the trial of Galileo eventually reduced the influence of the land that started the Renaissance, while others like the Spanish Netherlands carried on the tradition as the Dutch freed themselves from Spanish domination. The Protestant Reformation ensured that the sixteenth century would be a time of bitter religious strife that was highly destructive for much of Western Europe and disastrous for what would become Germany. These religious wars forced the Catholic Church that was becoming more liberal during the Renaissance (as long as its ecclesiastical authority was not openly challenged) to revert to discouraging all dissent while also implementing needed reforms. The progressive trend that led to the Enlightenment was delayed for more than a century.

Not surprisingly, a major feature of the Enlightenment was its optimism. Not only were the goals revolutionary; many of their proponents believed they were achievable in a not-too-distant future. Nicolas de Condorcet, sometimes called the noble philosopher, is famous for predicting such progress under trying personal circumstances.6 Not every major Enlightenment figure, including Voltaire, was quite that optimistic, but the general mood of many eighteenth-century thinkers was more optimistic than that of several well-known scholars today, a subject that is discussed in detail in several following chapters. The perfectibility of man is a phrase often associated with the Enlightenment of this formative period. After a long period of worldly pessimism following the classical age in the West, typical Enlightenment thinkers were convinced they saw a bright light at the end of a long, dark tunnel.

Another feature of the historical Western Enlightenment was the emphasis Enlightenment thinkers placed on the use of science and reason as the best way to achieve the humanistic goal of a better world for people everywhere. While this goal was based on humanist ethics, science and reason were advocated as the means for realizing the objectives. The Age of Reason is the term frequently used to describe this historical period; and the scientific approach required that empirical evidence, not faith, must be combined with reason to better understand the secular world. The artist Francisco Goya, who was strongly influenced by the Enlightenment, reflected this view in one of the most famous sketches in his Los Caprichos.7 Loosely translated into English, the long title reads “The sleep of reason produces terrible monsters. But imagination, combined with reason, is the mother of the arts and the source of everything wonderful.” Goya was acknowledging what every artist and also what every scientist knows: that imagination is the start of the creative process. He also understood from a passionate and complex personal life that only when imagination is combined with reason, and in science relies exclusively on reliable empirical evidence, can the horrors of uncontrolled irrationality be avoided. Anyone familiar with Goya's famous Black Paintings sees this immediately.8 The Enlightenment did not disregard the passionate and romantic sides of human life but insisted on understanding and controlling them in a rational manner.

A notable feature of the historical Enlightenment was its anticlericalism. Most Enlightenment thinkers were strongly opposed to ecclesiastical control of government and education. This is sometimes misunderstood today as opposition to all religion. While there were Enlightenment figures who were opposed to all religion—as there are thinkers today—it is wrong to say that this was true of all or probably even the majority. Deism, while denying an active role for a deity in worldly events, was not atheism and was a popular religion among many Enlightenment thinkers, including Voltaire, as well as many of the authors of the Constitution of the United States. While atheism was proclaimed during the most radical phase of the French Revolution, it was not universally popular among the educated even there. Historian J. B. Bury in The Idea of Progress points out that among the supporters of most Enlightenment goals were some clergy, not excluding Catholic clergy whose church lost influence during what was accomplished during this historical period.9 It would probably be more accurate to say that what most Enlightenment thinkers agreed on was institutional separation of church and state, freedom of conscience, and liberating education from a dogmatic clergy.

Understandably, religious institutions were not always pleased with a reduced role in government, and this was not restricted to the Catholic Church—a situation that persists today and is discussed in greater detail in chapters 7 and 8. Religion has assumed the role of moral provider and arbiter for “the people” through much of history, even while many philosophers were adopting a more secular view of the origin of ethical behavior, a position that is supported today by numerous studies in anthropology.10 The notion that the gods are believed by the general populace to exist, are useful to the politicians, but are not to be taken literally by the wise goes back further than Seneca. Democrates was arguably a skeptic, and Lucretius certainly was one.11 It is not unreasonable to assume that every historical society had thinkers who were skeptical of the more dogmatic priestly pronouncements. Yet these skeptics were always vulnerable to religious zealots. Edward Gibbon famously argues in The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire that civic virtue suffered at the hands of the rising Christianity, some of whose adherents he claimed were often crazy, believed the world would end soon, and even set fire to buildings in Rome to accelerate the process.12 Nevertheless, the secular spirit continued to develop in the West, in spite of long historical intervals dominated by otherworldly concerns or religious wars.
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Before devoting the rest of this book to an assessment of the Western Enlightenment, a brief digression may be needed to avoid confusion with another usage of the term enlightenment, which has an entirely different historical meaning in the countries of East and South Asia. Although European proponents of the Enlightenment intended their usage of the term to have universal applicability, other thinkers from Asia had developed their own concept of enlightenment that long predated the Western one. Since many contemporary Western students have become familiar with the Eastern usage, and many Eastern students of science in particular have adopted many features of the Western one, it is useful to note the differences.

