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Praise for

Reason, Faith, AND THE Struggle FOR Western Civilization

“Samuel Gregg poses the only question that matters: Can the West survive? It can, he concludes, but only by resorting to the radical measure of becoming, once again, itself. This book is a trumpet blast, calling an entire civilization to arise as from a trance—to true ‘wokeness.’ A magnificent achievement.”

—Peter Robinson, former speechwriter to President Reagan and Murdoch Distinguished Policy Fellow at the Hoover Institution

“Understanding Western civilization’s present crisis involves grasping how and why the separation of reason and faith has left the West adrift. In this powerful book, Samuel Gregg shows that restoring faith and reason—fides et ratio—to their proper place is essential if the West is to rediscover itself and draw upon the best of its religious heritage and the Enlightenment’s achievements.”

—James V. Schall, S.J. (1928–2019), professor emeritus, Georgetown University

“Samuel Gregg has put us all in his debt by recalling us to the fundamental truth—once obvious—that reason without faith is sterile. Reason, Faith, and the Struggle for Western Civilization is a masterly inquiry into what has made what we call ‘the West’ the dynamo that changed the world. The answer cannot be found in political innovation or technological prowess alone, but also involves a recognition of that horizon of transcendence that grounds reason and the whole Enlightenment project. This is a deep and authoritative inquiry into the resources that our civilization requires to succeed but which are everywhere under siege. Anyone who cares about the future of Western civilization should read this.”

—Roger Kimball, editor and publisher, The New Criterion

“If you think ‘Enlightenment’ means only science, if you think Western civilization is only about politics and economics, or if you think faith and reason cannot coexist, then you need to read this book. What gave rise to the West, Samuel Gregg argues, was not just science, politics, or economics, but a vision of the human person that did not separate but integrated faith and reason. Gregg shows the way out of our spreading ‘pathologies of reason and faith,’ demonstrating the true nature, and limitations, of reason, its deep connection to faith, and their complementary roles. The benefits of Western civilization can be realized in no other way. Gregg shows us how they might be preserved not only for us but for future generations.”

—James R. Otteson, Thomas W. Smith Presidential Chair in Business Ethics, professor of economics at Wake Forest University

“Faith and reason form the foundation of the optimistic outlook in Samuel Gregg’s book. He shows how reason unmoored in faith and faith detached from reason easily drift into forms of unequal treatment, denying our creation in the image of God, which anchors us in hope. From Genesis to Paul, Gregg shows that the arrow is from Truth to Freedom, through logos to ‘enlightenment.’ The West has flourished in this freedom. May it never be lost.”

—Vernon L. Smith, 2002 Nobel laureate in Economics, Chapman University

“Samuel Gregg has written a clear, eloquent, and concise guide to the intellectual and spiritual currents, rooted in reason and faith, which inform Western civilization at its best. He does full justice to the West’s Jewish and Christian roots and their affirmation of reason’s ability to articulate freedom’s purposes. He also lauds the best currents of Enlightenment thought even as he warns against the ‘forces of destruction’ that increasingly impel the modern world toward tyranny and a soul-destroying nihilism. With impressive learning and grace, he shows his readers ‘a way back’ to the old verities that point the way toward a promising future. A must-read for all who care about the fate of a Western civilization rooted in truth and liberty.”

—Daniel J. Mahoney, Assumption College, author of The Idol of Our Age: How the Religion of Humanity Subverts Christianity
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For Madeleine


Madame,

Reason is our soul’s left hand, Faith her right,

By these we reach divinity . . .

—John Donne


Preface

The theme of this book has long occupied my mind. I have reflected upon it in various settings for more than a decade.

Over that period, nothing has changed my view that the primary challenge facing what we call the West is neither political nor economic. Economics and politics matter. But I have become convinced that the most important questions facing Western societies logically precede these topics and, in many respects, predetermine how we address them.

The ways in which the relation between reason and faith has shaped the West, for better and for worse, are in many ways subterranean. Occasionally, however, they thrust themselves directly into our view.

One such manifestation was the religiously associated violence that Western nations confronted during the first two decades of the twenty-first century. I hope, however, that this book shows that the far greater bloodshed of the twentieth century’s darkest decades, carried out at the behest of ideologies that hardly need to be named, owed much to what I call, after Joseph Ratzinger, pathologies of reason and faith.

