

[image: ]






Praise for


The Death of Humanity


“‘Many prominent Western intellectuals have dispensed with the view that humans are created in the image of God and thus have immeasurable value and inalienable rights,’ writes Professor Weikart. In my four decades of speaking in university open forums, I have witnessed the logical consequences of this belief that humanity is a cosmic accident: wherever I go I meet student after student troubled by haunting questions of meaning and purpose. Weikart demonstrates the impoverishment of philosophies that reject the Judeo-Christian worldview—but ‘still retain some of the vestiges of the Judeo-Christian morality that they claim to spurn’—and shows how Christianity uniquely makes sense of our questions of meaning, purpose, morality, and dignity. His book will sober and challenge you.”


       —Ravi Zacharias, Speaker and Author of Why Jesus? Rediscovering His Truth in an Age of Mass Marketed Spirituality and other books


“So often I have heard the question, ‘How did we ever become so muddled in this twenty-first century? What happened?’ This is a question for a historian, who can weave a single coherent story about a great many sources of confusion. Richard Weikart is that historian, and I will be recommending his sane and lucid book often.”


       —J. Budziszewski, Professor of Government and Philosophy, University of Texas at Austin, and Author of What We Can’t Not Know: A Guide


“In The Death of Humanity, historian Richard Weikart systematically demonstrates that the worst evils of the last one hundred years came about when those with power rejected the intrinsic equal dignity and moral worth of all human life. This invidious bigotry led Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes to sanction pernicious American eugenics laws by allowing the involuntary sterilization of Carrie Buck on the basis that ‘three generations of imbeciles is enough!’ Believing that some humans had greater value than others darkly inspired German academics Karl Binding and Alfred Hoche to claim some humans are ‘life unworthy of life’—this long before Hitler was a dark cloud on the political horizon. It’s not just bad times past. In our own day, we again see advocacy that explicitly rejects the unique dignity and equal moral value of human life, opening the door to the possibility of suffering similarly catastrophic consequences. People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) explicitly equated the owning of a leather couch with the lampshades made from human skin during the Holocaust—thereby equating the worst evil in human history with animal husbandry. But if animals are equal to people, it also means we are no better than animals—which is precisely how we will act. Meanwhile, Belgium’s law allowing euthanasia has led to doctors harvesting the mentally ill and physically disabled by conjoining medicalized killing with organ procurement. Readers may find the many historical and contemporary facts adduced by Weikart in an unremitting and systematic recounting to be disturbing. Indeed, it is an alarming sign of the times that some are sanguine about these developments. Weikart’s compassionate Christianity might cut against the grain of the contemporary mindset, but whether one is religious or secular, we ignore Weikart’s prophetic warnings at the very great risk to our own—and more particularly, our posterity’s—liberty and flourishing.”


       —Wesley J. Smith, Senior Fellow at the Discovery Institute’s Center on Human Exceptionalism and Author of Culture of Death: The Age of “Do Harm” Medicine


“Richard Weikart’s work effectively draws out the clear implications of humans abandoning the biblical God, who is the very basis of their dignity and rights. This is no mere theoretical discussion, however; Weikart’s meticulous historical research shows—in this book as in previous ones—the devastating results of God-defying ideologies that predictably turn into dehumanizing ones as well. Highly recommended!”


       —Paul Copan, Professor and Pledger Family Chair of Philosophy and Ethics, Palm Beach Atlantic University, and Co-author of An Introduction to Biblical Ethics


“Richard Weikart’s book The Death of Humanity is a very well-written, cogently argued work that makes an important contribution to contemporary discussions about bioethics and the value of humans. I endorse it wholeheartedly.”


       —Jennifer Lahl, President of the Center for Bioethics and Culture and Producer of the documentaries Eggsploitation and Breeders: A Subclass of Women?


“With the receding tide of Christianity in the West, a wave of neopaganism, atheism, and materialism is washing over our civilization. The rapidity and complexity of this transformation make it difficult for us to understand what is happening to us. In this deeply insightful book, Dr. Richard Weikart brings together trends in bioethics, environmentalism, artificial intelligence, evolutionary biology, and population control and weaves a coherent story: Christian ethics and the Christian understanding of man is being replaced by Nietzschean will to power and by the reduction of man to a meat machine. Dr. Weikart deftly draws together the loose ends of our cultural collapse and shows that it is our loss of the Christian worldview that is at the root of our fall. The Death of Humanity is a masterful exegesis of the atheist and materialist transformation that is rending our civilization. Dr. Weikart’s remedy—the return to Christ—is a call to trace back our steps to the Christian humanism that, in our hubris, we have left behind.”


       —Michael Egnor, Professor and Vice-Chairman of the Department of Neurosurgery at the State University of New York at Stony Brook


“Richard Weikart’s book, which develops insightful themes by artfully weaving together references from a variety of significant figures across the intellectual landscape, is an ideal text for any integrative humanities class wishing to track the assault on human dignity that has occurred in the world of ideas over the last 150 years. It will also help students gain a deeper understanding of and appreciation for the essential issues underlying the current academic and cultural debates over what it means to be human.”


       —Paul Nesselroade, Professor of Psychology, Asbury University


“For centuries the cornerstone of Western Civilization has been the intrinsic value of all human beings, an idea founded upon the Judeo-Christian ethic. However, Darwinists, postmodern relativists, secular humanists, and a menagerie of so-called ‘freethinkers’ and self-styled ‘experts’ have assailed this fundamental principle and have lodged themselves in the academy and in our culture as the new ‘wisdom’ of the age. Richard Weikart exposes these poseurs and their destructive influences on all aspects of human rights and dignity. Thoroughly researched and persuasively argued, this is truly a book for our times. It calls upon the reader to look squarely and honestly at those who would seek to transform humanity from the image of God into automatons no better than beasts and perhaps even worse. Weikart declares the timeless Truths that have established the moral and ethical foundations of our traditional social order with boldness and clarity and charts the sad and dangerous course of its destruction. A must read!”


       —Michael A. Flannery, Professor and Associate Director for Historical Collections, University of Alabama at Birmingham


“Timely, clear, informed, and engaging, The Death of Humanity actually breathes new life into age-old debates about the value of individual human lives in our cosmos. Fortunately, our participation in such debates—in states and churches, in bedrooms and classrooms—is not doomed to repeat history, if we can learn from it. Weikart helps us learn, by showing how historical changes of ideas—of what we think we know—can govern historical changes of practices concerning human life and death like eugenics, suicide/euthanasia, and infanticide/ abortion. No matter what your view is on how these implicate our humanity, you can now think about them better—and in less of a historical and philosophical vacuum—thanks to this book.”


       —Russell DiSilvestro, Associate Professor of Philosophy and Director of the Center for Practical and Professional Ethics, Sacramento State University, and Author of Human Capacities and Moral Status
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Preface


Are humans intrinsically valuable, or are they simply a cosmic accident with no real meaning or purpose? Since the Enlightenment this debate has raged in Western culture, profoundly influencing our understanding of bioethics and informing the debate over abortion, infanticide, euthanasia, genetic engineering, etc. The title of this book, The Death of Humanity, refers not only to the demise of the concept that humans are intrinsically valuable, but also to the resultant killing of actual human lives.


This book explains first why the Judeo-Christian sanctity-of-life ethic has declined historically since the Enlightenment. Second, it depicts the deleterious consequences this has had on contemporary society. Third, it demonstrates the poverty of many secular alternatives to the Christian vision of humanity, such as materialism, positivism, utilitarianism, Marxism, Darwinism, eugenics, behaviorist psychology, existentialism, sociobiology, postmodernism, and others. Finally, it defends the sanctity of human life on a variety of fronts—abortion, euthanasia, infanticide, suicide, eugenics, and transhumanism, among others.









