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    Once every people in the world believed that 

    trees were divine, and could take a human or 

    grotesque shape and dance among the shadows; 

    and that deer, and ravens and foxes, and 

    wolves and bears, and clouds and pools, almost 

    all things under the sun and moon, and the 

    sun and moon, were not less divine and 

    changeable. They saw in the rainbow  the

    still bent bow of a god thrown down in his 

    negligence; they heard in the thunder the sound 

    of his beaten water-jar, or the tumult of his 

    chariot wheels; and when a sudden flight of wild 

    ducks, or of crows, passed over their heads, 

    they thought they were gazing at the dead 

    hastening to their rest; while they dreamed 

    of so great a mystery in little things that they 

    believed the waving of a hand, or of a sacred 

    bough, enough to trouble far-off hearts, or 

    hood the moon with darkness.


    —W. B. YEATS
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    Michael Shermer


    Skepticism dates back to the ancient Greeks, well captured in Socrates’ famous quip that all he knows is that he knows nothing. Skepticism as nihilism, however, gets us nowhere and, thankfully, almost no one embraces it. The word “skeptic,” in fact, comes from the Greek skeptikos, for “thoughtful”—far from modern misconceptions of the word as meaning “cynical” or “nihilistic.” According to the Oxford English Dictionary, “skeptical” has also been used to mean “inquiring,” “reflective,” and, with variations in the ancient Greek, “watchman” or “mark to aim at.”


    What a glorious meaning for what we do! We are thoughtful, inquiring, and reflective, and in a way we are the watchmen who guard against bad ideas, consumer advocates of good thinking who, through the guidelines of science, establish a mark at which to aim. And here I would like to apply it to my friend, colleague, and hero Paul Kurtz, who as one of the founders of the modern skeptical and humanist movements not only embodied the principle of skepticism as thoughtful inquiry but was also our watchman who provided a mark at which we skeptics may all aim. Paul Kurtz was the embodiment of excellence in all things, and this book, The Transcendental Temptation, is not only his magnum opus, it transcends his body of work and takes its place among the greatest works of Enlightenment humanism.


    The Enlightenment, on one level, was a century-long skeptical movement, for there were no beliefs or institutions that did not come under the critical scrutiny of such thinkers as Voltaire, Diderot, Rousseau, Locke, Jefferson, and others. Immanuel Kant in Germany and David Hume in Scotland were skeptics’ skeptics at the birth of skepticism that was the foundation of the Age of Reason and the Enlightenment, and their influence continues unabated to this day. Closer to our time, Charles Darwin and Thomas Huxley were skeptics par excellence, not only for the revolution they launched and carried on (respectively) against the dogma of creationism, but also for their stand against the burgeoning spiritualism movement that was sweeping across America, England, and the continent. Although Darwin was quiet about his spiritual skepticism and worked behind the scenes, Huxley railed publicly against the movement, bemoaning in one of the great one-liners in the history of skepticism: “Better live a crossing-sweeper than die and be made to talk twaddle by a ‘medium’ hired at a guinea a séance.” In the late nineteenth century the “Great Agnostic” Robert Ingersoll carried the torch of reason to century's end, which was picked up in the first half of the twentieth century by the likes of Bertrand Russell and Harry Houdini, who stand out as representatives of skeptical thinkers and doers (respectively), railing against the irrationality and hucksterism of their age. Skepticism in the second half of the century began with Martin Gardner's Fads and Fallacies in the Name of Science, launching what we think of today as “the skeptical movement,” which Paul Kurtz so courageously organized and led to the end of the century and launched us into a new millennium of reason and science.


    There has been some debate (and much quibbling) about who gets what amount of credit for the founding of the modern skeptical movement through the organization Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal (CSICOP, now Center for Inquiry, or CFI) and its journal Skeptical Inquirer. Martin Gardner, magician James Randi, psychologist Ray Hyman, and most notably philosopher Paul Kurtz played primary roles in the foundation and planning of the organization and the subsequent movement it launched that led to the formation of a worldwide phenomenon of humanists, skeptics, atheists, agnostics, and free thinkers of all stripes.


    Regardless of who might be considered the “father” of the modern skeptical movement, everyone I have spoken to (including the other founders) agrees that it was Paul Kurtz more than anyone else who actually made it happen. All successful social movements have someone who has the organizational skills and social intelligence to get things done. Paul Kurtz is that man. When he founded the organization that launched the modern skeptical movement, I was a graduate student in experimental psychology. About this time (the mid 1970s) Uri Geller entered my radar screen. I recall Psychology Today and other popular magazines published glowing stories about him, and reports were afloat that experimental psychologists had tested the Israeli psychic and determined that he was genuine. My advisor—a strictly reductionistic Skinnerian behavioral psychologist named Doug Navarick—didn't believe a word of it, but I figured there might be something to it, especially in light of all the other interesting research being conducted on altered states of consciousness, hypnosis, dreams, sensory deprivation, dolphin communication, and the like. I took a course in anthropology from Marlene Dobkin de Rios, whose research was on shamans of South America and their use of mind-altering plants. It all seemed entirely plausible to me and, being personally interested in the subject (the Ouija board consistently blew my mind), I figured that this was rapidly becoming a legitimate subfield of psychological research. After all, Thelma Moss had a research laboratory devoted to studying the paranormal, and it was at UCLA no less, one of the most highly regarded psychology programs in the country.


    Then I discovered the “skeptics,” people like Gardner, Hyman, Randi, and Kurtz who entered the public sphere through popular publications that debunked and explained all these apparently paranormal phenomena, exposing them as either deceptions or self-deceptions. It was, in fact, on Johnny Carson's Tonight Show that I saw Randi duplicated everything Geller and other so-called psychics were doing, such as levitating tables, bending spoons, performing psychic surgeries, and the like. I recall thinking that if some of these psychics were fakes, perhaps they all were (and if not fakes, at least self-deceived). Herein lies an important lesson. There is little to no chance that we can convince True Believers of the errors of their thinking. Our purpose is to reach that vast middle ground between hardcore skeptics and dogmatic believers—people like me who thought that there might be something to these claims but had simply never heard a good counter explanation. There are many reasons why people believe weird things, but certainly one of the most pervasive is simply that most people have never heard a good explanation for the weird things they hear and read about. Short of a good explanation, they accept the bad explanation that is typically proffered. This alone justifies all the hard work performed by skeptics toward the cause of science and critical thinking. It does make a difference.


    For twenty years now I have been at the head of the Skeptics Society and Skeptic magazine, and as such, as much as I admire Randi, Gardner, and the other early heroes of skepticism, I have come to respect more than ever before what Paul Kurtz did for our movement, most notably in terms of the day-to-day grind of keeping a movement afloat through the constant battering and assaults that come from variegated sources. Running a nonprofit organization and keeping a movement alive past the initial excitement of press conferences and television appearances requires a special type of drive and intelligence that Paul Kurtz had in spades. The inglorious job of fundraising and the essential task of making payroll to keep a movement alive fly under the radar of observers, but without that there would be no skeptical organization, and it was Paul Kurtz more than anyone else who showed us all how to build a movement. So I close this brief remembrance with my favorite excerpts from the book you hold in your hands that I consider not only to be Kurtz's finest work but mandatory reading for all graduates of a Skepticism 101 course. If you want to learn to be a good skeptic, The Transcendental Temptation is the place to start.


    The temptation, says Kurtz, “lurks deep within the human breast. It is ever-present, tempting humans by the lure of transcendental realities, subverting the power of their critical intelligence, enabling them to accept unproven and unfounded myth systems.” Specifically, Kurtz argues that myths, religions, and claims of the paranormal are lures tempting us beyond rational, critical, and scientific thinking, for the very reason that they touch something in us that is sacred and important—life and immortality: “This impulse is so strong that it has inspired the great religions and paranormal movements of the past and the present and goaded otherwise sensible men and women to swallow patently false myths and to repeat them constantly as articles of faith.” What drives this temptation? The answer Kurtz provides is both insightful and elegant:


    Let us reflect on the human situation: all of our plans will fail in the long run, if not in the short. The homes we have built and lovingly furnished, the loves we have enjoyed, the careers we have dedicated ourselves to will all disappear in time. The monuments we have erected to memorialize our aspirations and achievements, if we are fortunate, may last a few hundred years, perhaps a millennium or two or three—like the stark and splendid ruins of Rome and Greece, Egypt and Judea, which have been recovered and treasured by later civilizations. But all the works of human beings disappear and are forgotten in short order. In the immediate future the beautiful clothing that we adorn ourselves with, eventually even our cherished children and grandchildren, and all of our possessions will be dissipated. Many of our poems and books, our paintings and statues will be forgotten, buried on some library shelf or in a museum, read or seen by some future scholars curious about the past, and eventually eaten by worms and molds, or perhaps consumed by fire. Even the things that we prize the most, human intelligence and love, democratic values, the quest for truth, will in time be replaced by unknown values and institutions—if the human species survives, and even that is uncertain. Were we to compile a pessimist's handbook, we could easily fill it to overflowing with notations of false hopes and lost dreams, a catalogue of human suffering and pain, of ignominious conflict, betrayal, and defeat throughout the ages.