Fortunately, there is more to this story than the ways in which Western societies become unmoored whenever reason and faith drift away from each other. One argument of this book is that not only can reason and faith correct each other’s excesses, but they can also enhance each other’s comprehension of the truth, continually renewing Western civilization.

I am also convinced that the various movements of ideas and persons often grouped together under that catchall term the “Enlightenment” need not be perpetually at odds with what I regard as the religions of the West.

It isn’t a question of ignoring tensions. They abound and are noted throughout this book. But the ideas that began emerging toward the end of the seventeenth century are inexplicable without the background of the Jewish and Christian faiths and cultures out of which the Enlightenment arose. Likewise, more than a few of the freedoms and achievements now embraced by believing Jews and Christians would have struggled to see the light of day without the efforts of certain figures associated with the Enlightenment.

If this book dismantles several myths about the Enlightenment’s relation to the faiths of the West and demonstrates that reason and faith need not be locked in an endless struggle for supremacy, it will have achieved more than I could hope. There is no going back to a pre-Enlightenment world. But we need not settle for a civilization shaped by an Enlightenment that marginalizes Jewish and Christian faith.

All books reflect the ideas that have influenced their authors. This book has its roots in the thought of two scholars who draw upon modern and premodern intellectual traditions. One is the aforementioned Joseph Ratzinger. The other is John Finnis. I continue to learn from their erudition and writings. Other thinkers whose contributions have shaped specific sections of this text include Father Samir Khalil Samir, S.J., Vernon L. Smith, and the late Michael Novak.

These men have labored in quite different fields, and some readers may be uncertain about the field to which this book belongs. I do not think, however, that a single disciplinary outlook could capture the manifold ways in which the interaction, development, and clash of ideas about reason and faith have molded and periodically disrupted the West’s cultural, moral, legal, and economic history. But if this book must be classified, let it be called a history of ideas.

This text also reflects some more immediate debts. The first of these is to Regnery Publishing’s Gateway imprint and Thomas Spence for commissioning this project. My hope is that the book embodies the intellectual rigor and spirit of discovery that this imprint aims to realize.

The second is to those publishing outlets where I have previously written about some of the themes addressed in this book. These include Public Discourse, Library of Law and Liberty, Catholic World Report, and The Stream, which kindly granted me permission to draw upon several essays that I have penned for them.

Much of this book was written in America. Parts of it, however, were composed in locations ranging from Rome and Jerusalem to Aberdeenshire, Santiago, and Sydney. There could be few better reminders that the West is more than geography and of the universal meaning of its civilizational character.

Finally, a note about the dedication: it is to my daughter, the one I hope will experience the fullness of life in a civilization that will overcome its present traumas and regain the confidence to allow itself to be nourished by ratio and fides—always together and never apart.



CHAPTER ONE


The Speech That Shook the World

Faith certainly tells us what the senses do not, but not the contrary of what they see; it is above, not against them.

—Blaise Pascal

Located about sixty miles north of Munich, the small Bavarian city of Regensburg was the site of a Roman garrison from the end of the first century AD. You can still see the Porta Praetoria (Praetorian Gate) constructed by Emperor Marcus Aurelius in the second century to defend a major point of entry into the Roman Empire. For centuries afterwards, Regensburg served as a crossroads of European trade. It was also a seat of the Holy Roman Empire’s parliament, the site of a massacre of Jews by Crusaders making their way east to seize back control of the Holy Land from Muslim invaders, and the site of a major battle during the Napoleonic Wars.

Among Regensburg’s most famous inhabitants have been the Jewish mystic Judah ben Samuel (1150–1217) and one of the greatest minds of the Middle Ages, Albertus Magnus (1200–1280), the patron saint of natural scientists and bishop of the city for three years.

Modernization came after World War II with the arrival of state-of-the-art factories employing hundreds of people and the establishment, in 1965, of the University of Regensburg. One of the first faculties to hold classes was that of Catholic Theology. Its star recruit arrived in 1969, a forty-two-year-old native Bavarian, Father Joseph Ratzinger, who had made a name for himself as a theologian advising Catholic bishops during the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965).

