
[image: Cover: Truths: The Future of America First, by Vivek Ramaswamy. New York Times Bestselling Author]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Truths: The Future of America First, by Vivek Ramaswamy. Threshold Editions. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi]






I dedicate this book to the brave Americans whom I met across the country during my presidential campaign. It was the honor of my life, and the conversations I had with them are what inspired me to write this book.






PREFACE

What made Donald Trump so compelling as a political leader in the 2016 Republican primary was that, unlike the other candidates, he didn’t blindly parrot the party’s historical orthodoxy with fancy verbiage. Instead, he offered an entirely new worldview—one that shattered the consensus that had, to that point, pervaded the policy vision of the then-existent Republican Party. He offered a nationalist vision for America’s future. He didn’t just recite talking points that the rest of the party memorized back in 1980. It’s a testament to his success in remaking the Republican Party that what began as a challenge to the old system became the new system.

But that raises a new dilemma. We now hear Republican candidates utter phrases by rote like “America-First,” “we need to make things here,” and “we’re the party of the working class”—without actually stopping to ask what these phrases mean, or why exactly we’re saying them.

I believe this is not a good development. An important reason why the historical neoliberal consensus failed our country wasn’t simply that it failed to predict certain negative consequences of its policy prescriptions. After all, no political or economic theory is ever perfect.

Rather, the deeper problem with the old neoliberal consensus was the intellectual laziness and capture through which it earned its staying power. Even after the 2008 financial crisis, the neoliberal consensus on immigration, trade, and foreign policy became so codified as dogma in the Republican Party that our presidential nominees like John McCain and Mitt Romney didn’t know exactly why they were saying the things they were saying. All they knew is that they were supposed to say it.

The America First movement must be careful to avoid that mistake. Right now, the movement’s most important objective is to reelect Trump, but there’s a deeper question that is less urgent, yet no less important—where this movement goes after a successful second Trump term. That’s what this book is really about.

I see two distinct possibilities. Let’s call the first “National Patronage,” and the second “National Liberty.” Both are unapologetically nationalist. Both reject the old neoliberal consensus on foreign policy, trade, and immigration—but have very different proposals for future policy.

The current National Patronage consensus is that we need less international trade altogether; that we should use tariffs to stop other countries (including, but not limited to, China) from flooding our markets; and that government should use taxpayer resources to purposefully subsidize critical areas of American production where we are less competitive today. By contrast, the National Liberty objective is to eliminate U.S. dependence on China in critical areas for U.S. security. That necessarily means more—not less—U.S. trade with allies like Japan and South Korea, India and the Philippines, who can fill the void left by cutting the cord from China in areas like pharmaceutical supply chains and our own military industrial base.

To the National Liberty wing, the top objectives of U.S. immigration policy are: protecting U.S. national security, preserving U.S. national identity, and promoting U.S. economic growth—in that order. That’s different from the myopic neoliberal worldview that promoted economic growth even at the expense of national security and national identity. But it’s also different from the National Patronage camp, which promotes protecting the wages of American workers even at the expense of other important national objectives.

The National Patronage camp believes in reshaping and redirecting the regulatory state to advance policies that improve the plight of American workers and manufacturers. By contrast, the National Liberty camp believes the only way to improve the plight of America, including our workers and manufacturers, isn’t by reinventing the regulatory state—but by dismantling the regulatory state.

This intellectual debate—on trade, legal immigration, and especially the regulatory state—will be the defining rift in the future of the conservative movement. The chasm is seismic, not slight. But for now it lurks beneath the surface, against the backdrop of a looming presidential election.

Regardless of which camp prevails, the movement will be stronger if we understand these rifts rather than pretend they don’t exist, and build on the common ground between the two.






INTRODUCTION

Say what you will about the modern left, they’re very good at articulating a coherent vision for humanity. They believe our relationships to one another are defined by power dynamics. Just as predators wield power over prey in the wild, oppressors wield power over the oppressed in civil society. The old left defined power based on wealth; the new left defines it based on race, gender, and sexuality. The role of government is to rectify these injustices from the state of nature.

Whether this account of human relations is true is of less concern to them than whether it’s a coherent narrative to motivate action.

And they are exceptional at cultivating urgency to act. These power imbalances must be corrected before a fixed deadline—say, the pending destruction of humanity due to global cooling (in the 1970s), or the pending destruction of humanity due to global warming (in the post-2000s), or the pending destruction of humanity due to Covid-19 (in 2020). Staving off such catastrophes requires enlightened elites to work together across national boundaries for the greater global good.

As conservatives, we know we’re against that. We’re anti-woke. We’re anti-globalist. We’re anti–big government. We know what we stand against. But what exactly do we stand for?