    Although this sounds pessimistic, Paul Kurtz is a realist, even an optimist, as in his cataloguing of the triumphs of the human spirit:


    Were I to take an inventory of the sum of goods in human life, they would far outweigh the banalities of evil. I would outdo the pessimist by cataloguing laughter and joy, devotion and sympathy, discovery and creativity, excellence and grandeur. The mark made upon the world by every person and by the race in general would be impressive. How wonderful it has all been. The pessimist points to Caligula, Attila, Cesare Borgia, Beria, or Himmler with horror and disgust; but I would counter with Aristotle, Pericles, da Vinci, Einstein, Beethoven, Mark Twain, Margaret Sanger, and Madame Curie. The pessimist points to duplicity and cruelty in the world; I am impressed by the sympathy, honesty, and kindness that are manifested. The pessimist reminds us of ignorance and stupidity; I, of the continued growth of human knowledge and understanding. The pessimist emphasizes the failures and defeats; I, the successes and victories in all their glory.


    The most important point Kurtz makes in The Transcendental Temptation comes toward the end in his discussion of the meaning and goals of skepticism. It is an admonition we should all bare in mind, a passage to be read once a year:


    The skeptic is not passionately intent on converting mankind to his or her point of view and surely is not interested in imposing it on others, though he may be deeply concerned with raising the level of education and critical inquiry in society. Still, if there are any lessons to be learned from history, it is that we should be skeptical of all points of view, including those of the skeptics. No one is infallible, and no one can claim a monopoly on truth or virtue. It would be contradictory for skepticism to seek to translate itself into a new faith. One must view with caution the promises of any new secular priest who might emerge promising a brave new world—if only his path to clarity and truth is followed. Perhaps the best we can hope for is to temper the intemperate and to tame the perverse temptation that lurks within.


    If everybody on the planet read this book, the world would be a better place. R.I.P. Paul Kurtz. We all owe you a great debt of gratitude for making the world a better place. You will be missed. But you live on in your words, so powerfully and beautifully expressed in this magnificent work.
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    Michael Shermer is the publisher of Skeptic magazine, the executive director of the Skeptics Society, a monthly columnist for Scientific American, and an adjuct professor at Claremont Graduate University and Chapman University. He is the author of The Believing Brain, Why Darwin Matters, The Science of Good and Evil, and Why People Believe Weird Things.
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    Is there buried deep within the hearts and minds of men and women a powerful tendency to accept transcendental/paranormal accounts of reality? If so, is this proclivity so strong that it can explain the persistence of orthodox theistic systems of religion—in spite of the overwhelming refutations of their claims—and the recent emergence of new cults of the paranormal to replace ancient doctrines and dogmas?


    In the intervening years since the first publication of the hardcover edition of this book, my research has reinforced in my own mind the validity of the transcendental temptation thesis. First, I have been deeply involved with many investigators in the study of “faith healers.” We have visited numerous faith-healing services to observe faith-healers at work. And we have been stunned by the degree of self-deception and gullibility displayed by the great numbers of people in quest of miracle healings. Our best efforts have not been able to find any evidence for miraculous cures of people with organic afflictions. Surely psychosomatic illnesses are sometimes helped, but this may be explained by the placebo effect, without involving a hidden or occult cause. Yet the power of suggestion is able to mesmerize otherwise rational people into believing that some transcendental force is at work.


    Second, the public has been exposed to a spate of highly questionable reports of abductions aboard UFOs. These “abductees” claim that they have been kidnapped by extraterrestrial beings, been spirited aboard alien spacecraft, and been given messages from semi-divine beings from another dimension. This is strikingly reminiscent of revelations received from afar by prophets throughout the ages. This phenomenon has been popularized in books by Whitley Strieber, Budd Hopkins, and others. Such claims, I submit, testify not to the reality of abductions, but to the easy willingness of some people to believe in another realm and to commune with “entities” from it. And it also testifies to the unguarded willingness of a great many people to accept these claims uncritically based on second-and third-hand testimony—although alternative naturalistic and psychological interpretations can better explain these experiences.


    Third, I have had the opportunity to visit China and the Soviet Union to study belief in the paranormal and religion, and since then I have carried on considerable correspondence with Chinese and Russian scholars. Both countries had been under tight totalitarian control, with all of the powers of the state being used to stamp out religious belief and practice. Indeed, official Marxist ideology had dominated both societies for decades, and massive campaigns of education, persuasion, and state terror had been used to inculcate an atheist outlook. Yet, surprisingly, in both societies theistic and paranormal/occult/mystical systems of belief seem to be very strong. This suggests that in spite of large-scale efforts to indoctrinate a materialistic, atheistic outlook, it has been very difficult to suppress the transcendental temptation. Indeed, I found the religiosity of communist countries to be as strong or stronger than that in Western capitalist societies. The reasons for this are no doubt highly complex: the efforts to repress religion may have been counterproductive, and religion may have become a symbol of opposition to all of the negative characteristics of a failing system. But it also points to the power of the transcendental temptation—it is apparently able to thrive underground in spite of extensive persecution.


    In further reflection on the nature of this temptation, I am persuaded that it is not genetic; for it is absent among secularists and unbelievers, who make up a significant minority of the population; yet it is apparently a product of human nature and may satisfy some psychobiological needs, though how and in what sense depends on the influence of the culture. To find the moral and psychological equivalents of the transcendental temptation is a difficult challenge. Whether we can succeed in doing so is still—as it was when I first wrote this work—an open question,


    Paul Kurtz

    January 1. 1991
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    The question pondered in every period of history is that of meaning. Is there some purpose to human experience, some hidden or divine source for the cosmos? In virtually every age human beings have puzzled about their roots. They have debated the question of whether human life is finite or whether there is a divine promise of eternity. The lines have been drawn between two conflicting approaches to the ultimate nature of human reality in the universe. The proponents of the practical stance call themselves empiricists, or rationalists, or scientific skeptics. They are skeptical about the claim of faith that the universe is divine. They are the atheists and agnostics of old; today they are called secular humanists and are castigated as such by believers. Ranged against them are the disciples of a transcendental and theistic world-view. The former are content to live in the world as it is and to deal with it as best they can; they seek to understand it using the categories of logic and experience, and they are willing to undertake the arduous task of transforming it by their own courageous efforts in the light of their own plans and projects. Opposed to them are all those who are discontented with mundane reality and who seek to escape to an imagined universe based upon faith and credulity. Incompatible with the world they encounter, they find that it is too little; they yearn for deeper mysteries and truths, for the promise or hope that there is an unseen dimension to existence.


    The scientific rationalist is a skeptic about the received myths. He believes the dominant religions of revelation to be mythological conjectures full of vain hopes and false illusions. These religious fantasies are kindled by a fearful response to the ambiguities of mortal existence, and they weigh down frail human spirits who are seeking to find in their dreams some refuge from the vicissitudes of fortune. Herein lurk the motives that nourish even the most pretentious religious aspirations. Paradoxically, as Kierkegaard admitted, the more absurd the claim, the more grandiose the dream; the more incredible the mystery, the more committed and devoted the true believers are likely to become.


    Today, as of old, we face the same conflict within the human psyche: science versus doctrinaire religion, the empirical world of intersubjective verification versus the world of fantasy, knowledge of fact versus romantic superstition, the courage to become versus the secret longing not to have to do so.


    The wounds run deep in human civilization. Some cultures become fixated on the quest for the eternal, and some individuals, overwhelmed by this life, forever seek another. The contrast is between the scientist and the mystic, the philosopher and the theologian, the doer and the follower, the knower and the prophet, the independent person and the dependent soul.


    In a sense, the schism between these two parts of ourselves is reflected in our culture and is never completely resolved; for no sooner is an accommodation reached in a historical period than it emerges in the next, often even more pronounced than in the previous, though it may assume different forms. It is as if the species Man has a schizoid nature—his feet implanted on the earth but his imaginative soul soaring toward a heaven of magical unreality. Overwhelmed by the ache of humdrum existence, he seeks an escape to another dimension.