The more recent Western Enlightenment has from the start been primarily concerned with the welfare of society through improving the lot of individuals. The Eastern usage has been more concerned with the spiritual development of individuals, though the consequences for society are not ignored, especially in the Hindu caste system and the Hinayana Buddhist tradition.13 Another major difference is the attitude toward secular progress. While not necessarily a religion in the Western sense of the supernatural, these Eastern religious philosophies reveal a generally deeper resignation to fate. Though they may have never become serious competitors in the West to Western religious and philosophical ideas, some German philosophers in the nineteenth century found these Eastern ideas compelling.14 Pragmatic action-oriented Western thinkers dominated during the Enlightenment and have not been generally receptive to these Eastern ideas since, with notable exceptions. They thought human secular progress was possible, and they were and remain today determined to achieve it.

This does not mean there is no interest in traditional East and South Asian ideas in Western thought. Nor is the reverse true. Just as the West is discovering the cultural depths of these once-misunderstood civilizations, East and South Asia are rushing to embrace science. This is encouraging, since the Western Enlightenment goals were broadly humanistic in principle and global in their intended reach. The synthesis of the best in East and West is something many scholars today think is a good thing, and is a major step toward a more civilized world. Perhaps Rudyard Kipling was wrong to say the twain shall never meet.15 However, with this brief digression, this book will now concern itself entirely with the Western sense of the Enlightenment.

A more detailed treatment of these non-European philosophies and how they relate to the (Western) Enlightenment is given by humanist author Bill Cooke in A Wealth of Insights: Humanist Thought since the Enlightenment.16

THE ENLIGHTENMENT IN EUROPE

Many Western European nations produced thinkers who contributed to the Enlightenment, but most prominent for the ideas that became widespread in the eighteenth century were France and Great Britain. Scotland as well as England contributed, with Scotland enjoying a Scottish Enlightenment associated with David Hume, Adam Smith, and a few enlightened clergy. Nevertheless, France is usually the first country that comes to mind when the Enlightenment is mentioned, and eighteenth-century Paris attracted more thinkers associated with it than any other city in Europe. This is in part thanks to Voltaire, who spent several years in England, came to know many distinguished scholars there, and returned to France greatly impressed with the empirical tradition in English thought, contrasting it to the more theoretical tradition he found in France. Philosophers and several monarchs in other European nations also contributed to or attempted to implement provisions of the Enlightenment. All educated Europeans became enthralled with or threatened by the Enlightenment during the eighteenth century, depending on whether they were progressives or traditionalists.

The distinguishing feature of the Enlightenment in England and Scotland was its practical approach to problems of society, government, and science, often referred to as empiricism, a term used in both formal philosophy and in a less precise manner to denote an experimental approach to problem solving to see what works. The pre-Enlightenment works of Francis Bacon and Thomas Hobbes were antecedents, but both were revolutionary for their time. Bacon argued the empirical case for science at a time when “natural theology” often still claimed precedence in establishing the laws of nature, while Hobbes offered arguments defending a government sufficiently strong to protect the rights of all from the predations of all, though his view of the government he favored was autocratic by later democratic standards.17

British Enlightenment thought came into its own with John Locke's Concerning Civil Government, Second Essay.18 Locke argued for a democratic system and was one of the first prominent thinkers to make a strong case for a peoples’ right to alter their government by any means necessary should it prove repressive of their basic rights to “life, liberty, and property.” His work was popular with liberal political leaders in England, but it also had great influence on many leaders of the American Revolution, most notably Thomas Jefferson.

The contributions of Scottish friends David Hume and Adam Smith were equally influential, in philosophy and economics, respectively. Hume reminded scientists, whom he greatly admired, that there was no “metaphysical glue” connecting cause and effect, but that our theories represented only rational conclusions from many observations and experiments. He remained skeptical of causality and induction, while noting that they seemed to work in practice. This position struck a balance that combined a surgical metaphysical skepticism with practical empiricism, but it was nonetheless proscience.19 Adam Smith's Wealth of Nations offered a critique of earlier mercantilism, which overregulated markets, and advocated its replacement with free-market capitalism.20 This libertarian view has since been challenged by many progressive thinkers today, as the world has become more complex and most products that modern people use are not produced locally. The resulting progressive critique of free-market capitalism is discussed in several of the following chapters. However, few will dispute that Smith's ideas were radical for his time and led to many improvements in economic production. Liberal Scottish Presbyterian clergy also contributed to the Enlightenment. James Madison studied in their tradition in what today is Princeton University and applied some of their democratic ideas into crafting the American Bill of Rights.21