Returning to his old university on September 12, 2006, Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict XVI, delivered a lecture bearing the seemingly harmless title “Faith, Reason, and the University: Memories and Reflections” to old friends and the Regensburg faculty.

Hours later, the world exploded.

An emperor speaks

Across the globe, Pope Benedict’s lecture was ferociously attacked by Muslim religious and political leaders. In several Muslim countries, there were mass rallies and riots, some of which culminated in attacks on Christian churches. Most terribly, an Italian nun, Sister Leonella Sgorbati, and her Muslim driver, Mohamed Osman Mohamud, were gunned down by two jihadists outside a children’s hospital in Somalia, five days after Benedict’s Regensburg address.

Few of those chanting their fury at the pope, I suspect, had actually read Benedict’s words. What had enraged some Muslims was his quotation from a Byzantine emperor’s dialogue with an unnamed Persian from around the year 1391.1

The emperor Manuel II Palaeologus (1350–1425) was that rare combination of politician, soldier, and scholarly author of poetry and theological treatises. Having spent much of his youth as a hostage at the court of the Ottoman sultan Bayezid I, he was familiar with Muslim thought and practice.2 In his dialogue with the Persian, Manuel focused on Islam’s long and disconcerting history of invoking religious claims to justify violence. Violence, the emperor frankly stated, seemed endemic in the Muslim world. “Show me,” he wrote in the passage quoted by Benedict at Regensburg, “just what Mohammed brought about that was new, and there you will find things only evil and inhuman, such as his command to spread by the sword the faith he preached.” 3

The frenzied nature of some Muslims’ reaction to this quotation—and the constant invocation of the Koran by jihadists such as those who had destroyed the Twin Towers in New York five years and one day before the Regensburg lecture—convinced many Westerners that this Byzantine emperor was onto something. After all, people who take reason seriously don’t respond to criticism with insults, threats, or violence.

The fury provoked by Benedict’s speech, however, distracted attention from the pope’s central point about religion’s place in the West and faith’s relation to something regarded as essential to the West’s identity—reason.

The Regensburg lecture certainly concerned Islam, reminding Westerners that the problem of jihadist terrorism was at its root theological. That was an unwelcome message to the many Westerners convinced that poverty is the cause of most problems and unwilling to acknowledge that different understandings of God can have different practical consequences—for better or for worse.

Is God a reasonable Deity? This question matters, not least because one alternative to a Deity who embodies reason is a Deity who is pure will, operating beyond reason. Quoting the French scholar of Islam, Roger Arnaldez, Benedict noted in his Regensburg lecture that such a God “is not bound even by his own word.” He could even command us “to practice idolatry.” 4

It requires little imagination to realize that such a God could bless flying passenger planes into skyscrapers or cutting the throat of an eighty-five-year-old priest as he celebrates Mass in his parish church in France.

The significance of Benedict’s remarks thus extended far beyond Islam. His lecture was about us, we who have inherited the civilization called the West. His question to everyone who thinks that Western civilization is worth preserving and promoting—a question that is central to this book—was this: Do you understand that unless the West gets the relation between reason and faith right, it will be unable to overcome its inner traumas or defend itself from those who wage war against it in the name of particular ideologies?

In answering this question, my objective is not to produce an exhaustive study of the ideas that have shaped the West, nor do I try to assess the effects of every major historical event or epoch on the relation between reason and faith. I am certainly not proposing that all the West’s problems revolve around the question raised at Regensburg. Mono-causal explanations are usually wrong.

Instead I want to show how the expression and makeover of different ideas about reason and faith by such figures as Plato, the Hebrew prophets, the apostle Paul, Thomas Aquinas, Karl Marx, John Stuart Mill, and Friedrich Nietzsche have contributed to civilizational growth but also regression in the West.

Through an examination of these and other thinkers, we’ll see how the West’s unique integration of reason and faith—specifically, Jewish and Christian faith—encouraged the ideas, commitments, and institutions that give the West its core identity. But we’ll also observe how mistaken conceptions of reason and faith have enabled the emergence of intellectual movements such as scientism, Marxism, and Nietzscheanism—and more recent phenomena like liberal religion, authoritarian relativism, and Islamism—which corrode and threaten those same ideas, commitments, and institutions.5

Defining the West

At this point, readers will start asking important questions. What is the West? When did the West begin? How does it differ from other civilizations? Who is a Westerner? What’s so special about the West that it is worth defending? Does the West mean anything anymore?