    Today, a similar dichotomy exists between scientists and paranormalists, the disciplines of rigorous inquiry and the cults of the occult, the world of modem science and the mythology of fundamentalist religion.


    It is often difficult to know which side of our nature will dominate and control us. To live and function, one must accept the practical realities of common sense and ordinary life and come to terms with them. One cannot be completely out of touch with the external world of brute existence for long—that is, if one is to endure. We need to bake our bread, build our shelter, forge our plowshares, ward off the threats to our daily existence, and deal with friend and foe alike. Men and women could not long survive if they remained fixated in a dream world of religiosity. Knowledge is an instrument of action. We need to understand the objects and events of the world about us, if we are to cope with them and solve the problems of living that may arise. Yet man is fascinated by questions concerning his origin and destiny. Troubled by disease and death, he often craves something more. Thus he tends to read into his life some divine mystery. He erects cathedrals and monuments, develops creeds and dogmas, engages in ceremonies and celebrations—all to deny his mortal existence and to reinforce and give permanence to that which is absent. Homo religiosus invents religious symbols, which he venerates and worships to save him from facing the finality of his death and dissolution. He devises paradise fictions to provide succor and support. Man deceives himself about his ultimate destiny so as not to be tormented by the contemplation of it. Although he must of necessity use his intelligence to cope with the world—at least up to a point—he is forever poised, ready to leap beyond reason in an act of faith. There is, he insists, something more to the human drama, thus straining to resist and deny his existential demise. In acts of supreme self-deception, at various times and in various places he has been willing to profess belief in the most incredible myths because of what they have promised him: Moses on Mt. Sinai delivering the Ten Commandments to God's “chosen people,” Christ crucified beckoning man to salvation, Mohammed the true prophet of Allah so appointed by Gabriel, Buddha the Light, Joseph Smith and the New Zion of the Mormons, or the Chariots of the Gods transporting extraterrestrial beings from outer space to observe humankind.


    The pathos of the human condition is that many or most human beings cannot easily accept the stark realities of human finitude, the fact that there is no ultimate providence or purpose for our existence. Extraterrestrial beings may exist in remote corners of the universe, but there is no evidence that they have had anything to do with us, can communicate through ESP, or are responsible for our future destiny. One must be skeptical about the very existence of extraterrestrials until it is verified and demonstrated—though it remains an exciting possibility of tremendous import.


    Most members of the human race consider skepticism to be disenchanting; since it questions their revered dream-fictions, it is also held to be dangerous. The methods of science and reason leading to technology and industry have contributed enormously to the progress of human civilization. Religious believers cannot deny this. They are willing to use the fruits of science and technology—but only up to a point. They are ever ready to leap beyond science by fashioning a doctrine claiming two truths, insisting they have a right to their beliefs in religious revelations, however fanciful they may be. Skeptics refuse to be lured by the transcendental myths of the day. Unable to accept uncritically the prevailing beliefs, they often stand alone condemned and hated by believers for their “negative” heresies.


    One may ponder why skeptical dissent about religion has been held by a relatively small group of intellectuals and naysayers. Are the religious needs of men and women too powerful, the hunger for the divine too pervasive for skepticism ever to prevail? Does religiosity have its roots in biology and genetics? Does it have adaptive value? Is there deep within the human breast a transcendental temptation that reappears in every age and accounts for the ready acceptance of myths about the transcendental? If so, can or should it be overcome, and how?


    There was the supposition at one time that, given the availability of education, the increase in literacy, and the elimination of poverty and disease, humankind might someday outgrow the religiosity of its infancy. There was the hope that in its place might develop a mature scientific outlook and a responsible moral and social philosophy grounded in a naturalistic view of the human condition. Under this view the universe possesses no purpose or meaning per se and is indifferent to human achievement and failure. It is not divine in origin or sustenance. The human species is a relatively minor species on a tiny planet in one galaxy among countless others. Hence, the beginning of wisdom is the awareness that there is insufficient evidence that a god or gods have created us and the recognition that we are responsible in part for our own destiny. Human beings can achieve this good life, but it is by the cultivation of the virtues of intelligence and courage, not faith or obedience, that we will most likely be able to do so. We can attain some measure of social harmony and justice, as well as a creative and bountiful life full of potential excitement and exuberance. But what we do depends upon whether we can develop scientific knowledge and moral excellence. The human adventure is not alien to adventure and poetry, romance and beauty. Nor is it insensitive to wonder and awe or the splendid majesty of the cosmos. These are religious qualities, but natural piety need not be devoid of stark honesty about our past and future. Surely we need to avoid a schizoid approach. The method of critical intelligence as used in science, philosophy, and ordinary life is an essential therapy if we are to rid ourselves of false illusions and dogmas.


    This was the pagan conviction that prevailed in Hellenic and Roman civilization. It was eventually overtaken by a failure of nerve, and the Dark Age of religiosity descended upon Western civilization. A humanist outlook emerged during the Renaissance and reached fruition during the Enlightenment, with the development of modem science and the ideals of democracy and freedom. But the belief that reason and science would properly emancipate human beings from false mythologies of illusion was mistaken; for the twentieth century has witnessed the growth of virulent new ideological religions (fascism and Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism) and the persistence of orthodox, supernaturalistic religious dogmas. It has also witnessed an outburst of a new set of beliefs in the paranormal and the occult: astrology, UFOlogy, psychic and space-oriented science-fiction religions, and a bizarre magical-spiritual world-view.


    Secular humanism provides an outlook on man and the universe, a philosophy of life, an ethic of reason and freedom. It is the story of possibility and outreach. Secular humanism is an alternative to the religions of illusion and salvation. But how it copes with the claims of the transcendent without dogmatically dismissing them and how it deals with life, offering opportunity and power, is a crucial issue. Can secular humanism provide a meaningful substitute for God and the transcendent? Can it deal with the world as it is and yet help us to fulfill our basic yearnings and hopes for what we might become?
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    This book is intended for the general reader interested in the world of ideas. It is not written for academic philosophers. It is very likely that they will not appreciate it; in any case, it is not written in the style of analytic philosophy that is fashionable today.


    I am critical of the kind of philosophy that prevails in Anglo-American philosophical circles. I consider much of this philosophy irrelevant. It is like an ingrown toenail, turned within itself, festering with sharp linguistic distinctions and painful sophistries. The trouble with technical philosophy is that it has incapacitated philosophy proper, so that it hobbles about like a mendicant friar cloistered in a distant monastery on a remote island in the midst of an empty sea.


    I do not mean to impugn all of my philosophical brethren, because much virtue has been derived historically from the philosophical enterprise: intellectual wisdom, logical clarity, and moral excellence. Yet, there are forms of philosophical disputation that degenerate first into distemper and eventually into rigor mortis—not that philosophers today have much impact upon the contemporary world. Most suffer lives of quiet desperation like celibate monks reading their sacred texts for nuances of inflection and meaning as the world passes them by (though today it is the professional journals that serve as their scriptures).


    The tragedy of contemporary philosophy is that it has been castrated; it is too often inconsequential to the larger issues of intellectual concern and social significance. It meditates about formalistic questions, ones without real content or relevance. In the past, philosophers have often castigated and rejected one another. Schopenhauer and Nietzsche railed against the Germanic professors of philosophy. For a long time Sartre lived in isolation from the mainstream of academic philosophy in France, though he exercised a strong impact on French and European society. Charles Peirce, America's greatest philosophical genius, was unable to secure a teaching position; he struggled through life aided by his friend and mentor William James. “Wherever there is a large class of academic professors,” Peirce wryly observed, “who are provided with good incomes and looked up to as gentlemen, scientific inquiry must languish.”1


    One of the problems today is that philosophy has become wedded to the academy, with the result that philosophers have taken as their main task either the imparting of knowledge to hordes of diffident college undergraduates or the initiating of candidates for the doctorate by supervising thesis topics of little moment to anyone but themselves. While they do so, genuine intellectual problems concerning meaning and existence are ignored. The fear of scathing peer review censors nonconformist interests; there is always the corroding worry of what one's professional colleagues will say. There is the burden of clannish gossip to weigh a philosopher down and keep him or her in submission.


    Not surprisingly, many of the best minds who pursued philosophy have not been university dons. Spinoza ground lenses by day and wrote at night. He refused a position at Heidelberg, lest his freedom of inquiry be compromised. Descartes never held a university position, nor did Locke or Berkeley. Hume's first book fell stillborn from the press; he had to establish a reputation first as a historian. John Stuart Mill was secretary of the East India Company. Marx, unemployed and poverty stricken, did his research in the British Museum. Kierkegaard wrote in anonymity in Copenhagen. Wittgenstein was an odd figure in the British academic environment, which he eventually captivated.