The Enlightenment in France can be viewed as a discovery of the possibilities for progress offered by science and technology, as well as a reaction to the religious wars of the sixteenth century and the dogmatic hostility between Catholics and Protestants that impelled them. Though writing prior to the Enlightenment, the tolerant views of Michel de Montaigne, who lived during these wars, conveyed a spirit of toleration and reason that underlay the democratic ideals of most prominent Enlightenment thinkers.22 They also strongly influenced Jefferson and Madison in their determination to achieve a maximum separation of potentially warring religions through an institutional separation of church and state. Writing later during the eighteenth century, Montesquieu explored the proper character of a society's laws, noting the critical role of a country's geography in determining how it could best develop—a view that bears a contemporary resonance with Jared Diamond's Guns, Germs, and Steel but that still fell short of geographical determinism.23 Montesquieu was not the most influential of the philosophers in France during the historical Enlightenment, perhaps due to opposition from Voltaire, but his Spirit of the Laws was popular in England and had great influence on the writers of the American Constitution, as noted in the following section of this chapter.24

The two French thinkers probably most often associated with the historical Enlightenment were Voltaire and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau was the maverick, if judged by the criteria of the Age of Reason, which advocated science and reason as the means of achieving the goal of a better world for people everywhere, a position that the rationalist Voltaire fully supported. Rousseau remained religious, adopted a more passionate stance toward human betterment, and wrote brilliant essays that can be, and have been, interpreted differently by different political movements due to their ambiguity. However, in at least one area Rousseau has had a lasting influence. In Émile, his essay on the education of children, he criticized the traditional education of his day as largely irrelevant to the real interests and proper development of normal children, who need physical as well as mental challenge, are bored with constant memorization, and resent excessive discipline.25 Because he wrote during the eighteenth century and was influential then as well as later, Rousseau is often considered an Enlightenment thinker, but hardly a typical one.


Not surprisingly, Voltaire and Rousseau often clashed. When receiving from Rousseau a copy of his essay Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, rationalist Voltaire applied his famous wit, beginning his reply with “I have received, sir, your new book against the human species, and I thank you for it.” His following remarks were more biting.26 We will meet Voltaire several times later, so I will not discuss him further now, except to say that he is undoubtedly the historical figure most educated people would associate first with the Enlightenment. When Voltaire's remains were returned to Paris during the French Revolution, six hundred thousand people lined the streets of Paris to view the funeral procession.27

There were other noted figures of the Enlightenment in France, whose views on human progress differed from Rousseau's romanticism and Voltaire's principled pragmatism. Especially noteworthy might be the group that gravitated to the Parisian home and opulent dinners of German author Baron d’Holbach. Included in this group of friendly atheists was Denis Diderot, the person most responsible for the world's first major encyclopedia. This remarkable work included not only essays on history and politics, the arts and sciences, but also a large number of illustrated articles on the latest technologies of that day, making it extremely useful as well as generally informative. These forward-looking progressives were eclipsed in their day by Voltaire and Rousseau, but as the world slowly becomes more comfortable with atheism, their influence could grow, as suggested by author Philipp Blom in his book, A Wicked Company.28

When a revolution finally came to France, it rapidly became a highly destructive one. In Alexis de Tocqueville, Hugh Brogan devotes the second part of his biography to the latter part of his subject's many attempts to liberalize the often-repressive French monarchy, restored in 1815.29 Nevertheless, historical perspective suggests that the spirit of liberty, fraternity, and equality eventually became a permanent feature of France in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, especially during the liberal Third Republic, and it continues today. Edmund Burke, a conservative Whig member of the British Parliament, supported the American Revolution but opposed the violence and destruction of tradition in the French one in a famous study, Reflections on the Revolution in France.30 Burke granted the need for changes in a society but argued that when they occur too quickly, the people cannot adapt, and they need some traditions to cling to or chaos becomes inevitable, an argument that conservatives have made frequently through the ages. French history seems to give some weight to this argument, but the counter position must be stated too. History also suggests that no ruling class ever gives up its power voluntarily.

The violent era of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic aftermath clearly contributed to a declining enthusiasm for the Enlightenment, which many conservatives and reactionaries blamed for the excesses. The brilliant Napoleon acted in the name of the Enlightenment but ruthlessly removed or replaced several monarchs in his areas of conquest, bringing the people “the benefits of the revolution” while appropriating many local art treasures for Paris. A more romantic period in the arts and a spirit of regional nationalism that was influenced by it grew in Europe, especially after Napoleon's final defeat in 1815. The progressive spirit of the Enlightenment that began in the Renaissance seemed to have run its course once again. Perhaps it would have but for a collection of English colonies looking optimistically to the future, which had conducted a revolution inspired in part by the Enlightenment vision, but which was arguably more moderate in its immediate goals and more successful in its immediate outcome. If enthusiasm for the Enlightenment suffered from the European experience at that end of the eighteenth century, it was transmitted to and survived enhanced in early America.