Western civilization began in the Mediterranean basin, from which it spread. Today, it tends to be associated with North America and Europe, particularly Western Europe, regions that remained relatively free and democratic during the Cold War. Communist regimes were seen as standing for totalitarianism, economic collectivism, and deep hostility to the two faiths of the West, Judaism and Christianity.

A moment’s thought, however, makes it clear that Western civilization can’t be primarily about geography, including that of the Cold War. Did Poland cease to be part of the West because it was governed by Marxist-Leninists between 1947 and 1989? Would anyone suggest that Australia, Uruguay, New Zealand, Chile, or Israel isn’t part of the West simply because it is not in North America or Europe?

Trying to define the West geographically becomes even more difficult when we consider that some countries reflect mixtures of civilizational influences. Lebanon, for example, is deeply marked by various expressions of Islam and Arab culture. Thanks, however, to Christianity’s two-thousand-year presence there and the nation’s enduring links to France, it’s plausible to describe Lebanon as more Western than, say, Saudi Arabia, even though Beirut is closer to Riyadh than to London.

We move onto firmer ground when we start identifying cultural accomplishments that can only be described as Western. No one would mistake the Parthenon, the Rule of St. Benedict, Michelangelo’s David, Mozart’s Coronation Mass, Plato’s Gorgias, Jefferson’s Monticello, Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos, the United States Constitution, or Shakespeare’s Richard III as representative of Japanese, Persian, Tibetan, or Thai culture.

Another way of understanding the West is through such representative figures as Charlemagne, Alexis de Tocqueville, Theodor Herzl, Galileo Galilei, Charles de Gaulle, John Locke, Jane Austen, Christopher Columbus, Ludwig van Beethoven, Marie Curie, Czesław Miłosz, Albert Einstein, Flannery O’Connor, Voltaire, Golda Meir, or George Washington. These people belong to different historical periods and held dissimilar views on many questions. But would we view any of them as rooted in Hindi civilization or any of the numerous African cultures?

Many of these figures also consciously thought of themselves as belonging to the West. The biographer Jean Lacouture writes that Charles de Gaulle “had a clear idea not only of France but of Western civilization, and in 1939 he was never in any doubt as to his duty to confront the challenge thrown down by totalitarianism.” 6 Something similar can be said of de Gaulle’s most important wartime ally, Winston Churchill, who understood on the eve of the Battle of Britain that “the survival of Christian civilization” was at stake.7

For de Gaulle and Churchill, the fight against National Socialism was not about protecting a localized portion of human history. It was about saving universal aspirations and achievements of concern to all humanity.

Threats have a way of concentrating the mind. They cause us to ask ourselves what we are willing to fight and perhaps even die for. In the twentieth century, the twin totalitarianisms of Nazism and Communism had that effect. People had to consider what the West really stood for and why these ideologies were antithetical to Western civilization, even though fascism and Marxism were products of Western minds.

This pushes us to clarify which ideas are distinctly Western, to identify those that have contributed to the West’s development as a civilization, and to specify how they differ from other cultures’ dominant intellectual settings.

Take, for instance, political ideas such as personal freedom, the rule of law, constitutionally limited government, the distinction between church and state, and human rights. Few would dispute that these concepts have received their fullest expression in Western societies. When we speak of nations “Westernizing,” we mean they are adopting ideas such as these.

Rationality and religion

Many societies outside Europe and North America have adopted Western institutions and even particular Western ideas. But does this mean all of them have become Western?

After 1853, Japan reversed almost two hundred years of attempted isolationism and began embracing Western technology and political structures. The Meiji Restoration, as it came to be called, also involved extensive industrialization. Today, terms like “democratic,” “economically developed,” and even “modern” can rightly be applied to Japan.