    Of course, there have been university professors who made seminal contributions to philosophy: Plato founded the Academy, and Aristotle, passed over as head of the school, established his own Lyceum—though presumably neither granted PhDs as we know them today. Kant and Hegel were professors of philosophy, as were Russell, Heidegger, and Dewey. The record, however, has been spotty. The great enemy of philosophy is distraction for alien ends—in this case entanglement in the bureaucracy of education. There are those who have stood outside academic philosophical circles in order to do their own creative work: such was George Santayana, an oracle from afar who lived in Italy in splendid retreat. While teaching at Harvard during its Golden Age, one morning he reputedly observed, “Gentlemen, it's spring” and left the classroom, never to return.


    It is too dangerous to place all of our philosophical eggs in one basket; they are too fragile. If the marriage of philosophy and the church degenerated in the Middle Ages into an official doctrine and if the subservience of Marxist ideology to the party and state in Communist countries meant the death of the creative philosophical impulse, so the near indissoluble union of philosophy with institutions of higher learning in the present century has tended to stamp an official academic imprimatur on what is considered to be legitimate philosophical inquiry. A similar fate threatens art, literature, poetry, or science, where they are developed in the context of the cloistered university life and filtered through the limited visions of faculty members. Perhaps the most important aspects of academic freedom are intellectual integrity, independence of mind, and freedom from committee work.


    No doubt we can learn from both types of philosophy: academic and independent. Perhaps it is necessary for some philosophers to be anomic to the profession, to drink deeply at the well of real life for inspiration and insight, and for academic philosophers, after the fact, plodding and critical, to refine and distill what has been discovered. Philosophical inquiry is kept alive and vigorous by the successive revolts that take radical departures. It remains for the formalists to meticulously analyze the new theories, even though in the process they often trivialize the philosophical enterprise.


    A special problem today is that philosophy has become professionalized, like the ministry, with all of the rights and privileges pertaining to its office, or like the medical profession with its analogous high priests. Philosophy is now a specialty like accounting, physiology, or carpentry, and there are tools of the trade that need to be fashioned and honed. Often though, skills are endlessly sharpened, but there is no subject matter. Generally, one has to read only a limited number of books and articles in order to master the technical grammar of a subspecialty. One can be an aesthetician, logician, epistemologist, or ethicist. One does not have to know much else in order to succeed today in the eyes of one's peers. At the professional associations where papers are read and in scholarly journals where they are published one establishes the credentials of one's craft. The union card is the doctorate, and the final sanctification is tenure, which can be achieved at most universities by publishing in a limited number of scholarly journals and perhaps one book. These are generally weighed for quantity, not read for quality or content.


    Given the rapid growth of specialization and the compartmentalization of knowledge, one is not required to read outside a narrow literature. Indeed, philosophy today may be defined by what philosophers do; philosophers often read only what other philosophers write and listen only to what their colleagues say. The ingrown toenail is growing deeper. The problem, of course, is not endemic to philosophy alone: economists, sociologists, anthropologists, and psychologists focus on the literature in their fields. Chemists know chemistry, poets poetry, historians history, and engineers engineering, and often little else.


    But there are other functions of philosophy and indeed other dimensions to life beyond those delineated by the craft of the linguist or logician. Philosophy should keep alive our sense of wonder. It should be concerned with the larger questions: What is the nature of our knowledge of the universe? What does it all mean—if anything—and how does it fit together, if at all? Does God or Mammon exist? Is there an ultimate purpose to human existence? Does life have meaning per se, or does it only present us with opportunities? Is human nature fixed or open-ended, full of indeterminate peril and adventure? What is the good society, and can it ever be achieved finally and fully? How ought a person to live if he or she wishes to find satisfaction and significance in the few short years of life?


    In order to cope with these questions, one has to know something of the natural, biological, behavioral, and social sciences, and also to have studied politics, literature, and the arts—indeed to have reflected on a wide range of lived experiences. Perhaps this is an impossible task; and so philosophers of the academy have eschewed these larger issues and fled in desperation from this quest. When they tackle the philosophy of science, they are concerned more often with its rear action rather than with its avant-garde. It is considered in bad taste to be concerned with the frontiers of knowledge and their implications for man. These matters have been left to historians (such as Toynbee), or scientists (such as Monod, Eccles, or Sagan), or psychologists (such as Skinner, Fromm, or Freud), or theologians (such as Küng or Tillich). The truly significant and basic philosophical questions are left unanalyzed and unanswered. Philosophers today prefer to analyze the meaning of the term proposition rather than propose a proposition; they ask what the term good means, if anything, rather than suggest what the good life might be; they inquire what the function of the verb to be is rather than confront the nature of being. Philosophers who have analyzed and critiqued limited areas have no doubt played a useful role. But in abandoning metaphysical generality and normative recommendations, they have forced ordinary men and educated persons to look elsewhere for guidelines—to scientists and poets, politicians and economists, theologians and soothsayers—anyone who will throw them a lifeline.


    I have been a university professor all my adult life. Although I have cherished the ideals of the university and defended its autonomy against those from within and without who have sought to denigrate it, nevertheless I have often found it limiting to my intellectual sojourn. Perhaps I should not bite the hand that has fed me, but in all honesty I must say that I have found other sources of nourishment and enrichment in the marketplace of ideas and action. My philosophical mentors have been Socrates, Marx, John Dewey, William James, and Sidney Hook.


    Socrates wandered the streets of Athens questioning the better and worse and debunking both the received doctrines and the latest intellectual fads, and he was condemned to death by his fellow Athenians for so doing. Similarly, Marx did not seek simply to understand the world but to change it radically and he is revered in history for it. It is a pity that Marx was betrayed by his disciples, who sought to build a state party and religion in his name. I identify most closely with the pragmatic approach of James and Dewey, who sought to make philosophy relevant to civilization and who are now reviled by the apostles of fundamentalist doctrine. My most direct inspiration has been Sidney Hook, a controversial philosopher of profound influence, who has dealt with the most perplexing issues of social and political thought. At times he has been a gadfly, seeking by constructive criticism to shed light and provide a rational direction for educating citizens. All of these philosophers were men of both reflection and action. Interested in inquiry, they were not sequestered within narrow boundaries. They considered a central function of philosophy to be practical and ethical, but they did not mean metaethics, the antiseptic treatment of logical niceties neatly separated from the problems of ethical choice. The subject matter of philosophy, as I conceive it, is not simply what other philosophers have said on the metalevel. Philosophers must descend into the concrete world of human practice and belief, sweat and toil like the rest of humanity within the marketplace of ideas and images to find meanings and uncover truths.


    Philosophy and the new media


    Alas, at the same time that philosophy has become the mistress of the university, the influence of the university has waned in contemporary society. No longer the center of intellectual life nor even the main institution educating leaders, it has become in part a hedonic way-station for half a generation of postadolescents. The real center of intellectual influence and power has, regrettably, become the various media of mass communication.


    There are at least three ways of doing philosophy, pursuing the arts and sciences, and furthering research and learning: First, by means of the spoken word as communicated in verbal language, conversation, discourse, and lecture. The oral tradition as a means of communicating and preserving knowledge has deep roots in primitive culture. The first philosophers, Socrates and the Sophists, never wrote anything, but they developed the dialectical skills of talk. Second, by means of the written word. Plato transformed philosophy for successive generations by capturing and embellishing the spoken language in dialogue form. In the process, Plato mistakenly reified language and postulated a realm of ideal essences to explain the meanings of symbols. Essays and treatises became the chief form of inquiry and learning. Written knowledge was enormously facilitated by Gutenberg's invention of movable type. The exponential growth in book, journal, magazine, and newspaper publications was a result. Ideas could be formulated and codified for future generations, while standards of objective analysis and evaluation could be developed. Third, by means of the technological explosion of the twentieth century, which has had an enormous impact that has not been fully appreciated. Since it is so obvious, it is often ignored. The electronic media have radically altered the mode of communication: the telegraph, telephone, movies, radio, television, photocopier, microprocessor, and computer—all enable instantaneous communication. They revert back, however, to a prelinguistic age and at the same time project ahead to a new world of imaginative reconstruction. They use signs, metaphors, images, gestures, sounds, and colors, not concepts per se. Radio, phonograph, telephone, and tape recorder focus on tone and sound, music and the spoken word electronically amplified. Photography, film, and television accentuate images and shadow, color, movement, and gesture. The computer and microprocessor produce readouts on electronic tapes and screens.