The fact that this is a hard question to answer is a damning indictment of the modern Republican Party, which has abjectly failed to articulate an affirmative alternative to the left’s vision. This represents an inexcusable dereliction of duty. Relentlessly criticizing the hypocrisies of the other side will get us only so far. Fighting against someone is different from fighting for your own cause.

This is no longer a theoretical matter. Despite lofty expectations and self-congratulatory rhetoric, Republicans delivered abysmal results at the ballot box in 2018, 2020, 2022, and 2023. Various factions of the party blamed one-off things ranging from abortion to Donald Trump for these failures, but the real reason is far more basic: we lack a positive alternative to the left’s vision for the future. The Republican message in 2022 was to rail against “the radical Biden agenda,” and it didn’t work: the long-predicted red wave never came. As this book goes to print, I worry about a similar outcome in 2024, unless we muster the courage to define who we really are as conservatives.

So what exactly do we stand for? This book offers an answer to that question: we stand for truth. The modern left has abandoned truth, often dismissing it as an inconvenient social construct. Consider the words of Katherine Maher, the new CEO of National Public Radio: “For our most tricky disagreements, seeking the truth and seeking to convince others of the truth might not be the right place to start. In fact, our reverence for the truth might be a distraction that’s getting in the way of finding common ground and getting things done.”1 I reject that view. Truth isn’t relative. It isn’t dispensable. It isn’t an inconvenience. It’s vital. It’s the only thing that matters in the end. The truth is what sets us free.

In the pages ahead, I lay out ten hard truths that the American conservative movement must embrace wholeheartedly if we are to stand a chance of saving our nation before we permanently lose it. If this book were published back when I was in high school in the early 2000s, I would have advised you to save your money because these truths were too obvious. Today, I’d caution you to make sure you’re ready for the consequences of publicly repeating anything you’re about to read. Just last year, a small group of vocal activists tried to publicly oust me from the board of my high school alma mater, for committing the high crime of stating several truths you will encounter. These statements have turned me into a persona non grata across much of corporate America, where countless companies would have otherwise been thrilled to have me on their boards. But if I learned one thing from my presidential campaign, it’s this: your convictions mean nothing unless you’re willing to sacrifice to defend them.

We’ll examine truths spanning an unusually broad range of matters—from the biological basis for two genders, to the untold positive effects of warmer global surface temperatures, to the origin of Covid-19 and what modern quantum physics suggests about the existence of God. We’ll explore policy proposals that fall outside the Overton Window of both major parties, from eliminating birthright citizenship for the kids of illegal immigrants to requiring civics exams and loyalty oaths for high school graduates as a precondition for full citizenship.

Each of the ten subject areas in this book deserves its own book-length treatment. Indeed I draw from the life’s work of many scholars who have dedicated themselves to the topics we are about to cover. But this book isn’t an academic exposition. Instead, it is designed to arm you with the right arguments for friendly debates at the dinner table. Each chapter ends with five short points that you can take to the next contentious conversation that you have with a left-leaning friend, colleague, or family member. I believe that’s how we will save our nation. Not through self-censorship, but through open conversation. Not by preaching to those who already agree with us, but by sincerely engaging with those who don’t. Not through violence, but through hard debate.

That’s the America I know, the America I miss—a nation where you can vehemently disagree with your neighbor about politics while still loving and respecting him in the end, so much so that you can freely tell him what you actually think, instead of projecting an artifice you believe he can “handle.” A nation where our relationships with our fellow citizens start in workplaces and on the baseball field, in the living room and at block parties, so far from the domain of partisan politics that when we do from time to time inevitably end up in heated confrontations, we know that we begin from a common place in pursuit of shared truth, rather than from irreconcilable starting points.

When even the mundane becomes controversial, our nation suffers. The best way to solve a problem is to name it first. So let’s speak the truth without fear and see what happens. I’ll do my part in the pages ahead, and after that I’m counting on you to join me.






1 GOD IS REAL


In the spring of 2023, during the early stages of my presidential campaign, I took a short break on one of my innumerable flights across country to spend some quality time with my most frequent travel companion: a vinyl-bound black notebook that slipped easily into my backpack. At the time, the book was filled with a potpourri of mundane to-do lists and free-flowing reflections of my experiences on the campaign trail. That day, I decided to take a few minutes to write down a handful of things that I knew to be true.

It didn’t take long for me to jot down the first truth on the list: God is real. I took another twenty minutes or so to write out another nine: there are two genders; human prosperity requires fossil fuels; reverse racism is racism; an open border is not a border; parents should determine the education of their children; the nuclear family is the greatest form of governance known to man; capitalism lifts people up from poverty; there are three branches of U.S. government; and the U.S. Constitution is the strongest guarantor of freedom in human history.