Introduction


A scientist, a priest, and a teenager were flying in a small plane, taking in the sights. All of a sudden, the pilot announced that the engines had failed, and they would need to bail out. Then, he sheepishly offered this grim news: they only had three parachutes for the four of them, so they had a difficult decision to make: Who gets one? The scientist immediately seized the initiative: “I am a genius, and science contributes immensely to humanity by advancing knowledge. This priest, on the other hand, peddles fables. I clearly have claim to one of these parachutes, so I’m taking one and diving out. See two of you on the ground.” So, he bailed out. The priest looked at the other two and exclaimed, “What do we do now?” The teenager calmly replied, “Not to worry, we have parachutes for all of us.” The priest quizzically asked, “But I thought the pilot said we only have three?” “We do only have three,” the teenager explained, “but the genius grabbed my backpack.”


This somewhat macabre joke illustrates three main points I want to make in this book:


         1.  Scientists and intellectuals, even ones who are geniuses, can make incredibly naïve mistakes.


         2.  Not all scientists and intellectuals, even if they are geniuses, place a premium on the value of human life, except perhaps their own.


         3.  Justice can come, sometimes in unusual ways, to those who relegate others to inferior status. As the proverb goes, “Whoever digs a pit will fall into it, and he who rolls a stone will have it roll back on him.”1


The parachute joke is eerily reminiscent of a popular imaginative exercise my teachers in the 1970s conducted in their junior high and high school classes—but the exercise was not a joke. We were instructed to imagine we were in a scenario in which a wrenching choice needed to be made: who lives and who dies in a situation of scarcity. In one scenario, a space capsule contained a dozen or so people. We were told their ages, marital status, and occupations. The spaceship experienced a malfunction and only had enough oxygen for half the people on board to arrive at their destination. If everyone continued breathing the air, they would run out and all would die. We teenagers were asked to vote for who should live and who should die. In essence, we were trying to decide whom we should murder in order to save the rest. I am embarrassed to admit that I played along with this “game,” as did everyone else in my class. We vigorously debated which people’s lives had greater value and which had lesser value.


Only several years later did it dawn on me that by playing along, we were agreeing with two dangerous presuppositions:


         1.  that some people’s lives have greater value than other people’s


         2.  that it is permissible to kill some people to benefit others


Education wonks touting the merits of this enterprise that turned us into imagined murderers called it “Values Clarification,” but it might be more accurate to call it “Values Assassination.” Implicitly we were denying that “all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”2


Perhaps you think I am overreacting to this seemingly harmless exercise in “Values Clarification.” But I have come to recognize that the two flawed presuppositions are also lurking behind many of the dehumanizing tendencies in modern thought and culture. And there are many examples of the deadly consequences that can flow from worldviews that do not value all humans, which I will discuss shortly, Nazi Germany being one of them.


In the course of my research, one particular scientist stands out to me as the epitome of this devaluing of human life. A biologist and professor at a major research university, he received a prestigious prize for being an outstanding scientist. While accepting the award, he gave a shocking speech in which he suggested it would be beneficial if 90 percent of the world’s human population was wiped out by ebola. Indeed, he told the audience he hoped this would occur. He also suggested that humans were no better than bacteria. When he completed his lecture, he received a standing ovation.


Shockingly, this biologist was not a German scientist during the Nazi period, as you might suppose. The speech took place in 2006, and the biologist in question is an evolutionary ecologist at the University of Texas named Eric Pianka. He was addressing the Texas Academy of Science, so it was Americans honoring and applauding him. When reports about Pianka’s speech began circulating, it created a minor media uproar. Confronted with the public outcry, Pianka tried to backpedal, insisting he had been misunderstood. However, before he had time to do damage control, I went to his website and discovered that the student evaluations posted there confirmed the reports of his detractors. One student reported, “Though I agree that convervation [sic] biology is of utmost importance to the world, I do not think that preaching that 90% of the human population should die of ebola is the most effective means of encouraging conservation awareness.”3 The student’s statement is so shocking that one wonders why Pianka allowed it to be posted—perhaps it simply slipped through the cracks.
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Poster displayed at Earth Day 1998, “Save the Planet, Kill Yourself.”


Church of Euthanasia website


From various statements on his website both by him and his students, it is clear that Pianka is zealously campaigning against what he calls anthropocentrism, i.e., the idea that humans are unique, special, and have greater value than other organisms. When Pianka told a neighbor that he specialized in lizards, the neighbor innocently asked him, “What good are lizards?”, to which he responded, “What good are you?”4 Pianka’s desire for 90 percent of humanity to die is radical, but unfortunately his attack on anthropocentrism is becoming mainstream in our “culture of death.”


As Pianka’s story makes clear, we can no longer take for granted that our colleagues and neighbors regard human life as valuable and sacred. One of the most prominent bioethicists today, Peter Singer, urges us in his book, Unsanctifying Human Life, to throw out the notion that human life is unique and special. He popularized the term “speciesist” to denigrate anyone who dares to insist that humans are unique and deserving of a special status above other animals. He hopes that in the future those who consider human life more valuable than other animals will be held in the same contempt as racists are today, because he is convinced they are committing the same fallacy. Singer, who holds an endowed chair in bioethics at Princeton University’s Center for Human Values, ironically does not believe that human life has intrinsic value, so he is a leading advocate for abortion, infanticide, and euthanasia. His philosophical justifications for killing people with disabilities have aroused considerable controversy, leading disabled rights proponents in Germany to demonstrate against his lecture tour there in 1989. They even called Singer a Nazi, despite the fact that three of his grandparents perished in the Holocaust because of their Jewish ancestry.


The devaluing of human life has even wormed its way into Holocaust studies. In 2009 I attended a Holocaust conference, where a prominent Holocaust historian gave an after-dinner talk to the participants. He enjoined us to always study the Holocaust in the context of human history, and proceeded to sketch out current thinking about the evolution of the cosmos and humanity. He explained that the universe is about fifteen billion years old, and our planet about four billion years old, but human history only reaches back about 150,000 years. He then informed us that sometime in the future the human race would be extinct. I was not quite sure what the punch line would be to this rather bleak and hope-deprived vision of history, which seemed to minimize the significance and value of human life. Given this context, his closing remark was jarring. He stated: “We [as Holocaust historians] need to make sure that this human extinction happens later rather than sooner.” I was completely dumbfounded by this non-sequitur. According to the purposeless vision of history that he had just enunciated, why would it make any difference? If extinction is our only destiny, what is the point in delaying it? Why should we care?


Don’t get me wrong. I am delighted that he cares. I applaud his words encouraging us to do everything we can to help preserve human life. Deep down this historian understands that humans are special, have value, and have a right to live. However, unfortunately he has somehow come to embrace a worldview that undermines the value and dignity of human life. I much prefer his inconsistency, however, to those who embrace a similar worldview as his, but are more ruthlessly consistent. I am referring here to those who draw the logical conclusion that if we are simply the product of chance events happening over eons of time, then humans are not special and have no intrinsic value. In this view human rights, including the right to life, are a chimera.