    What do these media do to the principles of syntax found in written language, to the criteria of logical validity, to the standards of objectivity based upon conceptual schemes? What happens to explicit argument, abstract ideas and concepts, when the information communicated is implicit and is visual and auditory? The history of philosophy has been concerned with analyzing the structure of perception and the logical form of written languages. But the new world of knowledge is reducible to artificially induced sound waves, celluloid frames, and picture dots transmitted and unscrambled on a TV or computer screen.


    Every age has its sacred institutions, which serve as the fountainhead of influence and power. These are charged with the transmission of important knowledge and values, and they are revered or detested, adored or feared by the general populace. In earlier days, the sacred institutions were the family and the church, the locality or the state, the classroom and the school. Today it is the electronic media: the movie theater, radio, cable, and network television station. The main vehicle for transmitting knowledge and values now assumes the form of dramatic sequences. Suspense and shock, comedy, violence, and tragedy are rendered to imitate and illustrate life and reality. The passive viewer is assaulted and enveloped. Every effort is made to capture his imagination, mold his beliefs and attitudes. He is considered a consumer of ideas and products. The goal is persuasion. Ideas are not critically analyzed or evaluated, but packaged, and marketed. There is little appeal to critical judgment.


    With this rude change comes a profound challenge. The private sanctuary of each individual is invaded by the media; the arts of subtle influence and propaganda intrude into the home. The article or book, which could be absorbed in quiet reflection, is replaced by the cassette, tape, or tube as the main source of information and education.


    No wonder there has been a decline in the art of reading, in literacy, and in intelligent comprehension, as well as an erosion of cultivated taste. Hitler used the radio, the newest electronic gadget of his day, to inflame the masses of Germans in favor of his Third Reich. Roosevelt also skillfully employed the radio in his fireside chats to build support for the New Deal. Today, the power of propaganda has been immeasurably increased by television and films. In totalitarian societies the electronic media are used by the party and the state to indoctrinate the masses with ideological dogmas. In Western capitalist democracies the media are used to entertain, advertise, and sell products and candidates. The new electronic technology has had positive as well as negative results. It has extended our senses and our nervous system in a worldwide embrace. Today computers hold forth the promise of instantaneous translation of any language into another language, and the electronic screen and radio encourage the emergence of a general, worldwide consciousness. Consciousness can be transmitted around the globe with little verbalization. At the same time, a banal wasteland of encapsulated values and narrow horizons threatens to impoverish the marketplace of ideas with low quality and little diversity.


    The revival of religious fundamentalism by means of the electronic church and the growth of the cults of the paranormal are illustrative of the deleterious power that these newer media can have on public attitudes and beliefs. The scientific outlook is perhaps the most important development of modern civilization. It was bred out of a concern for basic research, and it led eventually to the industrial revolution. But its wondrous technological products are often captured by forces antithetical to the scientific outlook. The power of a myth is measured by its immediate appeal to the emotions: it is the glance or the inflection, not the sustained argument or analysis, that often decides the merits of a case. Greco-Roman civilization was overwhelmed by barbarians and Christianity, as was the high culture of Germany by Nazism. Are the Western democracies to be overtaken by evangelists on television in plaid suits and toupees? This is the age of the glimpse, the synopsis; there is little depth of understanding, only passing images. Can philosophical thought play a role in this new situation? Or is its fate to be exile? Is philosophy to be removed from the centers of thought and action?


    The need for reflective wisdom


    Many technical philosophers will consider any discussion of these issues inappropriate to analytic philosophy. But they betray their own failure to understand: meanings cannot be interpreted independently of the media of communication and the contexts in which they are embedded.


    In my view, there is a critical need for philosophy and philosophers to analyze the media by which ideas are transmitted. Two factors are especially relevant here.


    First, the amount of technical information and know-how is being increased by leaps and bounds. Specialties within specialties make it difficult or impossible for an individual to encompass and digest everything within his own field of expertise, let alone to be well-informed about other fields. Compound this by the growth of new technologies and research disciplines, and the problem becomes almost insuperable. For example, medical researchers inform us that excessive cholesterol is injurious to the cardiovascular system; other researchers minimize the harmful effects. A leading researcher publishes results that indicate Vitamin E is healthy for the skin and sexual capacity and contributes to longevity (at least in mice); another denies any support for the claim. A geologist defends the shifting-continents theory. At first his professional peers dismiss his theory as outlandish but later accept it as true. Astronomers and physicists postulate black holes and antimatter, defying common-sense views of the universe.


    Parapsychologists maintain that precognition (the ability to foresee events before they happen) and psychokinesis (the ability of the mind to alter the state of matter without an intervening physical force as causal agent) have been demonstrated in the laboratory. Skeptical scientists examining the evidence maintain that these claims have not been confirmed experimentally. Faith healers claim that they are able to effect miraculous cures, pointing to the testimony of their clients. Physicians deny such miraculous cures and rely solely on scientific explanations.


    Marxists affirm that capitalism is doomed to failure and that the nationalization of the means of production will not only vastly expand productivity and wealth but also provide for a more equitable social system. Some economists maintain that the way to stop inflation is by decreasing taxes (supply-side economics), whereas others disagree, asserting that we must increase taxes (and decrease demand).


    How can we evaluate the many truth-claims that are proliferating in the contemporary world? Here philosophy has an important function to perform, for it can help to keep alive the critical intelligence, reflective wisdom, and skeptical disbelief so essential for the development of knowledge. We are surrounded on all sides by people attempting to sell their wares to unsuspecting and gullible consumers. People are being persuaded to accept and to believe on the basis of faith. Some encouragement of the right not to believe because there is insufficient evidence would seem to be an intelligent response to the information explosion. But this means that the task of the philosophical curriculum, not only in schools of learning but also in the media of communication, is to develop an appreciation for the methods by which we discover and validate reliable knowledge. The best remedy for public gullibility is the cultivation of critical intelligence. To be a scientist or technician in anyone field is no guarantee that he will apply ethics or intelligence outside his field. Dr. Mengele experimented with inmates in Nazi concentration camps, and Eichmann used methodological precision in dispatching innocent victims to the crematoria. Philosophical wisdom must have a wider reach than mere technical know-how. The former is an important quality to develop if an individual is to make his way ethically in the world.


    A second reason for the need to develop the capacity for philosophical reflection is the rapidity of social change, caused in large measure by the pace of technological innovation. The philosophical spirit is too important to be left to the narrow preserve of the specialist. It ought to be the common possession of every educated person. It is difficult to overestimate the rate of social and cultural transformation that is occurring—and the need of a reflective response to it. Only five hundred years ago Europeans first began exploring the globe, and the United States, only two hundred years ago, had three million inhabitants and part of a continent to conquer. Today, Asia, Africa, South America, and Australia are all involved in a new world civilization that is emerging. The solitary individual and the small social or family group, whether in Nairobi, Florence, Peking, or Vancouver, have been wrenched from the world in which they were formerly rooted.


    Technological innovation and social change had been magnified dramatically by the beginning of the space age in 1967 (A.S. 1 = After Space, year 1). For that was the year the human species first hurled vehicles into outer space and was able to overcome the barriers of the earth's gravitational field and to look back in order to view the planet in its majesty and—to some—its unity. In a short time man was able to explore other planets in our solar system. The first voyager was able to leave our sun's gravitational influence, travel beyond it, and transmit radio signals back to earth; space vehicles have now left our solar system. Heroic efforts are being made to contact extraterrestrial civilizations in distant galaxies and to attempt to communicate with intelligent beings from other worlds—if they exist!


    Science fiction has far outstripped our present capacities; it has already advanced far into the age of star wars, depicting a struggle for control of the universe. This has helped lead to a basic confusion in the modern world between the ideal and the actual, the possible and the real. Although the realm of the imagination can posit new inventions, these can only be developed by hard research and application. Not all of them will succeed. Science fiction can easily degenerate into a dream world of sheer fantasy and madness, and in the process it can help defeat the impulse of discovery and creation. It is with the realm of the transcendental that it is forever flirting. Nevertheless, a new world emerges out of scientific discovery, and the new scientific technologies always have an enormous impact upon our ideals and values, cosmologies and cosmogonies, ideologies and sociologies—all products of earlier civilizations. The untapped possibilities presented by a new world outlook and new technologies of space travel, microcomputers, biogenetics, and other fields still to be discovered far outdistance in sheer splendor and audacity the ancient myths of religion.