There are countless other true statements I could have written down but chose not to—for example, that the earth revolves around the sun. Most everyone knows that fact to be true, and therefore there would be nary any dissent if you decided to say so in public—at least not in the year 2023. Of course, back in 1633, it did land Galileo under house arrest for heresy until his death.

I was looking for obvious truths that were as contested in 2023 as Galileo’s heliocentrism had been in 1633. All ten statements would have been banal just twenty years ago and hopefully, even a few years from now, they will be once again. But in 2023, they felt somewhat heretical, which is what compelled me to say them so emphatically.

Obvious yet controversial is a rare but powerful combination. It brings political audiences to their feet like electricity lighting up a sleepy room. Writing down those ten truths was arguably the most important inflection point in my campaign.

It was odd. I received standing ovations in the middle of countless speeches just for stating simple things that most people knew to be true. On more than one occasion, I had to end a lengthy preplanned speech on the spot—because there was nothing more I could say to top the din of an audience that was on its feet in the middle of my speech.

It was usually the first “truth” that woke the crowd up: God is real. It was provocative. It was pithy. And it was true.

No doubt people were surprised to hear it from me. After all, one of the first things most voters knew about me was that I was not a Christian. Fewer of them knew that I’d been raised in the Vedanta tradition of the Hindu religion, which is far closer to Christianity than most people assume. Since childhood, I’ve been raised with the idea that there is one God of whom there are multiple different forms, not multiple Gods. Throughout the campaign, I would often be approached by people who didn’t understand this. I’d also be attacked by other candidates (or, more precisely, their super PACs) who saw my faith as a weakness. But the main point never changed.

It still hasn’t.

Our nation was founded on the principle that God is real. For many years, we stuck to this principle, mentioning God during our ceremonies and referring to Him when making important decisions as a community or as a nation. To be sure, it’s not the proper role of government to establish any one religion, and part of what makes America great is that we respect citizens who believe in God equally to those who don’t. I’m not advocating government favoritism toward any one faith, or even religion at all. The beautiful thing about the United States is that people are free not to believe in God and still enjoy all the freedoms that religious people have. The government should not foist religion onto anyone. Rather I’m concerned about a newly emergent cultural hostility against people of faith. Only recently has the notion of God—especially in the public square—fallen out of favor, especially among the kinds of people I encountered at Harvard, Yale, and various social circles in Silicon Valley. To these people, belief in God is a relic of a bygone age, and we should work every day to move beyond it.

For the most part, these people believe they have truth—better known as “the science”—on their side. They cite things like the big bang or the theory of evolution to prove that God could not possibly have created the world and human beings. Most secular atheists I know are good people, but that doesn’t make the institutionalization of their beliefs good for our nation. Indeed atheism has become the de facto position for most intellectuals in this country.

This is a bad development, and not just because atheism has led to untold misery for millions of people throughout history, from the French Revolution to the communist dictatorships of the twentieth century. Our culture’s turn away from God is unfortunate because it is a turn away from truth—and an abandonment of one of America’s founding convictions.


“SCIENCE DISPROVES THE EXISTENCE OF GOD”

In the opening scene of Cixin Liu’s novel The Three-Body Problem, recently adapted by Netflix, a physics professor is brought out onto a stage in front of thousands of young people. The setting is China in the late 1960s. The professor is accused of being a “reactionary,” meaning he holds ideas that go against the Marxist regime of Mao Zedong.

A soldier asks the professor if he has taught his students about the big bang. He says yes, noting that it is “currently the most plausible explanation for the origin of the universe.” The soldier beats him, calling his words “lies.”

“The theory,” says the soldier, “leaves open a place to be filled by God.”

The events of this novel are fictional, but the scenes it portrays are based very much on real life. All over China in the middle of the twentieth century, the government held “struggle sessions,” attempting to beat ideas they didn’t like out of people. Surprisingly, one of the ideas it hated the most was the big bang, which contradicted notions of the infinity and eternity of matter, both of which were crucial to the dialectical materialism of Russian revolutionary Vladimir Lenin.

In fact, when the big bang emerged as a theory in the early twentieth century, the Catholic Church was thrilled. Speaking at a conference in the Vatican in 1951, Pope Pius XII said that the big bang “bore witness to that primordial Fiat lux uttered at the moment when, along with matter, there burst forth from nothing a sea of light and radiation…. Hence, creation took place in time, therefore there is a creator, therefore God exists!”

It might surprise you to learn that the Catholic Church reacted with joy when the theory of the big bang was first introduced. It might also surprise you to learn that the man who first discovered it, Georges Lemaître, was a Catholic priest.