Bill Nye the Science Guy was also confronted with the question of the meaninglessness of life while discussing the end of the universe in an interview. Someone tweeted the interviewer a comment for Nye: “This is why nobody should care about the future. If everything will cease to exist anyway, then nothing really matters.” Nye’s response was bloodcurdling, at least to me:


           Well, why get up in the morning? Apparently we are driven to live. Everybody works pretty hard for the last breath. If this person is not just being flip and off-handed and has this nihilistic approach, I say donate your car, if you own one, to charity, donate all your stuff to charity, and take the black capsule. And let the rest of us get on with it.5


Get on with what? Apparently with a life devoid of purpose we are nonetheless “driven to live.” Those who do not share that drive to stay alive can step aside, and—in Nye’s view—good riddance. But somehow, thankfully, Nye does not really believe what his worldview implies—that human life has no value, meaning, or purpose. He smuggles meaning back into the universe, because he thinks that charity toward our fellow humans has value. If the universe really had no meaning, any nihilist committing suicide might as well shoot up a bunch of people before departing from this world, rather than making donations to charity. Neither action would have any meaning in the final analysis.


As we’ve seen with the individuals discussed so far, many people with dehumanizing worldviews do not physically end up harming their fellow humans. But sadly, some follow their views to their logical conclusions. Animal rights extremists calling themselves the Animal Liberation Brigade and Animal Liberation Front targeted UCLA pediatric ophthalmologist Arthur Rosenbaum from 2006 until his death in 2010, because he conducted animal experiments. He and his wife faced a barrage of threats, and in 2007 the animal rights activists even firebombed his car.6


A more extreme example is the serial killer and cannibal Jeffrey Dahmer—arrested in 1991 for brutal sex crimes. He explained in a TV interview how his actions didn’t occur randomly, but were influenced by his worldview. He had always believed that “the theory of evolution is truth, that we all just came from the slime, and when we died . . . that was it, there was nothing—so the whole theory cheapens life.” With this vision, he saw no reason not to kill and eat other men. As he confessed, “If a person doesn’t think there is a God to be accountable to, then what’s the point in trying to modify your behavior to keep it in acceptable ranges?”7


While Dahmer did not perform his diabolical deeds in the name of ideology, some mass murderers have been inspired more directly by dehumanizing ideologies. Eric Harris, the co-conspirator behind the Columbine High School massacre in 1999, confided to his journal just a few months before his rampage, “I just love Hobbes and Nietzche [sic].” On the day of the shooting he wore a T-shirt that proclaimed “Natural Selection,” and in his journal he stated that he loved natural selection and thought we should return to a state of nature where everyone had to fend for themselves. He wanted the weak and sick to die; his solution was to “kill him, put him out of his misery.” He also expressed utter contempt for humanity and dreamed of exterminating the entire human population. Although Harris had personal reasons for his hatred of humanity—he felt belittled and left out socially—he had also absorbed ideas prominent in our society today. It seems clear from his musings that Harris thought life was meaningless and death was natural, so why worry about it? On the same day that he wrote in his journal, “I say, ‘KILL MANKIND’ no one should survive,” he also remarked, “theres no such thing as True Good or True Evil, its all relative to the observer. its just all nature, chemistry, and math. deal with it.” Earlier he had written, “just because your mommy and daddy told you blood and violence is bad, you think its a law of nature? wrong, only science and math are true, everything, and I mean everything else is man made.”8


Another self-styled intellectual who perpetrated mass murder justified his act of terror in a manifesto reflecting similar beliefs. Pekka-Eric Auvinen, who nicknamed himself “Natural Selector,” murdered eight students at a high school in Finland in 2007. In a YouTube video made shortly before the atrocity he wore a T-shirt emblazoned with the words “HUMANITY IS OVERRATED” and pointed a pistol at the camera. In his manifesto he listed what he hated: human rights, equality, “religious fanatics,” and the “moral majority.” He also listed what he loved: existentialism, freedom, truth, evolutionary biology, and eugenics. He explained why he thought humans had no special value:


           Humans are just a species among other animals and world does not exist only for humans. Death and killing is not a tragedy, it happens in nature all the time between all species. Not all human lives are important or worth saving. Only superior (intelligent, self-aware, strong-minded) individuals should survive while inferior (stupid, retarded, weak-minded masses) should perish.


However, elsewhere in his manifesto he said he favored a “final solution”: the “death of the entire human race,” not just the “stupid.”9


Auvinen’s desire to kill the rest of humanity made perfect sense in light of his worldview, where life is meaningless and every individual can freely make choices without being bound by religion, morality, or social conventions. He explained,


           Life is just a meaningless coincidence . . . result of long process of evolution and many several factors, causes and effects. However, life is also something that an individual wants and determines it to be. And I’m the dictator and god of my own life. And me, I have chosen my way. I am prepared to fight and die for my cause. I, as a natural selector, will eliminate all who I see unfit, disgraces of human race and failures of natural selection.


He closed the manifesto with a similar thought: “HUMANITY IS OVERRATED! It’s time to put NATURAL SELECTION & SURVIVAL OF THE FITTEST back on tracks!”10


Why should we be shocked when young people like Auvinen take the arguments of prominent intellectuals seriously, who assure us that we humans are not special, that human life has no intrinsic value, and that morality is illusory or even oppressive? And why wouldn’t those who seem perfectly normal and well adjusted wonder about the status of their own lives? Believing that one is merely a cosmic accident does not seem to provide any foundation for considering one’s own life valuable and meaningful.


Indeed the software engineer and musician Gil Dodgen exemplifies this problem. His father was a brilliant professor of physical chemistry at Washington State University and worked on the Manhattan Project. His father and most of his father’s colleagues were atheists, so almost as a matter of course he embraced atheism, too. According to Dodgen, from his youth “[I] believed that I was just a complex piece of biochemistry that came about by chance.” He still remembers the place he was standing at age seven when he came to the stark realization that his own life had no meaning or purpose. For the next thirty-six years he often contemplated suicide. After all, what difference would it make if he were dead rather than alive? Even though he never tried to kill himself, by his own account he was “cynical about life.” All this changed for him in 1994 when at age forty-three he converted to Christ. From that time forward he was filled with joy, recognizing that he was created for a purpose and his life had meaning. Never since that time has he contemplated suicide. Now he knows that his life—and the lives of others—is valuable.11


Remarkably, many people today insist that they value human life, and they may even call themselves humanists, when in reality they are reducing humanity to insignificance by insisting that humans, including their minds, are nothing more than chance combinations of chemicals. As in Peter Singer’s case, they often only value certain traits that some humans have rather than valuing humans qua humans. (Usually these intellectuals value reason and intellect, since this puts them on the top of the pile.) Once we admit that some humans are more valuable than others, we have entered perilous territory. Some call this the slippery slope.


Some philosophers have doubts about the validity of the slippery slope argument. They point out that support for abortion does not logically entail support for infanticide or euthanasia; and favoring voluntary euthanasia does not necessarily translate into favoring involuntary euthanasia. However, though I agree that the slippery slope argument is not tight logically, it does have truth to it. This is because once someone has moved away from valuing all human life, any stopping point is arbitrary and based on constantly-shifting priorities of whoever happens to be in the driver’s seat of society. Thankfully, some people recoil from the harsh consequences that flow from their presuppositions, so not everyone glides all the way to the bottom of the slippery slope. However, embracing the wrong presuppositions about the value of human life provides little resistance to downward motion, leading sooner or later to inhumanity permeating the whole culture.12