ENLIGHTENMENT INFLUENCES ON THE EARLY UNITED STATES

If Europe produced the Enlightenment, the first country to apply it with spectacular success was the early United States. Historian Henry Steele Commager reviews this theme in his appropriately titled book, The Empire of Reason: How Europe Imagined and America Realized the Enlightenment.31 That conditions in early America were ideal for such a development—while less so in all eighteenth-century European nations—cannot be denied. The North American English colonies of that era were largely free of the burdens of history while enjoying some of the major benefits. Among the many burdens were long-established attitudes and habits resistant to change, as well as traditional, often-autocratic governments. Among the benefits were the pragmatic and democratic ideas favored by the Enlightenment, coupled with a huge, underpopulated continent rich in natural resources. Some of the better-educated immigrants brought with them Enlightenment ideas. Many immigrants brought technical skills for developing a prosperous society. There were also theocratic and plutocratic tendencies in some of the immigrant groups, which persist in America today, but if any society in modern history was favored by circumstance to implement the Enlightenment vision, it was clearly the United States. It would not be wrong to call early America the child of the Enlightenment, for without this development in Western thought the American Revolution would more likely have failed, assumed a different form, or perhaps not been attempted at all.32

The United States was also fortunate in having England as a “mother country.” Thanks to favorable natural circumstances, the island of Great Britain offered enough physical isolation from the Continent before the air age to suppress a major invasion (save the one in 1066 CE that succeeded). This reduced the need for a large standing army and allowed the island nation to gradually develop pragmatic traditions in thought and government. These developments made the most of geography and available resources to eventually produce one of the most successful and prosperous democracies in history. Many of these traditions were transmitted to the early English colonies in North America. A majority of the early immigrants to America were from Great Britain, and they brought many indigenous British values and skills with them. There is another side to this story that is less inspiring, but it is still hard to imagine any other nation in the world as well suited as England and its British cousins to provide the settler stock of the original colonies that became the United States.

Even during the American Revolution, many liberal Whig politicians and at least one distinguished Whig conservative, Edmund Burke, supported independence for the American colonies. Historians Henry Steele Commager and Richard Morris review the revolutionary period in detail in The Spirit of ’Seventy-Six.33 They provide excerpts from both British and American sources that reveal many remarkably balanced proceedings in both the American Continental Congress and the British Parliament during the Revolution as well as before and after it. These proceedings occurred during bread riots in London and extreme financial austerity in America. Democracy survived in both societies, a historical note probably worth recalling today.

Two different perspectives on the American Revolution illustrate the formidable body of European (including British) Enlightenment thought that inspired it and the clearly written, down-to-earth approach of its most famous pamphleteer. Contemporary historian Bernard Bailyn discusses these Enlightenment ideas in The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution, arguing that the European Enlightenment provided diverse reasons for breaking with more traditional forms of government, while discussing how to create a powerful new one that would not undermine the liberties of its citizens.34 His study reveals how this process evolved over more than two decades, noting that the Enlightenment ideas that inspired it were by no means a uniform ideology. Bailyn argues this was favorable for providing the founders of the young United States with alternative views that were nonetheless all focused on the desire of their often-contentious European authors to advance human welfare.

Thomas Paine's easy-to-read Common Sense inspired a large number of colonial readers to support the break with England, while the opening statements in his American Crisis may have done as much to motivate and preserve Washington's small army at Valley Forge in the winter of 1776 as any other single event of that time.35 Talented pamphleteers who reached out to a large audience played important roles in furthering the democratic, humanistic spirit of the Enlightenment. European scholars who influenced the American Revolution and these skillful pamphleteers shared the desire to see Enlightenment ideas applied to the problems of liberty and good government. They were in that sense all practical-minded people, a quality often attributed to American culture when faced with the challenges of settling a new country. Whether and how that quality has been preserved when subjected to the responsibilities and stresses of becoming a world power is considered in later chapters.

We have already noted the influence of Locke and Montesquieu on American thinkers of our own revolutionary era. Jefferson borrowed a great deal from Locke's arguments for the right of a suppressed people to revolt, and by replacing Locke's advocacy of a people's right to life, liberty, and property, with “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” he crafted the most famous sentence in the Declaration of Independence. Writers of the Constitution familiar with Montesquieu's ideas on separation of the three main branches of government incorporated his views on separation of the legislative, executive, and judicial branches of government into that document. This structure remains today in American state governments as well as the federal one.

Alexis de Tocqueville may not be considered by all scholars as a typical Enlightenment thinker, since his two most famous works were written well after the Romantic Reaction had eclipsed the Age of Reason associated with the historical Enlightenment. Nevertheless, in his obvious, if astutely critical, enthusiasm for democratic government and personal liberty in Democracy in America, Tocqueville was greatly influenced by many Enlightenment ideas and was no friend of tyranny.36 While a devout Catholic, his comments on how the Catholic religion might thrive in America are instructive. In a carefully worded statement, Tocqueville recommended that the Catholic Church would do well in the United States…if the clergy stayed out of politics and the private lives of the people. We return to this interesting view in chapters 7 and 8.