For years now, in the wake of the New Atheist movement and stunning advances in our knowledge about the universe, it’s tempting to believe that we have a complete picture of the origins of our universe and how it works.

We don’t.

In fact, as the physicist Steven Weinberg noted in a 2008 essay, “As we make progress understanding the expanding universe, the problem itself expands, so that the solution always seems to recede from us.”1 Recently, the physicist (and committed atheist) Lawrence Krauss has written an excellent book called The Edge of Knowledge, enumerating all the things we still don’t understand. Among the questions he tackles: “How did our universe begin, if it even had a beginning? How will it end? How big is it? What lies beyond what we can see? What are the fundamental laws governing our existence? Are those laws the same everywhere? What is the world of our experience made of? What remains hidden? How did life on earth arise? Are we alone? What is consciousness? Is human consciousness unique?”2

The answer to all these questions: We don’t know.

At present, the things we don’t know about the universe greatly outnumber the things we do know, and like the universe, the number of things we don’t know is expanding every day. We don’t know, to take just one example, which of our models for understanding the universe is correct. The first model, which most kids who take high school physics learn, is special relativity, best exemplified by Albert Einstein’s famous equation E = MC2. According to special relativity, which is, at heart, a theory of “how speed affects mass, time, and space,” objects act upon one another in clearly observable ways. Actions have local causes that we can study.

In the latter half of the twentieth century, another theory emerged, this one dealing with more microscopic elements of our universe. It is called quantum mechanics, and it rests on a principle that Einstein dubbed “spooky action.” In quantum mechanics, when two particles are “quantum entangled,” a change in one will instantaneously effect a change in the other, no matter where in the universe they are placed.

As the science writer Corey Powell put it in 2015, this problem represents “a clash of genuinely incompatible descriptions of reality.”3

Over the years, proponents of something called string theory have attempted to reconcile the two visions of the universe, with little success. Recently, the Columbia University physicist Peter Woit has made a convincing case that the whole project of string theory is flawed—that the theory “has become a degenerative research project” that is “increasingly complicated and, at the same time, removed from empirical reality.”4

To be clear, I’m not a physicist. I won’t make any claims here about the validity of different theories about how our universe operates, at least not at the technical level. But anyone who looks closely at the scientific literature on big questions about the universe will soon find that things are getting more complicated, not less. Contradictions arise every day among competing theories about where the universe came from, where it’s going, and even how it’s operating at this very moment.

And even if we did understand all the precise machinations of our universe, we still wouldn’t have answered the most important question, which is, in effect: Why?

All science can do is describe the universe. To assume it can explain why the universe exists in the first place is, to quote the writer and podcast host Alex O’Connor, “a category error.” During a recent debate for the website UnHerd, O’Connor (another committed atheist) gave one of the best illustrations of this category error that I’ve heard—one that reflects many centuries of deep thought on the subject.

Suppose, he says, you come across a book of William Shakespeare’s sonnets while walking in the woods one day. In your world, Shakespeare does not exist; neither does poetry. So you begin studying this strange object, trying to find out where it comes from. After a while, you manage to figure out that the lines have a rhythm when spoken aloud, which you call “the law of iambic pentameter.” You notice that there are small dots at the ends of the sentences, which seem to indicate the conclusions of thoughts. You call this “the law of periods.” Yet even after all this, when someone asks you where the book came from, you’ll still have to admit that you don’t know.

Studying the final product, in other words, gives you little insight into why that final product is there in the first place.

We can, however, reliably rule out the assumption favored by most modern scientists, which is that the universe simply appeared out of nothing for no reason. In a sense, this would be as absurd as thinking that a book of Shakespeare’s sonnets simply assembled itself—that trees fell and assembled themselves into paper, and globules of ink arranged themselves into lines of poetry. It turns out that the analogy to poetry is more apt than most people realize. In our universe, everything—from the smallest particles to the forces that govern all objects—seems “fine-tuned,” to borrow a phrase from the physicist Paul Davies, for life.

In the book God: The Evidence, the writer Patrick Glynn gives just a few of the amazing coincidences that physics cannot explain:


	A stronger nuclear strong force (by as little as 2 percent) would have prevented the formation of protons—yielding a universe without atoms. Decreasing it by 5 percent would have given us a universe without stars.

	The very nature of water—so vital to life—is something of a mystery (a point noticed by one of the forerunners of anthropic reasoning in the nineteenth century, Harvard biologist Lawrence Henderson). Unique among the molecules, water is lighter in its solid than liquid form: Ice floats. If it did not, the oceans would freeze from the bottom up and earth would now be covered with solid ice. This property in turn is traceable to unique properties of the hydrogen atom.