The slippery slope argument is not just theoretical, either. Valuing some humans above others—and disdaining the rest—brings us to the mindset that led Germany into the abyss under the Nazi regime. As I have shown in considerable detail in my book Hitler’s Ethic (2009), Hitler and his minions were not amoral beasts who desired power purely for the sake of power. They truly believed that the detestable acts they were committing would benefit humanity by improving the human species. Soon after coming to power in 1933, they began sterilizing hundreds of thousands of disabled Germans they identified as “inferior,” “defective,” or “unfit.” Then they proceeded in 1939 to mass killing of the disabled, murdering about two hundred thousand in Germany in five years (and untold thousands more in occupied territories). Finally, in 1941 they began their program of racial extermination that targeted primarily Jews and Gypsies. Hitler, Himmler, Goebbels, the SS, and their accomplices did all of this out of love for their fellow Germans (but only healthy Germans—the disabled need not apply). In 1943 Himmler stated, “One principle must be absolute for the SS man: we must be honest, decent, loyal and comradely to members of our own blood and to no one else . . . . Whether the other peoples live in comfort or perish of hunger interests me only in so far as we need them as slaves for our culture: apart from that it does not interest me.”13


One reason the Nazis were able to carry out their programs of mass murder of the disabled and members of what they called inferior races was that they found many ready accomplices. Shockingly, many of the worst mass murderers were physicians, men and women who were supposed to be dedicated to bringing healing and life. For decades before the Nazi period, many German physicians, psychiatrists, and medical professors had insisted that some people are “lives unworthy of life.” In 1912 a German medical professor, Hugo Ribbert, stated a position that tragically became rather common among physicians (and not just in Germany): “The care for individuals who from birth onwards are useless alike mentally and physically, who for themselves and for their fellow-creatures are a burden merely, persons of negative value, is a function altogether useless to humanity, and indeed positively injurious.”14 Ribbert’s comments reflect contempt for any individuals who do not measure up to his own standards. Over a decade before the Nazis came to power, a prominent German law professor Karl Binding and a leading psychiatrist Alfred Hoche co-authored a book Permitting the Destruction of Lives Unworthy of Life arguing that some people, such as the mentally disabled, are “lives not worthy of life,” and therefore it is permissible to kill such people to benefit the rest of society. Attitudes such as these smoothed the way for Nazi atrocities. Historically the slope was slippery indeed.


Viktor Frankl, a Holocaust survivor who endured the horrors presided over by Himmler’s SS at Auschwitz, astutely commented on the way that modern European thought had helped prepare the way for Nazi atrocities (and his own misery). He stated,


           If we present a man with a concept of man which is not true, we may well corrupt him. When we present man as an automaton of reflexes, as a mind-machine, as a bundle of instincts, as a pawn of drives and reactions, as a mere product of instinct, heredity and environment, we feed the nihilism to which modern man is, in any case, prone. I became acquainted with the last stage of that corruption in my second concentration camp, Auschwitz. The gas chambers of Auschwitz were the ultimate consequence of the theory that man is nothing but the product of heredity and environment—or, as the Nazi liked to say, of “Blood and Soil.” I am absolutely convinced that the gas chambers of Auschwitz, Treblinka, and Maidanek were ultimately prepared not in some Ministry or other in Berlin, but rather at the desks and in the lecture halls of nihilistic scientists and philosophers.15


Frankl suffered under a regime completely devoted to biological determinism, the view that heredity—today we would say genes—completely determines not only physical and intellectual traits, but also behavior and moral character. According to Nazi ideology, positive traits such as loyalty, honesty, diligence, and thriftiness; or immoral characteristics, such as greed, deception, sexual promiscuity, or laziness, were biologically ingrained. Some races, such as the Aryan or Nordic race (Nazis often used these terms synonymously) were inherently moral and upright, while others, especially the Jews, were predisposed to evil behavior by their heredity. Ironically, then, for the Nazis the only way to get rid of immorality was to extinguish, somehow or other, the bearers of “bad heredity.” For Hitler and his associates, one reason to murder the Jews en masse was to bioengineer the human race to improve its moral character.16


While the Nazis committed barbaric atrocities in the name of biological determinism, communist regimes in the Soviet Union, China, and elsewhere went on a rampage against humanity in the name of environmental determinism, the view that human behavior is determined by one’s upbringing, education, and environment. Following Marx’s philosophy, communists believed that human behavior is shaped primarily by the economy. Instead of race warfare, they engaged in class warfare to “exterminate the bourgeoisie as a class,” as an early leader of Lenin’s secret police put it. Some of their methods were remarkably similar to the Nazis’: one-party state, suppression of civil liberties, secret police, and concentration camps. However, their ideology was diametrically opposed to Nazism. Their utopian project aimed at altering the environment, specifically the economic system, to reshape human nature and produce harmony and bliss. However, most people today do not associate Stalin, Mao, or Pol Pot with harmony and bliss. Something apparently went wrong. But what was it? I am convinced that the main problem with communism was not their economic system (as problematic as it undoubtedly was). The corruption ran deeper. Their fundamental flaw was their impoverished view of the nature of humanity—their view that human behavior is determined by the environment. This stripped humanity of its dignity and undermined reverence for human life.


Nazism and communism are two of the most obvious symptoms of the decline of respect for human life in the modern world. However, the erosion of the Judeo-Christian sanctity-of-life ethic in Western culture runs much deeper.


We might congratulate ourselves in the U.S. or UK for having helped overcome the inhumanity of Nazism and Soviet communism, but from the chilling examples I have already mentioned—and many more that I will discuss in the subsequent chapters—it should become clear that Western society is in deep trouble today. Once we identify some segments of humanity as “life unworthy of life” or “sub-human,” to use phrases commonly used before and during the Nazi period, we have jettisoned any basis for valuing humans as humans. We have effectively undermined all human rights, because now we can decide which humans have rights and which do not. We decide which human lives are valuable and which are valueless, or even of “negative value,” to borrow Ribbert’s pathetic terminology. However, the recent progress we have made in fighting racism and in providing assistance to those with disabilities has blinded us to our moral deterioration.


Our society considers itself morally superior to the Nazis since we take great pride in our present rejection of racism, which played such a central role in the Nazi worldview. When the white supremacist James Von Brunn shot and killed a security guard at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in June 2009, almost everybody in the U.S. condemned his violence, as they should have. In the manifesto he wrote in 2002 Von Brunn had articulated many of the same points that Hitler had made in Mein Kampf. Von Brunn called human equality a liberal, Marxist, Jewish idea designed to trick the white race. Like Hitler, he based his views on a racist view of evolution, claiming that “miscegenation is totally inconsistent with Natural Law: the species are improved through in-breeding, natural selection and mutation. Only the strong survive. Cross-breeding Whites with species lower on the evolutionary scale diminishes the White gene-pool while increasing the number of physiologically, psychologically and behaviorally deprived mongrels.”17 Unfortunately there are some neo-Nazis and white supremacists still around, like Von Brunn, but they are extremists who are marginalized in Western culture. Most Americans consider his ideas ridiculous. For this we can be thankful.


We can also be thankful that our society has sought to improve the lives of many who have been disadvantaged in the past. This includes passing legislation to promote the rights of people with disabilities, such as the Americans with Disabilities Act. Indeed, in some respects we as a society recognize the value and dignity of every individual, no matter how poor, no matter what race, religion, or ethnic group, and no matter what their physical and mental abilities are. In the case of disabilities we now have genetic screening tests that alert parents about their children’s disabilities before they are born. In some cases, this can lead to pre-birth surgeries or other life-giving medical interventions. In many other cases, however, we allow multitudes of parents to abort their disabled children because we do not quite believe that these children are as valuable as their non-disabled counterparts. There is a profound tension between the life-affirming currents in our society and the life-denying ones.


Thus, before congratulating ourselves too much for diminishing racism or for our humane attitude towards people with disabilities, we should pause and ask: What was the basis for our society’s rejection of racism and the promotion of rights for the disabled? Was it not largely based on a vision of human rights that are inherent in all human beings? The American Civil Rights Movement was founded on the idea that all men and women are created equal and have value and dignity, no matter what kinds of differences there might be among us. Martin Luther King Jr. overtly appealed to the Judeo-Christian understanding of equality and morality to reject unjust laws.