    Yet human beings often respond by retreating in fear and trembling. They become fixated on ancient loyalties of ethnicity and territoriality, and they abandon the further promises of scientific discovery. Many assume a prostrate posture, reject modern scientific theories of evolution, the social and behavioral sciences, and the findings of biology and physics because these unsettle their deepest-held prejudices and convictions and shake the foundations of their exalted temples of belief.


    The quest for certainty, security, and salvation gnaws at the marrow; many humans chatter before the winds of change, frozen in place by the awesome potentialities of the human species. Frightened by the challenge, they dread an approaching doomsday Armageddon. The images of the future that dominate the imaginations of many in the contemporary world are those that spell disaster: economic destruction, population inundation, resource depletion, and nuclear holocaust. Blinded by myopia, many are unable to synthesize or make meaning out of the information explosion, the technological transformations occurring around them, or the severe social, economic, political, and moral convulsions that have ensued. For some, the only reaction is catatonia, a sense of helplessness and impotence. For others, there is a revulsion and revolt against the modern world and the desire to return to an earlier simplistic age in which Absolutes reigned supreme. Still others become entranced by the paranormal, and they gladly accept anything and everything about it—even the borderlines between the possible and the impossible become blurred. To them, all things are possible; hence anything and everything is true.


    In this context of the unsettling of our ancient ideas and values on the one hand and the promise of new powers and opportunities on the other, we ask: Do philosophers have a mission to play in the future? Or are they to be passed over by a new parade of computer experts and scientific technicians, and new priests and gurus? Are we to be overrun by illiterate specialists, the metaphysically naive, barbarians of virtue, persons devoid of wisdom? There exist on the present scene few philosophers who are willing to be futuristic missionaries. That is perhaps a bad term, yet there is a genuine need for them. Philosophy can help us make some sense out of the confused present and the onrushing future. Two cardinal philosophical virtues that the pagans have bequeathed to us are wisdom and courage: the wisdom to interpret as best we can, in the light of the best knowledge that we have, in terms of evidence and reason, what the world and the cosmos we live in is about; and the courage to dream alternative ideal futures of what the good life can become, and then to resolve to bring them about. It is not by looking backward to the early religions of our primeval roots developed in nomadic or rural societies but by daring to look ahead to a postmodern space age and a technological world-civilization that we can best fashion a new outlook and new moral and social values. And it is here that philosophy can, as it has in the past, assist us to regain our future.


    But we must first recognize that we need a new general philosophical outlook appropriate to the new age. Whether philosophers wedded to the academy are able to meet the challenge or whether others will assume their role is a profound issue. Will humankind slip into a new anti-intellectual age overcome by a fearful religious quest for salvation, fixated on mysticism and authority, or will it move ahead to accept the dazzling opportunities that may await us as an unparalleled age of secular and humanist promise unfolds?
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    The value of life: Things left unsaid


    All living beings undergo continuous processes of replenishment and renewal. Within each species is the constant striving to persist and to reproduce its own kind, in spite of the surrounding forces in the environment that tend to denude or destroy it. All forms of animal life seek food in order to survive and procreate—though most apparently are unaware of the tentativeness of their existence. In the end nature prevails and every single representative is vanquished: the leaf withers and the lilac dies; the sapling that grows into the magnificent elm eventually rots and decays; the young stallion is reduced to a decrepit horse.


    And what of man? He is a creature of intelligence and imagination. He is by now well aware that his life is finite. He sees that the infant, the child, the young person, and the mature adult, all full of possibility and power at one time, eventually grow old and die. Pubescence, adolescence, senescence are all inevitable phases of life. Human beings thus have knowledge of their inexorable demise, and also of the tragic character implicit in the human condition. Life is full of danger: as soon as one is born, one is old enough to die. There is the sudden accident or the incurable disease that can overtake friend and foe alike. These bitter pills are difficult to swallow. Most people will not or cannot in the final summing up accept this ultimate death. Out of their anxieties about it grows the quest for transcendence and religious faith.


    That life is or can be good and bountiful, full of significance and pregnant with enjoyment and adventure, is also apparent to those who have the courage to overcome the fear of death and achieve something in the world. Modern civilization, education, science, and technology have helped us to minimize disease and extend the years of a life of rich enjoyment and harvest, without worrying about our ultimate destiny or God's plans for us. Yet lurking in the background of the consciousness of every person is always the potential for despair, the ultimate dread of his own death. No one can escape it: we are all condemned to die at some time, no matter how we may strive to stave it off.


    My father was struck down at fifty-nine of a heart attack, in the prime of life, but he told us at his bedside that he knew he was dying. He kissed my mother and said that his life in summation was happy. My grandfather, always ebullient, loquacious, beaming with life, on his deathbed at ninety-two clenched his fist and gritted his teeth and told us that he did not want to die. He refused to accept his approaching end. My grandmother, at eighty-three, gasped her last breath in her daughter's arms and was dead without warning before she knew what happened. Her youngest daughter died of a terrible cancer at the age of fifty. Regardless of how we feel about death, each of us too will someday reach, even after a life of fullness and exuberance, a point of no return.


    Let us reflect on the human situation: all of our plans will fail in the long run, if not in the short. The homes we have built and lovingly furnished, the loves we have enjoyed, the careers we have dedicated ourselves to will all disappear in time. The monuments we have erected to memorialize our aspirations and achievements, if we are fortunate, may last a few hundred years, perhaps a millennium or two or three—like the stark and splendid ruins of Rome and Greece, Egypt and Judea, which have been recovered and treasured by later civilizations. But all the works of human beings disappear and are forgotten in short order. In the immediate future the beautiful clothing that we adorn ourselves with, eventually even our cherished children and grandchildren, and all of our possessions will be dissipated. Many of our poems and books, our paintings and statues will be forgotten, buried on some library shelf or in a museum, read or seen by some future scholars curious about the past, and eventually eaten by worms and molds, or perhaps consumed by fire. Even the things that we prize the most, human intelligence and love, democratic values, the quest for truth, will in time be replaced by unknown values and institutions—if the human species survives, and even that is uncertain. Were we to compile a pessimist's handbook, we could easily fill it to overflowing with notations of false hopes and lost dreams, a catalogue of human suffering and pain, of ignominious conflict, betrayal, and defeat throughout the ages.


    I am by nature an optimist. Were I to take an inventory of the sum of goods in human life, they would far outweigh the banalities of evil. I would outdo the pessimist by cataloguing laughter and joy, devotion and sympathy, discovery and creativity, excellence and grandeur. The mark made upon the world by every person and by the race in general would be impressive. How wonderful it has all been. The pessimist points to Caligula, Attila, Cesare Borgia, Beria, or Himmler with horror and disgust; but I would counter with Aristotle, Pericles, da Vinci, Einstein, Beethoven, Mark Twain, Margaret Sanger, and Madame Curie. The pessimist points to duplicity and cruelty in the world; I am impressed by the sympathy, honesty, and kindness that are manifested. The pessimist reminds us of ignorance and stupidity; I, of the continued growth of human knowledge and understanding. The pessimist emphasizes the failures and defeats; I, the successes and victories in all their glory.


    The question can be raised: How shall we evaluate a human life and its achievements—in the long or the short run? What is the measure of value, the scale of hope? From one's immediate world there may be boundless opportunities. Look at the things that one can do, if social conditions permit a measure of freedom and if one has developed the creative verve: one can marry, raise a family, follow an occupation or career, forge a road, cure a malady, innovate a method, form an association, discover a new truth, write a poem, construct a space vehicle. All are within one's ken and scope, and one can see a beginning, a middle, and an end. One can bring to fruition the things one may want, if not in one's lifetime, then in the lifetimes of those who follow and their children's children. France, the United States, the Soviet Union, India, and the New Zion are social entities that human beings have created. The pessimist groans that they have or will disappear in the end, in the long run, if not today or tomorrow, then ultimately. He complains about the ultimate injustice of our finitude. One may know that that is true and even come to accept it. But we are alive today, and we have our dreams and hopes, and the immediacies of experience and achievement can be enormously interesting, exciting, satisfying, and fulfilling.


    Can we enjoy ourselves today and tomorrow without worrying about the distant future? No, says the pessimist. He is unable to live in this world; he is fixated and troubled by its ultimate disappearance. “How can life have meaning if it will all end?” he complains. Out of this grows a vain belief in immortality and ultimate survival.