Tocqueville's writing also reflects the cautious side of American revolutionary enthusiasts who struggled with the natural conflict that inevitably arises between liberty and equality. He expressed a concern that if the people should succumb en masse to a powerful movement strong enough to override established personal liberty, American democracy could degenerate into a tyranny of the majority, a potentially pernicious consequence of pure egalitarianism. Recognizing this possibility led to skepticism among some authors of the Constitution over how much the people should be trusted to govern themselves.


We still do not know in detail what occurred behind the closed doors of the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia. We do know that through rejection of pure egalitarianism and a final agreement to provide a subsequent Bill of Rights to protect personal liberties, a representative form of government was created that struck a balance between extremes on several issues of power and human rights, and it has functioned successfully with episodic spasms for well over two centuries. In a recent biography of Tocqueville, Hugh Brogan, after assessing Tocqueville's shortcomings, offers a view shared by many progressive as well as numerous conservative scholars today. Brogan provides a final assessment of the book by this complex, courageous French aristocrat. “Democracy in America is the greatest book ever written on the United States.”37 That is high praise for a work that incorporates both admiration for America and a sober warning.

THE HUMANISM OF THE HISTORICAL ENLIGHTENMENT

The humanist tradition in the West has a long history, even if the word humanism as understood today was invented in the nineteenth century, which is asserted by author John Hale in The Civilization of Europe in the Renaissance. Hale claims that Renaissance writers used humanism to describe “the conditioning of ideas that drew on a knowledge of classical antiquity.”38 He adds that the term humanism was actually inspired by a fifteenth-century Italian scholar who devised a curriculum of classical studies, litterae humanioris, a term that is still used for that purpose at Oxford University today. Enlightenment thought has given us the modern sense of humanism, which is now regarded as an outlook that emphasizes the welfare of human beings in the secular world. This does not deny the existence of religious humanism to those religious people who remain tolerant and who support the idea of human progress to a better secular life. However, many self-identified humanists today regard themselves as secular humanists, and some, like distinguished science educator Richard Dawkins, proudly proclaim atheism.


These historical developments inspired American humanist leader Paul Kurtz to apply the term secular humanism to his pragmatic philosophy based on Enlightenment principles. Not surprisingly, religious reactionaries in America and elsewhere attacked “the religion of secular humanism,” and Kurtz wrote In Defense of Secular Humanism in response.39 An excellent review of how humanist ideas developed from the Renaissance up to 1984 is found in Alan Bullock's The Humanist Tradition in the West.40 Bullock notes that the high watermark for humanist ideas may have occurred during the Enlightenment, and he offers some sobering observations in his last chapter, titled “Has Humanism a Future?” He maintains a hopeful note but with reservations based on several modern developments that will be examined further in this book.

I begin my own examination of Bullock's query on the future of Enlightenment humanism in the next chapter. Two centuries of historical developments since the Enlightenment, and especially since the two World Wars of the twentieth century and the Cold War that followed, have significantly reduced the optimism of many thinking people for rapid human betterment. This has occurred notwithstanding spectacular progress in all the natural sciences, in physical technology, and in medicine. In some cases, even the idea of progress, if by that is meant societal progress, has been called into question. Traditional religion, defined as faith in the supernatural, which many Enlightenment thinkers thought would rapidly disappear with the rise of science, exhibits renewed vitality in many parts of the world today, including the United States. Nor can a resumption of interest in traditional religion be declared moribund even where it is currently weak, if favorable conditions for secular life cannot be maintained. Much of the rest of this book will assess the consequences of developments since the eighteenth century, providing the basis for reassessing the basic principles and goals of the historical Western Enlightenment.
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VARIETIES OF SOCIETAL PROGRESS

We have noted the optimism of the European philosophers and the leaders of the American Revolution regarding the rapid improvement in the lot of humankind, guided by humanistic ethics and implemented by scientific discoveries and the application of reason. This chapter asks how well that optimism has been justified by events since the end of the eighteenth century. Recalling that the overriding goal was the development of a better secular life for people everywhere, we ask what progress has been made toward achieving that goal, how permanent that progress has been, and in what ways the goal has proved just out of reach or has not been achieved at all.

There has undeniably been great progress in both science and science-based physical technologies and medicine. Where adequate resources and relatively stable societies have developed, the economic standard of living and the average longevity have increased substantially over the last two centuries. This situation is particularly apparent in the United States, most of Europe, Japan, many parts of East and South Asia, and in local regions over the rest of the world. While further progress is needed in many areas, these consequences of modern science, technology, and medicine are spectacular human achievements, especially considering that they have occurred over no more than three or four contemporary human life spans in the societies mentioned above.

There has also been a substantial growth in the number of democratically elected governments over the last two centuries, especially since the defeat of the major authoritarian powers in the twentieth century. Since democracy is by definition rule by the people, if usually indirect, this constitutes a major advance in human rights. Some of these democracies have proved short-lived for reasons we review in chapter 8, but even many of those failed democracies have slowly moved back toward governments more responsive to the people. As these words are written (in 2011), democratic movements have taken to the streets in Southwest Asian and North African Islamic nations. While the outcome is currently difficult to predict—and elements hostile to political democracy are present in all these countries, as elsewhere—there is no doubt that large numbers of people in the Islamic world are no more attracted to a theocratic oligarchy than they are to a repressive fascist-style regime.