While jailed in Birmingham for non-violently protesting segregation laws, King wrote, “A just law is a man-made code that squares with the moral law or the law of God. An unjust law is a code that is out of harmony with the moral law. To put it in the terms of Saint Thomas Aquinas, an unjust law is a human law that is not rooted in eternal and natural law. Any law that uplifts human personality is just. Any law that degrades human personality is unjust.” King believed that human dignity is rooted in the equality of everyone, grounded on unshakable moral laws. He was outraged by segregation, because it “ends up relegating persons to the status of things.”18 Unfortunately, many intellectual trends today run contrary to King’s vision of human rights, and once again we have to fight against forces that want to equate people with things. King also showed his respect for human life by commending early Christianity for ending “such ancient evils as infanticide and gladiatorial contest.”19


Thankfully King’s respect for human life and equality won the hearts and minds of many Americans, so racism is officially taboo most places in our society (though it still persists in far too many places, and we still need to continue fighting against it). However, unfortunately, many intellectual trends in modern society are undercutting the very foundation of King’s vision for human dignity and equality in arenas other than race relations. We need to confront the dehumanizing tendencies of our culture by combating the false philosophies that have produced and reinforced this “culture of death.” We should rightfully be grieved and even horrified by the wanton destruction of human life through abortion, infanticide, and euthanasia today.
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The Jefferson Memorial. The Declaration of Independence grounds human equality and human rights in a Creator. Photo by author


However, we will never overcome such injustice until we can convince our fellow citizens that human life is valuable and indeed sacred. As long as many people in our culture, especially in the academy and media, regard human life as the chance product of impersonal forces having no real purpose or meaning, we will make little or no headway in combating the dehumanizing tendencies rampant in our society. As long as many Western intellectuals keep insisting that not all humans are equal, that only some people are really “persons,” then the death of those deemed non-persons will continue apace. Even those who are not killed will be stripped of their human dignity, reduced to mere pleasure-seeking machines.


So where did this malaise come from? Since the time of the Enlightenment in the eighteenth century—and especially in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—many prominent Western intellectuals have dispensed with the view that humans are created in the image of God and thus have immeasurable value and inalienable rights. To be sure, most mainstream Enlightenment thinkers agreed with Thomas Jefferson’s position in the Declaration of Independence, because they still believed in some kind of God who had created humans and had legislated immutable moral laws. The Enlightenment philosopher Immanuel Kant, for instance, insisted that we have reasons to believe in God, free will, and immortality (though he perilously consigned them to a realm inaccessible to “pure reason”). Both the American and the French Revolutions grounded human rights on the conviction that they were based on divinely-ordained natural moral laws.


However, during the Enlightenment some thinkers—often called the Radical Enlightenment—embraced philosophical materialism, an atheistic view denying the existence of anything except matter and energy. Though it was a minority view in the eighteenth century, even among intellectual elites, the Radical Enlightenment would spawn secular philosophies that grew stronger over the course of the next couple centuries. Ironically, many of these secularists called their philosophies humanism, while simultaneously stripping away the philosophical foundations for believing that human life has any intrinsic value or importance. By calling their philosophies humanism, philosophers like Marx and Sartre (and others) hoped to signal that they were recognizing the importance of humanity. They promised to exalt humanity by liberating us from bondage to the tyranny of archaic religions (primarily Christianity, since it was the dominant religion in their societies).


Contrary to the intentions and expectations of the secularizers, rather than elevating humanity their philosophies have contributed to dehumanization. They stripped human life of any significance by insisting that human life is meaningless and purposeless, the product of random events. Humans are merely a cosmic accident, a jumble of chemicals that came together by a stroke of dumb luck (actually, millions of strokes of dumb luck that scientists call mutations). Calling it luck actually puts too nice a construction on it: if secularist accounts of our origins are true, we are the result of millions of genetic copying mistakes. I suppose that makes us a colossal mistake. Most secularists also deny the existence of any fixed morality, undermining all human rights. Many even overtly attack the central tenets of Christian morality. It is no surprise that they deny the highest commandment of Christianity—to love God. Many take it a step further and deny the validity of the second highest commandment: love your neighbor as yourself. They substitute selfish pleasure-seeking for sacrificial love.


Thus, while claiming to exalt humanity, many so-called humanists actually debase humanity. They run afoul of the paradox that Jesus taught: “Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”20 Strangely, many of the dehumanizers accuse Christians and other theists of arrogance for believing that human life is sacred or that God created us for a special purpose. How dare we presume that we are superior to other creatures! Shouldn’t we have a little more humility?21 Let us examine this charge briefly. Christians believe that there is a higher being who is wiser and holier than they are, so they submit to his will and ways. The dehumanizers believe there is no such being to whom they are responsible, so they can make up their own rules. Christians believe that all humans are equal, so they are not superior to any other human being, no matter how small, unintelligent, or weak. Many of the dehumanizing humanists, at least the intellectual types, believe that humans are not equal. They consider rationality one of the key characteristics endowing creatures with value, so those with more rationality are thereby more valuable. Guess where that puts them in the rankings? Thus, the secular intellectuals believe they are the highest (known) beings in the universe, and not only most animals, but most humans are inferior to them. So, who is arrogant?


The “who is more arrogant” question is really beside the point. The real question is: Whose worldview comports better with reality? It seems to me that the Christian worldview makes better sense of the human condition than do secular philosophies. Christianity teaches that humans are intrinsically valuable because they are created in the image and likeness of God. Their lives have purpose and meaning. They have attributes that set them apart from other animals, such as rationality, linguistic ability, creativity, free will, aesthetic sense, and religious yearnings. Their consciences let them know that some behaviors are good and others are evil, that love exceeds hatred, and that there is more to life than just getting as much sensual pleasure as you can.


Though some thorough-going secularists admit that their worldview denies free will, objective morality, purpose, and the intrinsic value of themselves and their fellow humans, many try to evade some of these unsavory implications. Many secularists want to cling to some kind of purpose and meaning in life, even though they have exploded the foundation for it. For instance, the evolutionary biologist George Gaylord Simpson in his book The Meaning of Evolution (1950) stated, “Man is the result of a purposeless and materialistic process that did not have him in mind. He was not planned. He is a state of matter, a form of life, a sort of animal, and a species of the Order Primates, akin nearly or remotely to all of life and indeed to all that is material.” Earlier in the book he declared, “Man was certainly not the goal of evolution, which evidently had no goal. He was not planned, in an operation wholly planless. He is not the ultimate in a single constant trend toward higher things, in a history of life with innumerable trends, none of them constant, and some toward the lower rather than the higher. Is his place in nature, then, that of a mere accident, without significance?” The answer, of course, in light of his philosophy, should be “yes.” However, Simpson still had enough cognizance of his humanity that he could not bring himself to face the obvious consequences of his own theory, so instead he insisted that humans still have significance, because they are the “highest animal.” But what can “highest” mean in a worldview that has no ultimate measuring rod?22


Simpson and many others who call themselves humanists have stolen commodities from worldviews foreign to their own to blunt the dehumanizing implications of their own perspective. They have retained vestiges of the Judeo-Christian vision of humanity, while annihilating the basis for that vision. These inconsistencies occur for a variety of reasons. Many secular intellectuals received a moral (and sometimes religious) upbringing that continues to influence their thought and behavior, even though they now deny the moral foundation that has shaped their character. Even those who deny that human life has any purpose, value, or meaning, still have a conscience and an innate knowledge that human life really is valuable. They cannot escape their own humanity. Again, I’m happy that many people are not ruthlessly consistent, because I’d rather interact with kindly humanists who believe in human rights than with ruthless, power-hungry cynics.23


I hope that this book will give them pause to reflect on their inconsistencies and consider the claims of Christianity, which provide a valid explanation for the human condition. Unfortunately, within the scope of this book I cannot provide a rigorous argument to prove this position. Nor will I take the opportunity to discuss the many lines of evidence that cause me to believe that Christianity is not only intellectually viable, but uniquely true—many good works on Christian apologetics are already available.24 However, in the course of my critique of secular ideologies I hope to make enough suggestive comments to indicate some of the reasons I find Christianity the worldview best aligned with what we know about the human condition.