    “Why not make the most out of this life, if that is all we have?” I respond. Indeed, this life can be full of happiness and meaning. We can make a comprehensive list of all the goods and bads and of all the values and disvalues. For every evil that the pessimist presents, I can counter with a virtue, for every loss, a gain. It all depends on one's focus. A person's world may be full of the immediacy of living in the present, and that is what he may find rich and vital. The life-world involves one's yesteryears. This includes a human being's own small world—the memories of one's parents, relatives, colleagues, friends. It also includes the history of one's society and culture—as memorialized in the great institutions and traditions that have remained. But more, one's life-world shares the recorded histories of past civilizations and the memories of great minds, artists, geniuses, and heroes, as bequeathed to us in their writings and works that remain. There is also the residue of things far past, which, uncovered by science, tell of the evolution of the human species, as the strata of earth and rock dug up reveal more of our history and that of other forms of life. It also encompasses the physical universe, extending back billions of years. The eye of the cosmos unfolds through countless light-years in the telescope of the astronomer: the formation of the rings and moons of Saturn and Uranus, the birth and death of countless suns and galaxies. And what does our present include? Everything here and now on the planet and in the immense cosmos investigated by science. But what does the future hold? One can contemplate his own future: tomorrow, next year, twenty years, or fifty. How far may we go? We can make plans, but we cannot foretell what will be—if anything—one century hence. Of this one may be fairly certain: the universe will continue to exist—though without me or my small influence affecting it very much.


    Thus one can argue the case from two vantage points. First, there are the life goals or scene of action that an individual, his family, and culture experiences, its dimensions of space-time, its phenomenological range in immediacy, memory, and anticipation. And this can be full of significance. Does life have ultimate meaning per se? No, not per se. It does, however, present us with innumerable opportunities. Meaning depends on what we give to it; it is identified with our goals and values, our plans and projects, whether or not we achieve them and find them interesting. There is the fountain of joyful existence, the mood of exhilaration and the satisfaction of creative adventure and achievement—within varying degrees, realism no doubt admonishes.


    Millions of people, however, do not find life interesting, are in a quandary, and are overwhelmed by the problems and conflicts they encounter. Life apparently leaves them with a bad taste: it is ugly and boring, full of anguish and sorrow. They bemoan a cloudy day, complain about the humidity, rail against the past, are fearful of the future. The tragic dimension of life is no doubt exacerbated by those who suffer a great loss or a severe accident. But nature is indifferent to our cares and longings. A raging fire or cyclone may indeed destroy everything we have built and love; and we are forced to submit to the furies. There is thus the desert of despair, the emptiness of lost zest, the collapse of meaning. In some social systems human beings are their own worst enemies, unable to live or breathe freely, imprisoned in the gulags of their souls.


    Yet, within the life-world we occupy, we are capable of intensity, enjoyment, and interest, if we are able to express our proper freedom as independent, autonomous, and resourceful beings, and especially if we live in an open society that encourages free choice. The spark of the good life is creativity—not escape, retreat, or complaint—and the audacious expression of the will to live. My will be done, says the free person—not thine. Yes, it is possible—comparatively and reasonably—in spite of the demands and obstacles presented by nature and society, to achieve the good life. I am referring not to a life of quiescent withdrawal or simple self-realization but to the active display of one's talents and powers and the expression of one's creative imagination. One may dig a deep well where none existed before, compose a lullaby, invent an ingenious tool, found a new society, teach a class, pick up and move to another area, succeed on the job or change it. It can be fun; no doubt there may be some sorrow and tears, but basically it may be worthwhile. Thus the pessimist's dilemma, as dramatized by Schopenhauer, is false: life is supposedly empty because we are either faced with desire (here we are anxious, unfulfilled, restless) or satiated (ennui and boredom set in). We are goaded by desires and wishes, but these can be a source of high anticipation leading to activity to realize them and genuine satisfaction in doing so. This can mean contentment, pleasure, appreciation, excitement—all positive values.


    I am willing to argue the case with the pessimist on the level of the phenomenological, contextual life-world. “What is the matter with you?” I may ask. “Are you sexually repressed? Then satisfy your libido. Are you tired and unhealthy? Then examine your nutrition and exercise. Do you hate your work? Change your career, go back to school. Is someone sick? Try to find a cure. Are you lonely? Then find a lover or companion. Are you threatened by your neighbor? Then form a peace pact or establish a police force. Are you troubled by injustice? Don't just sit there; help mitigate or stamp out evil. Enact new legislation. Come up with a viable solution.” Human ills are remediable to some extent, given the opportunity, by the use of intelligence and the application of human power.


    But it is the second vantage point that troubles so many: the argument from the long run. If I don't survive in the end, if I must die, and if everyone I know must also die—all of my friends and colleagues, even my children and their grandchildren—and if my beloved country or society must perish in the end, then is it all pointless? What does my life really mean then—nothing at all? This quandary and the despair that such reflections can generate is no doubt the deepest source of the religious impulse, the transcendental yearning for something more. Can one extend his present life-world and those of his loved ones and community indefinitely in some form throughout eternity? People ask in torment and dread, “Why is there not something more to my existence?”


    My wife, who is French, sometimes raises these questions when we are alone in bed late at night. And I have heard others raise similar questions. At some point there is the recognition of one's finitude, as one gradually realizes that he or she is growing old and is not eternal. The lines on one's face and the sagging body point to the fact that one's powers are not eternal. Prayers to an absent deity will not solve the problem or save one's soul from extinction. They will not obviate the inevitable termination of one's life-world. They merely express one's longings. They are private or communal soliloquies. There is no one hearing our prayers who can help us. Expressions of religious piety thus are catharses of the soul, confessing one's fears and symbolizing one's hopes. They are one-sided transactions. There is no one on the other side to hear our pleas and supplications.


    Why has secular humanism failed to take hold?


    It is at this point that one may ask if the primary reasons why thoroughly secular philosophies that accept human temporality have not succeeded better than they have are psychological and existential. Why do religious institutions, even the most blatantly fraudulent and immoral, persist in spite of the growth of science, near universal education in advanced countries, the possibility of an end to poverty, and the untapping of years more of healthy living? Is there something genetic and sociobiological in the human species? No doubt there are many powerful social causes to explain the persistence of religion: cultural lag, ethnicity and tradition, communications media that present religion as true and that go unchallenged, religious indoctrination and institutionalization, the union in some cultures of religion and state power and in others with economic power.


    If one looks back to the Enlightenment and the Age of Reason, we see that men dreamed of using science and education to achieve human progress. They believed that in time superstition would disappear. The philosophers of the eighteenth century deplored the ignorance and dogmatism around them, the sinfulness and hypocrisy of the clergy and the churches; and they believed that reason, if applied, would overcome blind religious faith and superstitious credulity.


    That this has not happened is all too apparent. For even highly educated men and women—doctors and lawyers as well as beggarmen and thieves—are wont to believe in salvation by some deity. The end of poverty, the overcoming of disease, and the attainment of affluent standards of living are no guarantee of liberation from their fixation. The churches may wax and wane in influence and appeal, but they do not disappear. And new forms of transcendental religiosity are created overnight to replace those that weaken in their messages. Why does religious tradition have such a profound influence? Why does the weight of the past bear so heavily upon the present that even otherwise rational and skeptical persons find it difficult to resist its allure?


    There is no confirming evidence for the existence of a God, and the so-called arguments to prove his reality are inconclusive. We have been through a protracted debate between philosophy and theology, science and religion. Philosophers have won each point of the debate in each battle. As we shall see in future chapters, there is no conclusive evidence for a divine source or purpose for the universe and no proof of God's existence save man's own wish-fulfillment. Moreover, the major monotheistic religions, Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, all rest on myths of revelation. Yet the theologians continue to win the wars. For each succeeding generation appears to be impervious to the victories of skeptics and the defeats of theologians in the past, and it invests its own meaning in the old religious forms and institutions or creates new and even more irrational ones. Why is this so? Why is the message of Christ risen, Mohammed as the prophet of God, Moses on Sinai, or extraterrestrial divinities and demons of the occult still persuasive for each generation anew?


    Is it because these messages and prophets promise that there is indeed more to this life as lived and endured in the phenomenological life-context and in the universe? And if so, do many or most souls need something more? I reiterate my question: Is secular humanism forever condemned to be a minority point of view of a relatively limited number of skeptics, one that is unpalatable to the broad mass of humanity? Or are there other options?


    The quest for transcendence


    Does man need to believe that there is something more, something that transcends this vale of expectant promises and ultimate defeat? This is the great challenge for the secular humanist, who is forever beset with extravagant claims of the supernatural, miraculous, mysterious, noumenal or paranormal realm. Is what we encounter in our perceptions all that there is? Of course not, for we make inferences, develop hypotheses, uncover hidden causes. Knowledge is a product of observation (direct and indirect) and rational inference. Both experience and reason are drawn upon in ordinary life and in the sophisticated sciences to establish reliable knowledge.