There are, however, other measures of human welfare that force us to pause before declaring the Enlightenment vision a clear success, largely achieved. In addition to scientific and technical progress and the societal benefits that have flowed from it, there are other measures of societal progress that have an obvious impact on personal happiness and a sense of general well-being. Poverty and significant human-rights abuses are still present in most societies and are common in some. Racism and sexism remain widespread. Militant nationalism and religious fanaticism continue to erupt, with the danger of destabilizing entire regions; and prosperous democratic nations like the United States are not immune to their effects. Terrorism continues to plague parts of the world, and modern Internet technologies have so far made terrorism easier to implement everywhere. As the threat of world war decreases, the destructive potential of weapons of mass destruction, not all of them nuclear, seems to increase in inverse proportion; while small-scale wars continue, typically producing more civilian casualties than military ones. Environmental devastation proceeds apace and continues to be difficult to regulate, especially when industries become global in scope, command large purses for “public education,” and strive for increasing control of the public media. No sensible person today thinks there exists an effective international regulatory system to address many of these problems, yet all educated people recognize that most of them are planetary in extent.

These problems and their consequences for people's lives require a definition of societal progress that incorporates them in an assessment, along with the great benefits that modern societies have derived from the rapid developments of science, physical technologies, and medicine. If we return to the basic, humanistic, ethics-driven goal of the Enlightenment, to develop a world that offers human beings everywhere more fulfilling secular lives through a proper application of science and reason, it becomes clear that societal progress has failed to realize that goal in many areas. I will define societal progress as how well the broad goals advocated by Enlightenment thinkers and stated here have been reached by us today. In some cases, we can grant great progress. In others, we have clearly failed to date. This raises the questions of whether the original goals were too optimistic for human beings, or whether eighteenth-century thinkers were unrealistic in their assessment of the timescale for their realization.

Before assessing societal progress, the problems described above must be confronted, individually and together. These are the issues we consider briefly in this chapter, and they will be discussed in more detail in several chapters that follow. There, the case will be made that, in agreement with many scholars, the human race has yet to grasp the full consequences of the rise of modern science and the Industrial Revolution and has certainly not learned how to manage these consequences well. The modern “world system” is seen to be running somewhat wild, often with no one in effective control. This situation is clearly dangerous, since widespread injustice and anger, violence, unregulated greed, and environmental degradation continue. Imagining a desirable future state is an essential first step to a better world for people, but assessing the starting point is the next essential step, or the visionary effort can prove pragmatically useless. A world-class sprinter cannot win a race if he fails to locate the starting line.


SOCIETAL PROGRESS TO DATE: SUCCESSES AND FAILURES

Eighteenth-century thinkers were sufficiently realistic to know the knowledge base for realizing their ambitious goals was not available at that time. However, most of them had enormous faith in the power of human reason to overcome the obstacles to progress. Combined with increasing scientific knowledge of the world and of medical procedures for curing the diseases that caused most early deaths in their era, they anticipated a relatively rapid increase in the move toward a better secular human world. A case for cultural bias can be made. The traditional Enlightenment was a product of Western civilization and probably contained typically modern “Western” biases, including a preference for individualism and a sometimes unbridled optimism, if not always in the secular realm then in the spiritual one. Outside of a remote Nirvana, no enduring Asian philosophy has ever advocated the perfectibility of man, and none to my knowledge has done so for our secular existence. European knowledge of the great Asian civilizations was still limited at the time of the Enlightenment. On the cautious side, there were famous Western thinkers like Hume, who recognized that reason could be the slave of the passions, and Voltaire, who declared it the weakest of the passions, possibly anticipating modern discoveries in neurophysiology that reason and emotion cannot be entirely separated. Nevertheless, until the clearly emotion-driven romantic reaction to the so-called Age of Reason superseded Enlightenment thought, many visionary Western thinkers of the eighteenth century viewed reason as akin to a goddess who, like a rational Athena, would lead humankind invariably forward to a better age, and would do so rather quickly.

To better determine how well the Enlightenment vision has been realized today, we need to go beyond the broad vision and ask what particular achievements were included in that vision; then ask if those achievements have been realized. This will address some of the same broad issues raised in the previous section but will provide a more detailed basis for their assessment. Where clear failures have occurred to date, this will also aid us in identifying major obstacles to further progress.

We can start with the economic well-being of people around the world. This breaks down into several important sub-issues, many too detailed to be considered here. Nevertheless, statistics on gross domestic product collected over the past half century reveal both a general rise in productivity per capita over much of the globe, even when adjusted for inflation, with some fluctuation during periods of significant recession. This is undoubtedly one of the greatest triumphs of modern science and technology, especially as applied to agriculture and the worldwide distribution of food. Thus it seems that more people are enjoying a higher physical standard of living today than ever before, both in absolute numbers and even as a percentage of a still-growing global population.