If modern secular philosophies do not adequately explain our humanity, as I will argue, why have they gained so many adherents in the past couple centuries? This is a complex question that would require a multi-volume answer, but let me suggest one contributing factor: those calling themselves Christians have failed to live up to the teachings of the one they claim to follow. Secularists regularly complain about the atrocities that Christians have committed throughout history, sometimes in the name of Christ. We all know the list: the Inquisition, Crusades, witch trials, slavery, various religious wars, and priests blessing weapons (sometimes for both sides of the same war). How can Christians complain about the secularists’ devaluing of human life, when Christianity has been notorious for its bloodshed and torture? Good question. One answer is that Christians who have perpetrated these atrocities were acting inconsistently with Jesus’ message of love. However, instead of explaining this away, Christians should do some real soul-searching and repentance. They need to become renowned for acts of love toward the weak and sick, for the help they provide for the poor and the downtrodden. Christians need to show the world that every human being is valuable, that their lives are worthwhile.


I am by no means implying that all Christians have been complicit in atrocities that showed little regard for the value of human life. Most Christians today are just as horrified by the Inquisition as the staunchest secularists. Furthermore, many Christians throughout the ages have reflected the sacrificial love of Jesus by establishing hospitals, orphanages, soup kitchens, homeless shelters, schools, and many other charitable organizations devoted to helping the poor, weak, and disadvantaged. Many Christians have been on the forefront of fighting against injustices and oppression. They have led the struggle against slavery and racism. Today Christians are one of the primary bulwarks against the cultural devaluation of human life.


In the final analysis, then, I am suggesting that the solution to the death of humanity is a revival of Christian love and compassion, a renewed sense that human life has meaning and purpose, because we are created in the image and likeness of God. I have hope that such a revival is possible. The somber title of my book is not intended as a proclamation of hopelessness and despair. On the contrary! There would be no point in writing this book if our situation is irreversible. I have complete confidence that the truth will ultimately prevail, and I wrote this book in the hope that we as a society can heed its warning to turn away from the false, but alluring, philosophies of nihilism to embrace the reality of a loving, personal God who cares about each one of us. To be sure, this book will spend more time discussing the problems, rather than the solutions, but hopefully it will rock the complacency of secularists and Christians alike and bring us all into the quest for solutions to our deepest spiritual problems. “Seek and you shall find.”25









ONE


Man the Machine


It is a dangerous thing when people are treated as things.


—Joni Eareckson Tada1


On February 10, 1996, humanity’s hierarchy in the world was called into question when a machine defeated the reigning world chess champion. Garry Kasparov was shaken up after losing the first game of a six-game match with the IBM supercomputer Deep Blue. He recovered sufficiently to win the match, putting machines back in their place. But not for long. The following year humanity was defeated when Deep Blue beat Kasparov, who was able to win only one game out of six, while the machine won two (the rest were draws). Many commentators drew the seemingly obvious conclusion: the human mind is nothing more than a complex machine, and now we can make machines capable of doing just about anything that we can do. This assessment, like many underlying dehumanizing trains of thought, is premature.


The machine that beat Kasparov by analyzing millions of chess moves per second was the product of human intelligence, and designed for a purpose. Rather than demoting humanity, it can be seen as the triumph of human ingenuity. It took the collaboration of many people, including computer experts and chess masters—not to mention the millions of innovations preceding it—to design and program Deep Blue. Its ability to play brilliant chess demonstrates the power and creativity of human intelligence.


While feats of technology like Deep Blue are new to the scene, the notion that humans are just sophisticated, complex machines is by no means new. We can trace the basic idea back at least to some ancient Greek philosophers, who believed that everything in the cosmos, including humans, could be understood in completely material terms. In modern times, especially since the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, the philosophy of materialism, i.e., the notion that humans—and everything else—are nothing but chance combinations of matter and energy, has gained in intellectual respectability. While materialism is inherently atheistic, some leading intellectuals in the nineteenth century and thereafter opted for an agnostic approach to reality, which they called positivism. Pioneered by Auguste Comte, positivism shared the materialist veneration of reason and science, but refused to take a position on the existence or non-existence of a divine being. In the end, however, positivism also demoted humanity to machines, because it insisted that humans are completely subject to scientific laws.


The intellectual drift toward materialism and positivism received considerable impetus from two seventeenth-century philosophers: René Descartes and his avid follower Baruch Spinoza. Neither embraced a full-fledged materialist position, but they both stressed the power of reason and logic in gaining knowledge about reality. Descartes provided a mechanistic explanation for all physical phenomena, including the anatomy and physiology of animals and humans, although he remained staunchly committed to body-soul dualism and refused to apply this mechanistic view to the human mind. Not all of his followers were so restrained. Indeed, Spinoza, though adopting Descartes’ rationalistic method of gaining knowledge, abandoned body-soul dualism, insisting on the unity of the physical and mental. Spinoza rejected the notion that humans have free will, because even the human mind is completely subject to natural causation, meaning humans would not be independent agents making real decisions. Rather, human behavior is determined entirely by the concatenation of events preceding an individual’s “decision.”
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In eighteenth-century France, in the aftermath of Descartes and Spinoza, materialism gained in intellectual respectability, even though most Enlightenment thinkers rejected it and considered it inconsistent with their rationalist philosophy. The most notorious materialist of the French Enlightenment, Julien Offray de La Mettrie, provoked quite a stir among his contemporaries by authoring Man the Machine in 1747. Therein he insisted that human nature could only be understood by physicians such as himself, because everything about humanity—including reason, aesthetics, and morality—flows exclusively from our anatomy and physiology.2 Two years earlier in The Natural History of the Soul he had dismissed the existence of the human soul, a point he confirmed in Man the Machine, stating, “the soul is but a principle of motion or a material and sensible part of the brain, which can be regarded, without fear of error, as the mainspring of the whole machine.”3 The brain, in turn, was just a cog in a ceaseless chain of cause and effect, lacking any ability to choose moral good or evil. Human behavior was shaped entirely by antecedent causes, including heredity, diet, and education. Of these three, La Mettrie considered heredity the strongest influence on our moral character, asserting that there are “a thousand hereditary vices and virtues which are transmitted from parents to children.”4


However, La Mettrie also argued that diet has a profound impact on moral character and behavior. His proof? It may be hard to believe that he actually wrote this, but here is this arch-rationalist’s strange and misguided line of “reasoning”:


           Raw meat makes animals fierce, and it would have the same effect on man. This is so true that the English who eat meat red and bloody, and not as well done as ours, seem to share more or less in the savagery due to this kind of food, and to other causes which can be rendered ineffective by education only. This savagery creates in the soul, pride, hatred, scorn of other nations, indocility and other sentiments which degrade the character, just as heavy food makes a dull and heavy mind whose usual traits are laziness and indolence.5


Aside from the absurdity of blaming the pride and hatred of the English on their habit of eating bloody meat, there are some logical problems with La Mettrie’s position. If the English are just machines, then why moralize about it? What could it possibly mean that these English man-machines have a “degraded” character? The only way a machine could be degraded would be if it is not performing the function for which it was devised. However, if humans operate like machines, but were not created for any particular purpose, and especially if they have no fixed moral norms to guide their behavior, the term “degraded” is meaningless. They are what they are. Period. Move on. La Mettrie also forgot to ask himself what caused the English to eat bloody food, or what caused the French to cook their meat more thoroughly. According to his own philosophy, it would seem that these dietary behaviors sprang from previous causes over which they had no control. So why frown on their “savagery”?


