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Dick Taverne in The March of Unreason has argued that rational science is under attack from a fresh assault of fundamentalist irrationality (his term- “eco-fundamentalism”). This new assault exhibits the same doomsterism, despair, and dismal valuation of humanity that previous waves have displayed. Several historically newer elements in the latest assault include doses of purposelessness, nihilism, and the dogma of meaninglessness.

With this assault it appears that history is repeating a pattern and the progress of reason can not be taken for granted. It is maintained in a struggle against powerful counter movements. It appears Michael Ruse may be right that through struggle we learn and grow.

Charles Freeman in The Closing of The Western Mind has traced the Mother of all assaults against reason that occurred in the early centuries of the AD era. His book details the emergence of the original rationalism of the Greeks and then notes how this rationalism was eventually buried by Christianity under the influence of theologians like Paul and Augustine. Fortunately, Islam preserved the best of Greek thinking until it was rediscovered by the West. Unfortunately, Islam was later swamped with its own wave of fundamentalist irrationality and the progress of Islamic science was effectively halted.

It is generally accepted that the Greeks were the first to develop the discipline of scientific reasoning. By the Fifth Century BC they had learned how to formulate truths from empirical evidence. As Freeman says, they recognized that theories must always be the servants of facts and that we must trust perception rather than theories (Introduction). This led to the corollary recognition that any finding must remain open to challenge and the greatest thinkers must never be made into authority figures. Tolerance was essential to this process of rational understanding. No authority could dictate what could or could not be believed and no statement was to be believed without supporting logic and empirical evidence.

What I find most intriguing in this history is that the development of the Greek rationalist approach incorporated a notable optimism. Their rationalism developed with a view of humanity and life as progressing toward something better. If material were available it would be interesting to explore how integral or essential this mood or outlook was to their overall scientific understanding. Whatever its origin and relationship (chicken or egg), the Greeks held a definite optimism regarding the positive development of humanity and the progress of life in general. This may have been related to their broader endeavor to balance reason and emotion in healthy, mature minds. Freeman also notes the durability of this optimism in stating that even after Augustine’s dismal doctrine of original sin had burdened the Western branch of the church (and hence Western consciousness in general), it never caught on in the Greek East (p.346).

Greek rationality apparently suffered its first major attack from the pen of the influential apostle Paul. His anti-rational stance later developed into a more general campaign by the Christian church to eliminate paganism across the Roman Empire. And what Paul began, church Fathers like Augustine would continue with their own pessimistic outlooks. Augustine’s unique contribution was a dark emphasis on human sinfulness and apocalyptic. He also worked tirelessly to subject reason to faith; with faith defined in terms of submission to church authority. He argued that human minds were incorrigibly corrupted by sin and could not use reason to grasp truth and therefore people must submit to revealed orthodoxy. There was absolutely no room in his theology for optimism or the possibility of human progress. Fallen people were expected to fail and to suffer the deserved punishment for doing so.

The theology of these church Fathers betrayed a disturbing animosity toward humanity and life. The theologies they created promoted guilt, shame, pessimism, and the expectation of misery and suffering. The only hope these early doomsters offered- if it can even be called hope- was the escapism of the life-boat approach: rescue a few converts and then escape to some other realm. And in their rejection of reason they went so far as to glorify irrationality and ignorance which they claimed to be the “wisdom of God”. 

Emperor Constantine further influenced this assault on Greek rationalism in shaping Christianity to be the sole authority on truth. Impatient with the diversity of Christian belief, he ordered councils to convene and pressed the attendees for consensus and then initiated brutal campaigns against heresy. He replaced pagan inclusivism and freedom of thought with a new emphasis in Western thinking on catholic (universal or consensus) truth versus dissenting heresy.

Another element in this assault against Greek rationality was the development of asceticism and the cult of the ascetic as social hero. People began to idolize the denial and escape from life as a morally superior mode of existence. The Western focus had become one of life as limited and soon to end in catastrophe, hence the imperative to escape from the inevitable decay and destruction. Western consciousness was deprived of any clear appreciation for the natural generosity and bounty of life which was meant for human consumption and enjoyment. It was also deprived of any sense of life as rising and improving.