Unfortunately, when the distribution of this global wealth is considered, the picture is less encouraging. The control of the means of production remains in the hands of a tiny fraction of the world's population. While the competence of most of these individuals cannot be doubted, their control by regulatory mechanisms is often stoutly resisted and is relatively limited, especially when the same individuals control much of the public media that disseminates information on their activities. This well-known structural problem posits that unregulated or poorly regulated mature (large corporate) capitalism is subjected to processes that inexorably drive such an economic system to monopoly, imperialism, and war, often in that order.1 History affords many examples, and the argument is compelling, even if an equally compelling argument can be made that “demonizing the rich” is the wrong approach to a solution. The leader of a large corporate enterprise must be exceptionally visionary and skillful if he is to both apply humanistic ethics and also thrive under the competitive conditions of an ineffectively regulated mature capitalistic economy. In effect, the ethical, conscientious, well-educated corporate president/CEO can easily become a prisoner of this system or else lose his job.

Thus we conclude that the solution to creating a more just distribution of wealth is a harder problem than merely replacing one set of business leaders with another who might promise major structural changes but then fail to deliver them. I have little doubt that the top executives at ExxonMobil are highly qualified leaders of modern business practice and applied technology. I have equally little doubt that some of them have approved measures to confuse the public about the dangers of greenhouse gases and their demonstrable role in producing climate change.2 We can conclude that the system itself, when free to operate with little public constraint, is less ethical than the people trapped within it…as effectively as carbon dioxide in the atmosphere traps heat through the planetary greenhouse process. Correcting this structural problem in a modern capitalist economic system will be a herculean task.

Thus when socioeconomic justice is added to the picture of technological progress, the real progress made in the higher standard of living more people enjoy today is somewhat counterbalanced by major inequities in the distribution of wealth. This problem is becoming particularly acute in the United States today. Numerous studies demonstrate convincingly that as government regulation of large financial institutions and corporations has been reduced since 1980, the ratio of income of the wealthiest people in the country to that of those in all less-wealthy groups grew very rapidly to one of its highest levels in the nation's history. Talent should be and is richly rewarded in America, but it is not inappropriate to ask if the rewards, especially of inherited wealth, have become excessive.

Advancing human rights was another goal of the traditional Enlightenment vision. Whether liberté, égalité, fraternité, or life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, human rights was a major objective of Enlightenment activism. It remains so today among progressive thinkers and also among many sober-minded conservatives. But how well have human rights actually fared over the past two centuries? As with economic progress and socioeconomic justice, the picture is mixed.

Two great achievements are undeniable: the growth of democratic movements and governments and the final end of human slavery as a government-sanctioned institution. We can also note solid progress in many other areas, as racism and sexism have significantly receded in many parts of the contemporary world. Nevertheless, this progress remains regional and episodic, with many examples of regression. The most optimistic statement we can make is that the worldwide trend seems to be in a progressive direction but is typically slow on the scale of a human lifetime. These questions of realizing human rights are treated in greater detail in chapter 6, particularly on the reduction of racism and the gradual, if uneven, increase in women's rights.

Militant nationalism, sometimes enhanced or even organized by religious fanatics, has been a problem since the rise of nation-states, and it remains so today. Militant nationalism runs completely counter to the Enlightenment goal of universal peaceful coexistence, a necessary condition for optimum human progress. Democracy is always threatened by militant nationalism, for all nations in the grip of military enthusiasm invariably, and often necessarily, become more authoritarian for the duration of the real or perceived crisis. American history offers no exception to this general truth, as those familiar with American Civil War history or certain actions taken by the federal government during the two world wars of the twentieth century can attest.

Militarism also provides opportunities for immense corporate profits, leading to a military-industrial complex that develops a life of its own and is difficult to ramp down when the major crisis has passed. The United States addressed this problem quickly—some would say too quickly—at the end of World War II, but it seems to have had difficulty addressing it since the collapse of the former USSR. Perhaps the most dangerous tendency of all powerful nations is promoting the pernicious myth of national exceptionalism, as opposed to the valid idea of national uniqueness. The myth of national exceptionalism encourages national populations to feel intrinsically superior to people in other countries, and it can also make them more warlike, even in peacetime. Universal Enlightenment goals can then be replaced with a narrow, nationalistic chauvinism. These issues are treated in greater detail in chapter 8.