“The list,” as Glynn writes, “goes on.”

The more we dig in, the more it seems that Aristotle was correct when he posited the existence of an “unmoved mover” who started the universe. In fact, while many thinkers throughout history—Thomas Jefferson among them—have quibbled with specific principles of theism (meaning, in its broadest sense, the notion that God intervenes in human affairs), very few have been able to produce credible evidence against Deism (the notion that the universe has a definite beginning, namely God).

The point is not that science proves the existence of God. It doesn’t. And it probably can’t. Rather, the point is that science has not—and cannot—disprove the existence of God, nor can it explain the moral sense with which we are all instilled at birth. Yet this still leaves the issue of religion on the table. Why, many opponents of religion wonder, do we still cling to religion as a source of morality and community? Can’t that all be replaced by more modern ideals like secular humanism?

The answer, I believe, is no.




THE UNANSWERED MYSTERY OF UNIVERSAL MORALITY

In the late 1780s, when the United States of America was only a few years old, a German philosopher named Immanuel Kant began writing his masterwork, Critique of Practical Reason. In this book, which would go on to break the brains of many undergraduate students of philosophy (me included), Kant writes, “Two things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and awe, the oftener and the more steadily we reflect on them: the starry heavens above and the moral law within.”

Most people don’t have trouble understanding the first part. After all, who hasn’t looked up at the night sky in wonder and asked questions about where it all came from, how far out it goes, and how long it will be here? It’s almost impossible not to feel some sense of wonder when contemplating the intricacies of the universe, as we just did for a few pages.

The second part is less obvious, although I (as well as many great thinkers throughout history) would argue that it’s just as important. How, you might wonder, do we get our sense of what is right and what is wrong? What is love, and where does it come from? Today, it’s common to believe that these things are innate in us, no different than hair color or eye color. Some modern thinkers, the writer and neuroscientist Sam Harris among them, believe that morality comes down to neurons firing in our brains, and that there is nothing otherworldly or divine about it.

In his book The Moral Landscape, he writes, “Values… translate into facts that can be scientifically understood: regarding positive and negative social emotions, retributive impulses, the effects of specific laws and social institutions on human relationships, the neurophysiology of happiness and suffering, etc.”

This might well be true. But we are still left with the question of where morality comes from in the first place. For atheists, this isn’t an important question. To them, human beings are simply sacks of meat whose actions are the product of molecules in motion; there is no divine hand at work at any point in the process. It’s no wonder that so many of them, Harris included, have come to believe that free will as a concept does not exist. How could you believe anything else when your worldview leaves no place for God?

Like most people, I am fascinated by the “moral law” within me. Take a second to think about it, and I’m sure you will be too. When I contemplate my sense of right and wrong—or my hardwired notions of a universal good, which I drive toward while making decisions—I feel the presence of something other than neurons firing in my brain.

I’m probably not alone. Everyone—Christian, Muslim, theist, atheist—is imbued with an intrinsic sense of morality and fairness; to paraphrase the inimitable humorist David Wong, we all live as if the absolute morality of some supreme lawmaker were true.5

When someone steals from us, we don’t just say “ah, that person is exhibiting social deviance”—we’re mad. We want justice. When a husband cheats, we feel betrayed. Hurt. Violated. We know right from wrong, and we know it because it is instilled in us by God.

The social science confirms that morality is universal and innate. Monkeys that are rewarded with cucumbers will continue to plow along performing tasks for a researcher happily enough.6 But give one monkey grapes—a much-preferred treat—and the others will revolt, occasionally throwing their once-treasured cucumbers out of the cage. They understand that the situation is inherently unfair.

It’s not just a matter of self-interest; we have an innate sense of morality even when we have nothing personally at stake. One clever study examined infants just eight months old.7 Babies can’t speak, of course, so the researchers got creative. They designed a videogame involving anthropomorphic blocks with eyes on them. The babies wore gear that tracked where they were looking. When the babies stared at a single block too long, a square without eyes would fall from the top of the screen, crushing it. If the babies moved their eyes around enough, no blocks were destroyed. Once the babies understood the controls, the researchers introduced a new variable: blocks harming one another. More precisely, the babies watched one of the humanized blocks colliding with and pushing another humanized block against the side of the screen. After witnessing this block-on-block harassment, 75 percent of babies gave the aggressor block the literal death stare. We are all born with a moral impulse, with a fundamental sense of what is good and bad, kind and unkind, ethical and unethical.

Throughout history, great thinkers have asked why this might be.