The result of these converging trends was a profound crushing of the human spirit. As Freeman says, “The elimination of paganism was accompanied by a dampening down of emotions, dance and song so effective that we still lower our voices when we enter a church” (p.267). Most devastating in all this was the crushing of independent thought, curiosity, creative exploration, and hope. The Christian campaign against heresy and paganism brought on the millennium of Western superstition, ignorance, and despair that we know as the Dark Ages. 

Fortunately, the West eventually recovered the Greek heritage of reason (via Islam) and now in our ongoing struggle to protect this heritage I would suggest that we need to reaffirm not just the Greek contribution to the scientific method but also the optimistic Greek mood which is a fundamental human mood. The basic mood of the scientific observer may be almost as important as the observer’s method (the balance of reason with emotion in the healthy mind). Mood is fundamental to science in that it influences what observers choose to look at and how they interpret their findings. We see this in the fact that assumptions shape models and theories, and assumptions are themselves shaped by the mood of the observer. Mood, in the sense of basic orientation or outlook, can influence how people apprehend or ignore the core forces of life and the dominant trends that have shaped life. It also appears that the mood of the observer can lead to either affirming life or hating it; to embracing life or to escaping it.

Peter Huber provides an illustration of how mood influences the practice of science in his account of Jay Forrester’s work with the Club of Rome. In his book Hard Green: Saving the Environment from the Environmentalists, Huber details how the gloomy prognostications of the scarcity modelers missed entirely the unbounded potential of creative human minds. As Huber says, Ehrlich and other Malthusian pessimists counted mouths but forgot that behind every human mouth “there cogitates a brain…each new brain more than offsets each new mouth” (p.10, commenting on Julian Simon’s optimism regarding human potential). Hence, pounds of sand (fiber optics) soon replaced tons of copper, and high-yield strains of cereals made nonsense of all Ehrlich’s prophecies of famine. “The collective genius of humankind cannot be contained in a model” (p.11). 

See also Huber and Mills fascinating and optimistic treatment of energy history in The Bottomless Well. The Second Law of Thermodynamics is not an enemy force dragging life down but rather an essential element of progress. They argue that energy waste is virtuous and throwing energy overboard enables us to maintain and increase the order of our existence. We, in fact, exist in an open flow of energy where waste is as essential to our existence as any other core element. 

One’s mood (orientation or outlook) does determine how one understands reality and life.

In the face of the latest assault on reason, it might be useful to brace ourselves with the recognition of the varied ways that the natural optimism of the cortex can be undermined. This would entail some understanding of the relationship of human mood to cultural values and beliefs. Include here such things as the historically modern dogma of meaninglessness (Freeman Dyson in Disturbing the Universe), which has fostered an irrational fear of admitting purpose in life. In a religious-like violation of the science/religion boundary, some have actually claimed that ‘meaninglessness randomness’ defines the basic force behind life. This appears sometimes in the defense against the intrusion of Intelligent Design into evolution. While defending the rationality of science against such intrusions, we can do better than falling back on meaninglessness.

The Greeks saw progress toward the ‘good’ and the Enlightenment recovered this sense of progress. And while it requires caution lest we violate the important science/religion boundary, part of recovering the optimistic mood of Greek rationalism may entail getting over the fear of admitting purpose, direction, and progress. There is no end to life and there are no limits to what humanity will achieve. Life is always just beginning in its rise to better things. And all the past is evidence of the irreversible direction of life toward something better. Darwin saw this, just as the Greeks did (his comment that evolution develops toward more perfect forms or organisms).

The basic cortex orientation toward hope should be encouraged to express itself in a fresh optimistic rationalism that clearly sees the rising trends of life and our own exploding human potential. If hope and optimism in some essential manner define humanity and life then let rational science embrace this basic feature of life in the manner that Bjorn Lomberg, Julian Simon, and others have done. Human optimism appears to be more than just a cute little trinket to keep in our pockets for a rainy day. It may just be more fundamental to human being and a clear-sighted rationalism than we imagine.
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