But most people, including most Japanese, would pause before describing Japan as a Western country. That hesitation surely has something to do with Japanese culture. Even after more than 150 years of sustained interaction with Western countries, Japanese culture remains distinct from that of Poland, Spain, or Canada. An important reason for this distinction is that the Meiji reformers weren’t interested in turning Japan into a Western nation. They certainly wanted to transform the economy, employ modern technology, and develop Japan’s ability to defend itself against other nation-states. Nonetheless, the Meiji reformers also insisted on grounding these changes in traditional Japanese values.8

Another example of modernization without Westernization is the reforms embarked upon by the Ottoman Empire from the 1840s onwards. While commonly described as an exercise in Westernization and secularization, twenty-first-century scholars have established that successive Ottoman governments adopted Western technology, military methods, and administrative methods without fully embracing Western principles. Instead, as one historian of the Middle East observes, they consistently associated their reform efforts with “Islam, the sultan and caliph, the glories of the Ottoman and Islamic past, and the anxiously hoped-for return to splendor and worldly power.”9

“Modernization” and “Westernization,” then, are not the same thing. It is possible to embrace institutions or technologies developed in the West without embracing Western culture in its totality.

The term “culture” is derived from the Latin word cultus, meaning that which is adorned, cultivated, protected, and worshipped. If, then, we want to understand what is central to a civilization’s culture, we must ask what it seeks to uphold. What does it revere? What “cult” is at its heart?

For centuries, the West has attached great value to freedom. The nineteenth-century historian Lord Acton famously portrayed Western history as the movement, in fits and starts, from oppression towards liberty, understood as the minimization of unreasonable constraints. “Liberty,” he wrote, “is the delicate fruit of a mature civilization.” 10 Even Marx saw the end-state of history, which he called Communism, as a world in which everyone would be free “to do one thing today and another tomorrow; to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, breed cattle in the evening and criticize after dinner, just as [one] please[s].”11

This concern with freedom can be found as far back as the Greek encounter with the empires of Asia. Toward the end of his conquest of the Persian Empire, Alexander the Great started adopting Persian customs, particularly the practice of proskynesis, the prostration of a subject before the monarch. The historian Arrian records that many of Alexander’s officers criticized his espousal of proskynesis. Greeks regarded such submission as due only to the gods. Associating the practice with Eastern despotism, they regarded it as unworthy of free men.12

But why has the ideal of liberty been so central to the growth of the West? Why did the Greek states that resisted the Persian Empire’s drive for transcontinental hegemony regard themselves as combatting despotism? I think that this emphasis on freedom is derived from something even more central to Western civilization—the commitment to reasoned inquiry in search of truth.

The exercise of reason is found in all societies. Numerous cultures have recognized that it distinguishes man from other creatures. Even so, the emphasis on the mind’s ability to apprehend truth—and not only scientific truths but also philosophical and religious truths—is woven into the intellectual fabric of the West.

Consider the philosophical accomplishments that grew out of Socratic thought, or the Romans’ clarification of legal relationships, or the effort of medieval and modern thinkers to apply the scientific method to the physical world. To varying degrees, each of these endeavors reflects a suspicion of superstition, mistrust of arbitrary power, a desire to avoid error, a conviction that communities should be just, and a concern for freedom.

These ideas took centuries to develop in Western societies, with many detours and reversals along the way. Elements of them are discernible in other cultures. Still, a strong association between a concern to act reasonably, the growth of freedom, and the establishment of justice is apparent in the West as long ago as Socrates’s unwillingness to support the Athenian oligarchy’s unjust execution of Leon of Salamis.

Even European princes such as France’s Louis XIV, who aimed at absolute rule, tried to evade accusations of despotism. Arbitrary government, they knew, was regarded as unjust and therefore risked generating strong opposition, as Charles I of England eventually learned. The same principles permit us to classify National Socialist and Communist systems as antithetical to Western civilization precisely because such regimes subordinated freedom, the good, justice, and rationality itself to the requirements of “the master race,” “the will to power,” or “the dictatorship of the proletariat.”

We should also recall that Western culture has never reduced liberty or justice to the eradication of unjust coercion. Western thinkers from Plato to James Madison have maintained the substantive distinction between opting to spend one’s life in a drug-induced stupor and using one’s mind and freedom to improve oneself and the political, legal, and economic order. The first choice is for depravity, the second is for civilization.