For Kant, whose words opened this section, the presence of a moral law within all of us, which he called the “categorical imperative,” compels people to act according to principles that could be universally applied. For Kant, the existence of this moral law implied the necessity of a kind of moral legislator, a being who enforces the moral order. Without God, moral law would lack ultimate purpose and coherence, reducing moral duties to mere subjective preferences rather than objective truths. Only a higher power, in his eyes, could ensure that moral virtue is ultimately rewarded, aligning with the highest good, which Kant defines as the union of happiness and virtue. Thus, Kant concludes that the postulation of God is a “moral necessity” to make sense of the moral law that we inherently recognize and strive to follow.

Of course, the lines of reasoning found in Kant are complex, and they only get more complex the deeper you dig.

Luckily, similar lines of reasoning can be found elsewhere, written in far more modern, easily digestible prose. In his book Mere Christianity, the writer C. S. Lewis—known to children everywhere as the author of the Chronicles of Narnia books—details the journey he took from atheism to Christianity, building on Kant’s ideas about moral laws. In the beginning, he writes, the horrible things he saw all around him made him believe that God could not possibly exist; how, he wondered, was it possible for such evil to exist in a universe created by a being who was supposedly all-knowing and all-loving?

The change came when he realized that his belief in right and wrong—the very thing that allowed him to realize that our universe was, in fact, flawed—was most likely the result of divine origin.

“A man does not call a line crooked,” he writes in Mere Christianity, “unless he has some idea of a straight line.”

In other words, our conception of the good must come from something outside our biology. Our senses of justice, fairness, and duty point to a higher standard beyond human invention. There is no good reason to assume that ideas about a universal morality—which have held more or less constant throughout the ages, and across many cultures—could have come during the process of Darwinian evolution. The argument has been put it in its simplest form by the philosopher William Lane Craig, who often says, “If God does not exist, objective moral values do not exist; objective moral values do exist; therefore, God exists.”




TRUTH AND LOVE

If that seems too neat, consider that your senses might not be quite as reliable as you think. In what is perhaps the most complicated (and compelling) moral argument for the existence of God, the philosopher Alvin Plantinga has put forth something known as the “Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism.” According to this argument, the cognitive faculties of human beings have evolved according to the laws of Darwinian evolution, which favors traits that enhance survival and reproduction, but not necessarily those that lead to true beliefs. So, it follows that if our brains are shaped by evolution, they are geared not toward finding truth, but surviving. This means that our rational faculties—the ones that atheists believe we use to come up with our moral laws—cannot be relied upon to produce anything, let alone complex laws that govern our every action. Naturalism, therefore, is false, and some form of supernaturalism (belief in God, for instance) must be the foundation for rational cognition.

During the research for this chapter, I’ve come across several complex ideas like this one, all of which make convincing cases for the existence of a higher power. To address them all at length here would take the rest of the book—and we have plenty of other “truths” to consider. But it’s worth mentioning that there is one other common argument for the existence of God, and it is far simpler than the rest.

Love, according to some modern philosophers, is proof enough that human beings are made of more than just matter. It makes sense. After all, true love often involves self-sacrifice and putting others ahead of ourselves. As the modern philosopher Tim Keller has put it in his book Reasons for God, “If we are merely a product of evolution, then there is no reason to put others ahead of ourselves.” Yet we put others ahead of ourselves all the time. We act in ways that are inexplicable under an evolutionary framework, and we often do so because of love. To many thinkers, C. S. Lewis among them, this points to a divine origin for our feelings of love.

Evolutionary theory could plausibly explain my unconditional love for my two sons, Karthik and Arjun—and the fact that I would do anything for their well-being and protection, including to sacrifice my life if necessary—because I care about the propagation of my genes. But the Darwinian account decidedly cannot explain why I would do the same for my wife, Apoorva, or why my own father would do the same for my mother until their end of days. Darwinism just can’t explain selfless unconditional love on earth, for the same reason it ignores the possibility of the divine—not because Darwinism is wrong, but because it’s limited in the scope of what it can possibly explain.

In any case, this entire discussion about Darwinism misses the point of what faith is really about. Faith is the conviction that there is a higher power looking after us, taking care of us, guiding us to do the right thing and to bring up those around us. It’s the conviction that even if I were to stop believing in that higher power, He won’t stop believing in me.

The truth is that I didn’t particularly believe in God in my early twenties. What eventually convinced me wasn’t an article or a book, just as this chapter likely won’t convince many nonbelievers either. It was my experience of falling in love with Apoorva. I didn’t just feel like a “lucky guy” to meet her; it felt like destiny. Every time I looked into her eyes at the end of a long dinner, or even at the end of a contentious fight, or lay beside her in bed on a lazy Saturday morning, I knew there was no universe in which her soul and mine weren’t fated to be joined.