In light of his thoughts about the influence of diet, we might be tempted to ask: What about La Mettrie’s diet? As it turns out, La Mettrie had a reputation for gluttony, so what impact did his diet have on his behavior? Wait a minute. Gluttony is a behavior. Again, we are caught in an infinite regress of causes and effects. La Mettrie was just a machine obeying the laws of physics when he engaged in gluttony, so no matter how his diet affected him, it was an inescapable fate. You cannot really change your diet, because there is no “you” capable of doing anything. There is no human person to make choices about behavior, just a machine. In any case, La Mettrie’s gluttony eventually put an end to all of his behavior, because in 1751 he died at age forty-one from eating tainted delicacies. In his case, diet did influence behavior, but not in the way he expected. (Remember the proverb I quoted in the Introduction about the person who digs a pit or rolls a stone?)


La Mettrie recognized that if humans are machines, they cannot be blamed for their behavior. He claimed this made it easier to live with others, because


           lack of confidence in a friend and lack of faithfulness in a wife or a mistress are only slight defects in humanity, and even theft, seen with the same eyes, is a bad habit rather than a crime. Do you know why I still have some respect for men? Because I seriously believe them to be machines. If I believed the opposite hypothesis, I know few of them with whom I would wish to associate. Materialism is the antidote to misanthropy.6


As La Mettrie suggested in this passage, if humans are machines, then it would be silly to blame them for their behavior or to feel guilty for one’s own behavior. Indeed I suspect that his man-as-machine philosophy salved his conscience, rescuing him from having to reflect on his own hedonistic and immoral lifestyle.


However, the implications of La Mettrie’s reductionism, the penchant to reduce human mental and moral qualities to the physical, were much more far-reaching than his own behavior. If his worldview rescues humanity from the taint of sin and moral shame, it also eliminates any sense of moral goodness, respect, dignity, or love. One would hardly praise a machine for operating according to the laws of physics, and it seems grotesque to suggest that we might genuinely love a machine. Ultimately he thought all human depravity and evil was the result of mindless natural laws that have no intrinsic purpose or meaning. The ogres of history, such as Genghis Khan, or the vilest criminals, are not a blot on humanity, because they were not autonomous moral agents. Rather they were marionettes dancing along the stage of history without any ability to control their destiny. La Mettrie interpreted this to mean that human evil is illusory, and this—he thought—makes it bearable to live among fellow humans who do not always act as we wish they might.


By explaining away human immorality, it might seem that this would elevate humanity. La Mettrie seemed to think so, claiming his view of humans as machines is “the antidote for misanthropy.” However, in reality La Mettrie’s view contributes to dehumanization, because it also reduces anything noble about the human spirit to mere atoms crashing against each other. Mother Teresa’s self-sacrificial love, Rembrandt’s and Bach’s masterpieces, and Newton’s intellectual achievements, are all reduced to the mindless functioning of physical laws. They are all machines. Beauty, truth, and moral goodness evaporate, losing all objective meaning.


Further, La Mettrie was unwilling to grant human status to all members of the human species, not that he thought humans were much better than animals. He claimed our ability to harness education to shape human culture is the only human feature that raises us above the animal state, and thought in many respects humans are inferior to many animals—in strength and agility, for instance. Regarding individual members of the human species, he asked,


           But shall we grant this same distinction to the deaf and to the blind, to imbeciles, madmen, or savages, or to those who have been brought up in the woods with animals; to those who have lost their imagination through melancholia, or in short to all those animals in human form who give evidence of only the rudest instinct? No, all these men of body but not of mind, do not deserve to be classed by themselves.7


La Mettrie had utter disdain for any of his fellow humans who were uneducated, whether because of mental disability or lack of opportunity. In his view they were no better than animals. He told his readers, “Only open wide your eyes . . .[and] you will be persuaded that the imbecile and the fool are animals with human faces.”8 Expressing contempt for some categories of people in a book that reduces all humans to machines is rather ironic, I think. Apparently all humans are machines, but somehow some are more valuable than animals, while others are not. La Mettrie never explained how any human could be “higher” than animals in a universe devoid of God, morality, and purpose.
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Though society at large was not receptive to La Mettrie’s outspoken materialist philosophy—he was forced to seek refuge in Frederick the Great’s palace—other prominent French thinkers continued promoting materialism in Paris. In the 1750s and thereafter the materialist Baron Paul Henri Thiry d’Holbach gathered a coterie at his house to discuss the latest intellectual trends. Many of the leading personalities of the Enlightenment attended his salon at one time or another. When British philosopher David Hume visited Paris, he made a point to attend. Not all the participants were convinced materialists, but one of the more prominent members of Holbach’s circle who did convert to materialism—but surreptitiously—was Denis Diderot, famous for editing the Encyclopedia, a compendium of Enlightenment thought and culture. Diderot kept his overtly materialistic writings under wraps until after his death, probably to avoid persecution and censorship. However, he gave a friend (who was a convinced materialist) permission to publish them posthumously.9


Another radical French thinker to attend Holbach’s salon when he was in Paris was Claude Adrien Helvétius, who spelled out the implications of La Mettrie’s man-as-machine philosophy. In his Treatise on Man (1773), Helvétius upheld a completely mechanistic view of human behavior, stating, “Man is a machine, that being put in motion by corporeal sensibility, ought to perform all that it executes.” In the opening pages of the book he compared humans to puppets: “Mankind are, but too often, unknown to him that governs them; yet to guide the motions of the human puppet, it is necessary to know the wires by which he is moved.”10 It is unclear to me how those in government can “guide the motions of the human puppet” in any meaningful sense, since government leaders would also be mere human puppets, would they not? While agreeing with La Mettrie that human behavior is completely determined, Helvétius disagreed with La Mettrie about the primary influences on human behavior. As we shall see in greater depth in chapter four, Helvétius believed that the influence of human heredity was negligible. Instead he embraced environmental determinism, stressing the power of education in shaping human character and behavior.


The historian Lester Crocker summarized it well, saying that Holbach, Diderot, and Helvétius, as well as many other Enlightenment thinkers, not only situated humans entirely within nature, but thereby made humans cosmically unimportant.11
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In the early nineteenth century, French materialism was eclipsed not only by emotionally-charged Romanticism but also by Auguste Comte’s positivism, a system that makes intellectual progress and understanding of reality totally dependent on physical data and observation. Comte cuts a quirky figure across the stage of European history. He spent some time in an insane asylum, and many people today consider him mentally imbalanced. In some ways he was intellectually brilliant, but his interpersonal relationships were largely a disaster. His inflated ego convinced him that he was being unfairly treated when he did not receive a teaching position. He thought patrons owed him a living and complained bitterly when they refused to support him any longer. After years of enthusiastic correspondence with Comte, John Stuart Mill, one of his most influential disciples, finally broke off his relationship with Comte. He tired of Comte using him to drum up patronage and, according to historian Mary Pickering in her three-volume biography of Comte, Mill came to recognize that Comte was “closed-minded, ungrateful, and egotistical.”12


While preaching universal altruism—a word he coined to describe benevolent feelings he considered innate—he could not manage to get along with his parents, siblings, wife, or most other people. His wife finally left him in 1842, the same year he completed his massive six-volume work, Course of Positive Philosophy. She departed, according to Pickering, “after years of feeling neglected by a man obsessed with his work for humanity.”13 Even his disciples had to do damage control when Comte introduced his “Religion of Humanity” in the 1850s, which included bizarre ceremonies and rites, such as praying to some worthy female “saint.” Comte, of course, styled himself the high priest of this new religion and even signed his letters with that lofty title.