Western civilization has thus emphasized what the theologian Servais Pinckaers called freedom for excellence.13 The West’s fullest idea of liberty is consequently what Edward Gibbon called “rational freedom”—a state of affairs in which our passions are ruled by our reason.14

This strong attachment to reason, however, does not by itself account for the distinctive character of the West. Without the Christian and Jewish religions, there is no Ambrose, Benedict, Aquinas, Maimonides, Hildegard of Bingen, Isaac Abravanel, Thomas More, Elizabeth of Hungary, John Calvin, Ignatius of Loyola, Hugo Grotius, John Witherspoon, William Wilberforce, Søren Kierkegaard, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, C. S. Lewis, Edith Stein, Elizabeth Anscombe, Reformation, Oxford University, Caravaggio’s Calling of Saint Matthew, Bach’s Saint John Passion, Dante’s Divine Comedy, Pascal’s Pensées, Hagia Sophia, Mont-Saint-Michel, or Rome’s Great Synagogue. Absent the vision of God articulated first by Judaism and then infused into the West’s marrow by Christianity, it’s harder to imagine developments like the delegitimization of slavery or the de-deification of the state and the natural world.

The correct response to Tertullian’s famous question—“What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?”—is everything. And this isn’t just because these clearly Western men and women and works can’t be separated from Judaism or Christianity.

The first book of the canon of both religions, Genesis, calls upon man to unfold the potentiality in God’s original creative act, thereby encouraging human creativity and impatience with passivity. Likewise, the idea that all men are equal qua men acquired exceptional force thanks to Judaism’s and Christianity’s stress that all men are made in the image of God. Similarly, the concept of liberty—in the sense that God leaves man “in the hand of his own counsel” and urges him freely to choose to transcend moral mediocrity—is outlined in biblical texts ranging from Ecclesiasticus 15:14 to Galatians 5:1.

The biblical emphasis on freedom is balanced by the insistence that human beings are not God and that they are constantly tempted to use their reason wrongly. This recognition of the limits of reason reinforced the Western emphasis on limiting state power and generated resistance to the utopian urges that have intermittently surfaced throughout Western history.

Undergirding this religious outlook is the recognition that God’s true nature is not revealed in beliefs that posit nothingness as illumination or in religions populated by the frivolous and all-too-human gods of Rome and Greece, or creeds that require absolute submission to a Divine Will who can order us to act unreasonably. Instead we find a God of love and divine reason. We discover that at the beginning of everything created there is not chaos but Logos, an idea to which we will return.

What went wrong?

This brings us face-to-face with a problem that any discussion of Western civilization is bound to encounter: the West has been the source of ideas and movements that contradict both reason and key Jewish and Christian teachings.

The ideologies that inflicted the mass slaughters of the twentieth century didn’t originate in Asia or Africa. The beliefs underlying Communism and Nazism were developed and expounded by people who would not have thought of themselves as anything but Western. That includes men like Marx and Friedrich Engels as well as such intellectual forebears of Nazism as the Anglo-German philosopher of race Houston Stewart Chamberlain and the French political theorist Arthur de Gobineau. These men grew up in Western societies, had Western educations, and were well-versed in the Western canon.

Nor is it difficult to find examples of Westerners engaging in seriously evil actions. Many of the men responsible for the event which led many to question Western civilization’s very integrity—the Holocaust—were ostensibly rational, upper-middle-class men who had studied in universities in a country that regarded itself as an advanced culture.

Why did these men end up following a poorly educated Austrian drifter? How could they have believed that it was their duty to wipe an entire people off the face of the earth? What led a sophisticated Western society to embrace a genocidal regime?

Similar questions can be asked about another group of very bright persons, typically regarded as far more benign in their inspiration and activities: the American Progressives.

The word “progress” conjures up images of enlightened persons selflessly battling bigotry and ignorance. Under the influence of ideas that thrived in late-nineteenth-century German universities and often motivated by liberal Protestantism’s Social Gospel, the Progressives exerted considerable influence upon American universities, politics, culture, and economic policy from the late nineteenth century onward.