In a universe without God, could I have met some other beautiful woman with whom I could go on to procreate and live a satisfactory life? Sure, that’s the stochastic world that an evolutionary theorist envisions. But my experience of faith is to know that no such other universe exists. I knew that a higher power guided me to the love of my life, with whom I was meant to form this beautiful family, and it couldn’t have been any other way. God has given each of us—myself, Apoorva, our two sons—incredible gifts, and with that we have responsibilities, a duty to fulfill by nature of the blessings we have been given. Apoorva and I were meant to bring our sons into this world and they will go on to do God’s work. That’s not a scientific claim. That’s faith.

That’s what more children and young people need—that certainty that someone loves them and wants them to fulfill their potential, that they are given unique gifts by God that they can use to serve themselves and those around them, that God has a plan for us and is working through us to realize it. There is no better antidote for the nihilistic ennui that pervades our country today. Go to a college campus and see a generation, depressed, searching for meaning. Go anywhere in our country and see a society searching for meaning. There’s more to life than the aimless passage of time, iPhones, and antidepressants. We need only open our eyes to see it.




WHAT FAITH GIVES US

During a recent interview with a radio program in Britain, the evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins shocked the world by proclaiming that although he didn’t believe a word of the Christian faith, he did consider himself “a cultural Christian.”

As he put it, “I’m not one of those who wants to stop Christian traditions. This is historically a Christian country. I’m a cultural Christian…. So, yes, I like singing carols along with everybody else. I’m not one of those who wants to purge our society of our Christian history.”8

For years, Dawkins has been one of the loudest voices in the new atheist movement, along with Sam Harris, the late Christopher Hitchens, and many other well-known philosophers. He has celebrated the decline of Christianity in the West, denouncing belief in God as a “delusion” and “superstition.”

The reason for his sudden change of heart seems to stem from a worry about what might replace Christianity if it ever went away—a worry that has become increasingly important with the rise of forces such as militant Islam and wokeness, both of which pose unique threats to Western society. As Dawkins himself put it in a tweet from 2018, “Before we rejoice at the death throes of the relatively benign Christian religion, let’s not forget Hilaire Belloc’s menacing rhyme: ‘Always keep a-hold of nurse / For fear of finding something worse.’ ”9

The tweet, which linked to a study showing that 70 percent of young people in the United Kingdom identified as having “no religion,” points to an important truth, namely that humans are hardwired for belief in something. And when the belief system that has sustained and nourished millions in the West for centuries, which can broadly be called Judeo-Christianity, disappears, any number of things can rise and fill the vacuum.

None of them are good.

Throughout history, we find countless examples of the chaos and depravity that emerges whenever societies attempt to throw off religion permanently. The French Revolution, with its Reign of Terror, sought to replace the Catholic Church with a state-sponsored Cult of Reason, leading to widespread violence and tyranny. In Mao’s China, the Cultural Revolution aimed to eradicate traditional beliefs and practices, resulting in immense suffering and the persecution of millions. Similarly, the Soviet Union’s aggressive atheism under Joseph Stalin fostered an environment of repression and fear, where dissenters were brutally silenced.

Today, as the writer Ayan Hirsi Ali has recently observed in a piece about her conversion to Christianity, we are under threat from “different but related forces: the resurgence of great-power authoritarianism and expansionism in the forms of the Chinese Communist Party and Vladimir Putin’s Russia; the rise of global Islamism, which threatens to mobilise a vast population against the West; and the viral spread of woke ideology, which is eating into the moral fibre of the next generation.”10

Against these forces, she writes, we must look to what unites us. And what unites us, in her view—which I share—is the legacy of the Judeo-Christian tradition, which can be defined broadly as “an elaborate set of ideas and institutions designed to safeguard human life, freedom and dignity—from the nation state and the rule of law to the institutions of science, health, and learning.”11





FOUNDATIONS

Whether you buy these arguments or not, it is beyond doubt that the Founders of the United States did believe in God, and that the idea of the divine was immensely important to their vision for the country. Like it or not, our nation was founded on these principles—and, by extension, on the premise that God is real. As legal scholars Michael McConnell and Nathan Chapman write in their book Agreeing to Disagree, the Founders understood that freedom of conscience, including the free exercise of religious beliefs, was a critical component of liberty. The Founders knew firsthand what establishment of religion looked like, as many early Americans had fled the Crown to escape precisely that tyranny. At the same time, the Founders also understood that religious institutions were an integral part of a well-functioning democracy, as religion laid the groundwork for morality and civility, without which self-governance could not survive.