Despite his problems with egotism and maintaining human relationships, Comte was a prolific writer and lecturer. His ideas—especially in his earlier writings—resonated with many contemporary intellectuals. Comte’s positivism was different from materialism because he rejected all metaphysical claims, including materialism. The only valid road to knowledge, he maintained, was through scientific investigation, which would supplant not only religion but all kinds of metaphysical speculation. Since science could not tell us anything about God, religion, or metaphysics, they were outside the purview of human knowledge.


Though he rejected materialism, his positivist philosophy did not regard humans all that differently from materialism. Comte believed that all phenomena, including human psychology and sociology—another term he coined—could come under the microscope of scientific investigation. Everything came under the sway of natural causation. Thus, his vision of human history was largely deterministic. Human free will was severely constrained, though he did think that humans had a little wiggle room to speed up or slow down historical developments. Interestingly, however, despite his insistence that no knowledge, not even scientific knowledge, is absolute and unchanging, he was a staunch moralist. Different from the later Logical Positivists, who, like many other intellectuals, appropriated his positivist epistemology, but without the moral and religious trappings, Comte believed that a science of morality was possible. He was convinced that humans were innately altruistic, and he hoped that his philosophy would promote the betterment of humanity—indeed the worship of Humanity (in 1848 Comte began capitalizing Humanity in his writings).


Unfortunately, however, while trying to foster altruism and exalt Humanity, Comte’s philosophy ended up reinforcing the dehumanizing tendencies besetting materialism. He rejected natural rights philosophy, human rights, and human equality as metaphysical phantoms. In Course of Positive Philosophy he acknowledged that his rejection of God undermined the notion that humans are somehow special. He stated,


           These fantastic hopes, these exaggerated ideas of the importance of man in the universe, which originate in theological philosophy and which wither away at the first breath of positive philosophy, are an initial stimulant without which it would be inconceivable that the human mind could address itself in the primitive state to painful toil.14


Thus his philosophy dealt a blow to the view that humans have importance, meaning, or real significance in the universe. Pickering explains that Comte placed humans and animals on the same level, and he regarded “theologians’ and metaphysicians’ worries about degrading human nature a barrier to scientific progress.”15


Perhaps this is why Comte was never able to get along with real people: he was more concerned with Humanity as a collective entity than he was with specific individuals. In 1848 he wrote, “Man properly speaking exists only in the excessively abstract brain of the metaphysicians. There is basically nothing real except Humanity.”16 By worshiping Humanity as an abstract entity, however, Comte was subjecting the individual to a Religion of Humanity and a social system that most of his contemporaries derided as despotic—and bizarre. Ironically, the more Comte stressed universal love and altruism in his Religion of Humanity, the more isolated he became from his society and friends.17


Worse yet, Comte was caught in a contradictory position in relation to morality. His scientific approach to reality—together with his rejection of belief in God—gave him no reason to suppose that any kind of objective morality existed in the cosmos. He admitted this in his works. Once he wrote that “speaking in an absolute sense, there is nothing good, there


 is nothing bad; the only absolute is that everything is relative.”18 He rejected human rights, equality, and popular sovereignty as doctrines belonging to the outmoded metaphysical age.19 On the other hand, Comte was a staunch moralist, arguing for the primacy of altruism in human behavior and promising that positivism could lay the basis for a scientific morality.20 A technocratic elite would govern society and enforce this scientific morality. Most positivists after Comte—especially the Logical Positivists—resolved this tension in his thought by jettisoning morality as an illusion and subjecting human behavior and society fully to scientific explanations. They despaired of discovering a scientific morality, so they pretended that morality was purely subjective. “Thou shalt not kill” was a personal opinion, they claimed, equivalent to “I don’t like broccoli.” Comte’s vision of humanity and morality thus had devastating implications, ironically contributing to an intellectual climate where altruism disappeared from the realm of reality. Positivists could no longer provide cogent reasons why we should treat each other decently and lovingly.


[image: ]


Though positivism seemed to eclipse materialism in the number of adherents and intellectual influence during the nineteenth century, materialism also experienced an upsurge. In the 1850s scientific materialism exploded onto the popular stage in Germany, especially through the writings of the scientist Karl Vogt and the physician Ludwig Büchner. Vogt, a professor of biology at the University of Geneva, once affirmed that “man as well as the animal is only a machine,” since thoughts are purely the product of material processes. He strenuously denied that humans have free will or moral responsibility, because: “In no moment are we masters over ourselves, over our reason, over our mental powers, any more than we are masters over whether our kidneys excrete or not. The organism cannot control itself, but the law of its material composition controls it.”21


Vogt seems to have been quite taken with the materialist philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach’s famous aphorism: “Man is what he eats.” (It sounds much jazzier in the original German: “Der Mensch ist, was er isst.”) Vogt once stated, “Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you who you are.”22 In an 1851 book, he claimed that nourishment determines not only the production of muscle fiber and the secretion of urine, but also determines the “secretion” of our mind, i.e., our thoughts. It is a law of nature, he insisted, that those imbibing the same nourishment would have the same thoughts and instincts. As a political radical promoting anarchism, Vogt hoped to be able to harness this “scientific” insight about diet to engineer humanity. By controlling people’s diet, Vogt optimistically believed that humans could fulfill their longing for freedom and successfully introduce a cooperative society that needs no government. He argued: “Only the alteration of the material conditions, the successive improvement of diet, the final implementation of balance in the brain secretions [Vogt’s term for “thoughts”] through appropriate arranging of food makes the anarchistic condition possible.”23


Despite Vogt’s claims about promoting human freedom, his materialistic vision of humanity did not provide him a moral fulcrum for treating humans as equal, nor did he believe that humans have any inherent rights, including the right to life. In a major two-volume work on anthropology, he overtly denied that any absolute moral values exist. Good and evil, he stated, differ from one society to the next. Some societies even justify murder in some circumstances, he explained: “Even though in the civilized world it is a capital offense to kill one’s old paralyzed father, there are Indian tribes in which this is reckoned as an entirely praiseworthy deed for a son.”24 While Vogt did not explicitly say that he favored killing the old and infirm, he clearly argued that it is not objectively evil. Thus he opened the door for discussions about the propriety of this formerly taboo practice. This is particularly ominous, because elsewhere Vogt stripped the mentally disabled of their human status, arguing that they were no more than apes.25 While glorying in human freedom, he was unwilling to extend that freedom to all humans.


Büchner’s writings on scientific materialism reached an even larger audience than Vogt’s, though it also torpedoed his academic career. In his 1855 book, Force and Matter, which was a publishing sensation, he emphasized that since only matter and energy exist, humans are no different from any other part of the cosmos. He stated, “The human is a product of nature, both in its physical, as well as its mental, state. Thus not only what he is, but also what he does, desires, feels, and thinks rests on the same natural necessity as the entire structure of the world.” He denied that humans have any free will, since they are completely determined by natural causes (he quoted Spinoza on this score). He claimed that external conditions not only determine historical development of societies, but “the individual human is no less a product, a sum of external and internal natural effects, not only in his entire physical and moral essence, but even in every single moment of his action.”26
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