A common trait of the Progressives was their skepticism about the seemingly chaotic workings of America’s experiment in ordered liberty. Lawyers such as Justice Felix Frankfurter, ministers of religion like the Congregationalist pastor Washington Gladden, economists such as Richard T. Ely, efficiency experts like the engineer Frederick Winslow Taylor, and politicians such as President Woodrow Wilson believed they knew better.

Most people regard Progressivism as the intellectual force that drove the state’s expansion in pursuit of specific social and economic goals in America. But Progressivism had another, more sinister, side.

In his book Illiberal Reformers: Race, Eugenics, and American Economics in the Progressive Era (2016), Thomas C. Leonard shows that Progressivism was heavily influenced by two particularly insidious ideologies. The first was eugenics, the idea that humanity’s “genetic health” could be protected from “bad breeding” and even enhanced by purposeful social selection. The second was race science, which asserted that different races were intrinsically unequal in abilities. Race science relied heavily on nineteenth-century polygenism, the theory, now generally rejected, that men developed out of several independent pairs of ancestors.

Eugenics and race science are commonly associated with the policies of Nazi Germany, such as the 1935 Nuremburg race laws and the regime’s efforts to sterilize (beginning in 1934) and euthanize (beginning in 1939) the mentally and physically impaired. But Leonard points out that eugenics and race science were also “politically influential, culturally fashionable, and scientifically mainstream” in non-Catholic Western countries for at least fifty years.15

These ideas influenced many policies advocated by Progressives. Reason and science, they believed, had opened the way to identify the fittest, whom government should favor through specific marriage, reproduction, labor, and immigration policies.16 In 1911, Woodrow Wilson, then the governor of New Jersey, signed legislation forcing sterilization on what eugenicists regarded as “the hopelessly defective and criminal classes.”17 Other Progressives wanted health care for black Americans to implement eugenic measures to improve the “quality” and diminish the number of black births.18

Race science likewise permeated Progressive thought and policies. Wilson’s monumental History of the American People asserted that southern and eastern Europeans had “neither skill nor energy nor any initiative of quick intelligence.” 19 Such thinking inspired measures such as minimum-wage laws designed to exclude from the labor market Asian or Jewish migrants who might drag down the wages of supposedly more industrious Anglo-Saxons.20

Women didn’t escape the Progressives’ dragnet. Sound breeding, they insisted, required that women not work outside the home. Many Progressives saw state-mandated “family wages” as a means of keeping Anglo-Saxon women at home. This, it was hoped, would reverse declining Anglo-Saxon birthrates and protect America from being overrun by “lesser peoples.” 21

These and other views were not universal among Progressives, but their prevalence bespeaks the respectability that these notions achieved throughout the West.22

Many other evils could be added to this catalogue of Western sins: slavery, religious persecutions, serfdom, and so on, each of which was at one time regarded as warranted by reason or faith or both.

Those jihadist terrorists who took many lives in Western countries and elsewhere from the early 2000s onwards believed that their acts enjoyed divine warrant. Yet we don’t have to look far to find Westerners engaging in equally outrageous acts in the name of ideas that repudiate religion.

Between the 1870s and 1920s, Western countries experienced a wave of spectacular terrorist acts committed by self-described anarchists. Besides bombing targets from Wall Street to the Barcelona opera house, they assassinated politically prominent figures like Tsar Alexander II, Empress Elizabeth of Austria-Hungary, Prime Minister Antonio Cánovas del Castillo of Spain, President Marie François Carnot of France, King Umberto I of Italy, and President William McKinley of the United States.

The rise of anarchist terrorism obviously owed much to particular ideas circulating in the late nineteenth century. Prominent among them was the so-called “propaganda of the deed,” the belief that the way to bring about radical change was assassinating prominent representatives of the ruling order, demonstrating the fragility of the status quo for the supposedly oppressed masses.

Nor can other evils in Western history be explained without attention to specific, historically contingent factors. Would Hitler have risen to power without the scars left on Germany by World War I? Would the Bolshevik movement have triumphed in Russia without Lenin’s sheer ruthlessness? Would eugenics and race science have achieved widespread acceptance in educated Western circles absent Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species which, whatever its scientific merits, indisputably fed the popularity of these theories?
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