As Jefferson wrote, “Can the liberties of a nation be thought secure when we have removed their only firm basis, a conviction in the minds of the people that these liberties are a gift of God?” John Adams, a member of the opposing political party back then, agreed: “We have no government armed with power capable of contending with human passions unbridled by morality and religion…. Our Constitution was made for a moral and religious people.”

George Washington echoed these sentiments, and made the point—widely accepted at the time—that morality alone would not suffice to sustain the fledgling republic: “Let us with caution indulge the supposition that morality can be maintained without religion. Whatever may be conceded to the influence of refined education on minds of peculiar structure, reason and experience forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious principle.”

As Alexis de Tocqueville would write in the 1830s, “Despotism may be able to do without faith, but freedom cannot. Religion is much more needed in the republic they advocate than in the monarchy they attack, and in democratic republics, most of all. How could society escape destruction if, when political ties are relaxed, moral ties are not tightened?”

Indeed, religion was thought to be so important to the success of the new republic that it is enshrined in our Constitution twice, in both the Establishment Clause and the Free Exercise Clause. Today these clauses are commonly misunderstood as intending to protect the government from the dangerous and unsavory effects of religion. “The separation of church and state” is the common saying, and many people think the goal is to build a wall between the two, to secularize our government. But our Founders had the exact opposite idea in mind. They knew how critical religion was to the proper functioning of a democratic government, and so wanted to protect religious institutions from government interference.

But just as steadfast as our Founders’ commitment to religious pluralism and freedom—including the freedom to be atheist—was their conviction that the United States of America is itself still one nation under God. If we cancel that part of our national narrative, we risk canceling some of the most important parts of the rest too.

Our Founders needed to believe in something bigger than themselves to spawn a great nation. And we must too if we are to preserve it. Secular humanism may work for a good number of people in guiding them through living a moral life, while finding sufficient individual purpose and meaning. But it’s insufficient at the level of a nation—certainly a nation founded on the idea that we are endowed by our Creator with inalienable rights. Without a critical mass of people in the United States reembracing faith in God—a higher being greater than themselves—I am skeptical that we can fully reverse what so many Americans have accepted as our inevitable national decline.

I remember attending a sermon of a different pastor in Iowa who taught that to be a true Christian, you can’t just vaguely believe in the “philosophical teachings of Jesus Christ” (as, say, Jefferson did), but that you had to believe that Jesus Christ was actually right about what he said—that he was the sole son of God, and that the path to Truth runs exclusively through him. “Either he was a crazy man, or he was right… you can’t believe both,” the pastor said.

Well, I’d say something similar of our Founding Fathers. If you are truly committed to reviving the 1776 ideals on which our nation was built, either you believe in those founding ideals or you don’t. Rejecting Divine Providence while accepting the ideals bequeathed by our Founders who believed in a higher power that created those rights isn’t a coherent position.

This brings me back to Richard Dawkins, who seems to believe that modern people can enjoy fundamentally Christian things such as Christmas, universal human rights, and the sight of wonderful cathedrals without the beliefs that brought those things into being in the first place. Without believing Christians, there can be no “cultural Christianity.”

Fortunately, the problem of religious decline is not quite as drastic in the United States as it is in Europe. According to a Gallup poll taken in 2022, 81 percent of Americans answered “yes” when asked whether they believe in God. So, the real risk we face today is the one that our Founders didn’t quite envision—not a tyranny of the majority, but instead a tyranny of the minority. Every day, this vocal minority attempts to enforce a strange set of new ideas—which, as several thinkers have pointed out, functions essentially as a replacement religion—and threaten with social ostracism anyone who dares to disagree.

As even the devout atheist Dawkins has pointed out recently, we must be very careful with how quickly we allow religious tenets to seep out of our public life. What replaces those tenets—specifically from the radical left—will almost certainly end up being much worse, if only because adherents of the new far-left religion believe in their cause with at least as much fervor as any religious fundamentalists we’ve ever seen.

If you don’t believe me, turn the page.

FIVE TRUTHS


	Believing in science and believing in God are not contradictory but compatible: it’s no coincidence that many of the greatest scientists in history believed in God.

	The big bang theory is consistent with, and even affirms, the concept of a Creator because it suggests a definitive moment of creation from nothing.

	The fact that human beings across time and space share inherent concepts of right and wrong supports the idea that our ethical instincts are grounded in higher truth.

	Regardless of whether you believe in God, it’s a fact that the founding of the United States was deeply intertwined with our Founders’ conviction in a higher power, which influenced the governance and societal structure of our nation.

	Reviving faith in God—or at least fostering respect rather than disdain for those who believe in God—would reduce division and realign the United States of America with our founding ideals.
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