Repressive militarism often creates the conditions that terrorism and guerilla warfare thrive upon. Military repression of a people is a known stimulant for the development of terrorist organizations and guerilla fighters, who can live off the land in supportive areas, especially in the countryside where the terrain affords additional protection. Today, in the Internet age when tight control of information is difficult to establish and people who feel oppressed may offer safe haven for terrorists and guerilla fighters, all areas of the world that harbor disaffected populations become candidates for training and equipping these nonmilitary combatants. Terrorism and guerilla raids may be the angry response of the weak to the strong, who are often not guilty of many terrorist accusations, but it is hard to imagine extensive terrorism and guerilla warfare in a world where true socioeconomic justice would prevail. Obviously, a broad perspective is needed to assess the sum of the underlying causes of contemporary terrorism. Suppression is often required, but suppression alone is clearly not enough, and the scourge continues today.

I conclude that as long as large-scale socioeconomic injustices continue among nations and no effective international authority exists to correct them, the danger of local violence and wars on many levels will continue. While the reluctance of both the United States and the former Soviet Union to engage in a mutually catastrophic exchange of nuclear weapons gives us reason to think that fear of Armageddon may induce highly antagonistic societies to stop short of global war, accidents can still happen. The message of physicists who have tried to educate the public on this issue through the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists is clear.3 If we wait long enough in a nuclear-armed world, some kind of nuclear weapon will eventually be used again, with a serious danger of retaliation in kind. While universal horror at such an attack could prevent an uncontrollable exchange, this outcome is not certain, especially when dealing with fanatics.

More likely on the shorter term is a series of local wars that small and often politically backward nations engage in for a variety of reasons, often under an autocratic leader seeking to enhance his own power or divert his people's attention from their domestic suffering. At this writing in 2011, North Korea may afford the best example. The greatest danger such small nations pose may be to draw other larger, more powerful nations into such a conflict. If a war should develop between the two Koreas, it will require skillful diplomacy on the part of both the United States and China to avoid being drawn into the conflict on opposite sides. Even the dangers of a new cold war developing between America and China cannot be ignored. There are those in the American corporate world, and probably certain militarists in China, who under certain conditions deemed favorable to them might wish to provoke one to advance their own agendas. It is hard to imagine anything more unethical, more tragic (or, speaking frankly, more stupid) than an unnecessary cold war between the United States and China, with a colossal diversion of resources that could have been used for human betterment. Only a hot war would be worse.

An encouraging study by American scholar Steven Pinker suggests that the danger of death from violent causes has dropped impressively over time.4 This may continue if no major future war occurs in which nuclear weapons are used. However, a nuclear detonation will instantly kill orders of magnitudes more people than any other known contemporary weapon. If a significant number of nuclear weapons were used in a future conflict, Pinker's optimistic projections could still fail. Fortunately, there are still people in politics who devote great effort to addressing this danger. No person in America today has done more than fiscally conservative Republican senator Richard Lugar in trying to reduce nuclear proliferation. Yet Lugar's own political party recently seemed reluctant to support President Barack Obama (eventually doing so with some reservation) when he obtained Senate confirmation of the latest START treaty with Russia to further reduce nuclear warheads in both countries. Should a question of this magnitude become a political football?

While the risk of nuclear war is the most dramatic evidence of how far our civilization falls short of achieving the Enlightenment goal of a peaceful, planetary society, the greatest threat to global human well-being in the near future may come from a nonmilitary source, climate change. The approach to this potential worldwide disaster is insidious and gradual, though evidence for it has been accumulating over much of the previous century. Abundant observations show that climate change is already in progress. Other forms of environmental degradation have also been well documented, and many are closely correlated with the growth of the human population, and even more with certain forms of human industrial activity. There is a sad irony here. If environmental and ecological conditions would permit further population growth, most of us would welcome it. Regrettably, the same industrial activity that has improved our quality of life in diverse ways has also proved to be a primary cause of environmental degradation, along with further, possible unsustainable population growth. Even if major corrective action is taken now, harmful climate changes will continue for decades. These are now known with increasing scientific confidence to be caused largely by human production of greenhouse gases.5

It is hard to exaggerate the difficulty of solving this problem, for doing so involves far more than the science that is now relatively well understood. A serious effort at solution must consider the production of energy on which our economic well-being and the employment of millions of workers depend. The political aspects of such a problem invariably become turbulent. Demonizing any one group has proved to be, and will likely continue to be, unproductive. Yet, since the underlying science has become the subject of gross misrepresentation, and possibly outright lying, on the part of ideologically biased “experts,” we have a situation where the most basic factor needed for solution—a scientific understanding of the problem—has become confused in the public mind. Because of the critical role science plays in providing the reliable knowledge for making major decisions a democracy depends on today, democracy itself could break down if misrepresentation of science for economic gain or political advantage continues. Readers interested in how some have attempted to deceive the public on the seriousness of the global climate-change problem in particular, and on several other science-based problems before, are encouraged to read several recent books that summarize the techniques that have used been used to confuse the public, often with success.6 Kendrick Frazier, editor of the magazine the Skeptical Inquirer, has collected essays from a number of scientists and skeptics in one book, Science under Siege.7 Many of these essays demonstrate that science itself is often attacked in the name of what can only be called pseudoscience.
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