    We surely should not exclude—antecedent to inquiry—any claims to knowledge about nature or life, however radical they may at first appear. One cannot reject dogmatically new dimensions of experience or reality or refuse to investigate their authenticity. The history of science and philosophy is replete with unwarranted, a priori rejectionism. Yesterday's heretic may become today's hero, and today's martyr, tomorrow's savior. One must be open to the possibilities of the discovery of new truths and the nuances of fresh experiences.


    The transcendent has had many synonyms. Philosophers such as Plato have sometimes used it to refer to “ultimate reality.” Plato distinguished reality from the realm of appearances; sensations and observation only denoted the world of objects and particulars in flux. There was a deeper Truth, he said, which only reason and intuition could plumb: the world of universal ideas, in terms of which the contingent world of concrete fact is dependent. The world of Being remains sheltered to the senses, yet it subsists behind it and can be known only by dialectical investigation and reason. Kant referred to the noumenal so as to distinguish it from the phenomenal: the noumenal lies beyond the range of our phenomena; the phenomenal is knowable, and it obeys regularities and laws as structured by the Forms of Intuition and the Categories of the Understanding. Science is rooted in the phenomenal world, as ordered by the mind. But the “real” world is itself unintelligible to our understanding. We can only get a glimpse of the noumenal, perhaps in our moral life.


    We are able to define and stabilize perceptions and ideas by language. Words clothe fleeting sensations, emotions, and thoughts and give them form and structure. We are able to communicate to others the world as we experience and interpret it by relating it to a common world of symbols. But language has many social functions. It enables us to interconnect symbols and to make assertions about the intersubjective world. What lies beyond the rubric of our syntax? Are we imprisoned within its walls? Does the mystic intuition enable us to leap beyond the limits of linguistic discourse?


    There is some ground for arguing that the world as we experience it, talk or write about it in language, is not necessarily as it appears, and that there is something beyond, which the parameters of the human mind and language cannot presently comprehend or describe. The growth of human knowledge belies any conceit that pretends that what we know is fixed or has reached its final or ultimate formulations. For no sooner is a theory or hypothesis enunciated and maintained as true than its limitations may be seen, and newer, more comprehensive ones may emerge to replace it. Any effort to limit or fix the body of knowledge has thus far met with failure. On the other hand, we cannot thereby conclude that nothing we know is reliable or that the world as we view it in ordinary life and science is mere illusion and deception.


    This apparently is the position of those who use the term transcendence with a supernaturalistic and divine meaning, as it has been for many latter-day uses of the term paranormal. It applies in opposition to two modes of knowing: the appeal to evidence and the testimony of the senses and the use of rational intelligence to develop theories and evaluate hypotheses. It also suggests that there are other ways of knowing mystical, intuitive, and revelatory faith, all of which claim to give us a glimmer of the transcendent and allegedly supplement our use of experience and logic. Psychedelic and hallucinogenic drugs suggest that our consciousness is limited by our normal biophysical-chemical brain structures and that we may be able to transcend them and get a hint of another realm of being. Here there is movement toward “mind-expanding” or “consciousness-raising” methods. Transcendental meditation, prayer, and faith-states allegedly open up the possibilities of a new form of awareness. They supposedly bring us to the brink of a nonordinary reality. Similarly, for the alleged world of extrasensory perception or psychic phenomena.


    By using such techniques, the psychic or mystic claims to be put in touch with another realm that transcends the categories of everyday life. language, and science. This is termed the higher realm of being. It shows, the mystic claims, that there is indeed “something more” to life and reality and that this gives proper meaning and perspective to this life. It is the source and ultimate destiny of humans, especially in the long run, says the theist.


    The questions then are clearly drawn. (1) Is there a transcendent realm of being existing beyond this world? (2) Is it unknowable to ordinary experience, logic, and science? (3) Is it knowable only by the intensive use of methods of transcendental and mystical revelation, nonsensory perception and insight?


    It is at this point that the scientific humanist and the mystic are at loggerheads; there are not only different theories of reality but also different methods of knowing. The primary question is epistemological: What is truth and how can I discover it?


    Epistemology is the most important area of inquiry in modem philosophy. Philosophers have raised fundamental questions about the nature and limits of knowledge.1 The basic question posed here is: What can be known? Are there limits to human knowledge? Are things that are unknown indeed unknowable? If this is the case, we have two options. First, one may barter one's life to destiny, affirming that because of the limits of knowledge and the need for something more the transcendental stance is a meaningful response. Is this affirmation of belief a reasonable position? Or is it open to criticism and disapproval? The second option is to adopt the stance of the skeptic, that is, suspend knowledge and deny that such forms of reality are knowable or meaningful. If this is the position taken, then we may ask, “What is skepticism, and what is the range of its application?” Can life here and now be meaningful without a transcendental myth to support and sustain us?
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    Skepticism is a meaningful option for an educated person. It is essential to both the scientific and the secular outlook, and it is especially relevant today. It enables us to live meaningful lives without the alleged benefits and apparent burdens of the myths of transcendence.


    The term skeptikos was originally used by the Greeks. It meant “thoughtful,” “reflective,” “inquiry.” Various forms of skepticism have developed historically. It has been applied to doubts about the knower and the known, the reality of the external world, the existence of God, the possibility of objective standards of value in ethics and politics, and so forth.


    Two main types of skepticism may be distinguished. First, there is total, negative skepticism, in which the very possibility of knowledge or truth is denied, whether it is about the external world or the moral life. In its extreme form this may be reduced to Subjectivism, solipsism, or even nihilism. Second, there is selective positive skepticism, in which skepticism is a methodological principle of inquiry. This constructive attitude is essential to all meaningful inquiry and reflection. There are various shades of skepticism in between. No doubt both forms are instructive. We learn from the first as we contemplate nothingness; but we can live and function only with the second as a viable option if we are to pursue our goals in the world that we encounter.


    Skepticism as unlimited doubt


    The first kind of skepticism has had its proponents from Cratylus, Pyrrho, and Sextus Empiricus in the ancient world to Montaigne, Descartes, and Hume in the modem. Cratylus, an ancient Greek philosopher, apparently agreed with Heraclitus that one cannot step into the same river twice. Since all things are changing, he concluded that communication was impossible: words and speech undergo change and lose their meanings by the time they are expressed and heard. Cratylus supposedly refused to engage in debate and simply wiggled his finger in reply to a question, so as to indicate that there was no possibility of real communication. Pyrrho of Elis lived a skeptical way of life. He attempted to attain peace of mind and happiness, but he refused to assent to any beliefs about the nature of the world. Sextus Empiricus also sought ataraxia (unperturbedness), maintaining that one should merely put forth the evidence pro and con without evaluating its adequacy. The suppression of belief, he said, was the only cure for dogmatism.


    In one sense, the central theme of modern philosophy is skepticism. Given the intense confrontation between religion and science, it became an important weapon in the hands of philosophers and scientists, who wished to liberate themselves from the dead hand of authoritarian theology.


    Cartesian doubt is the supreme illustration of its use. It is the polar opposite of the quest for certainty. Descartes, troubled by the fact that the senses deceive, customs vary, and the so-called authorities of the schools differed among themselves, wished to establish knowledge on a firm foundation. He found that only in mathematics and logic and only by developing clear and distinct ideas and deducing inferences from them could he achieve the certainty that he sought.


    In his Meditations Descartes used an argument now famous to establish a set of firm truths. Descartes expressed unlimited and total doubt. He imagined that some evil genie had been deceiving him and that everything he had ever believed was untrue—his own existence, the existence of the external world, the existence of God. Descartes manifested a state of indecision: alone in a room, he is puzzled, dismayed, confused about knowledge. What is the difference between the dream state of illusion and the waking state of reality, he pondered. Whether Descartes actually lived through such a total experience has been debated by scholars. One could imagine such a state of universal doubt; many have. Why believe anything is true? What is knowledge? What is it about? Why not doubt the senses and perception?


    Descartes thought he had found a way out of the morass. He ingeniously argued that he could not doubt that he is doubting without contradiction, for even to doubt entails that he exists, at least as a conscious doubting being. Since doubting is a form of thinking, he exists as a thinking being (cogito ergo sum). But Cartesian doubt could not, in fact, be universal; for Descartes at the very least presupposed the language in which he wrote. Moreover, he assumed his methodological criteria: the principle of contradiction, intuitive understanding and apprehension, clarity and distinctiveness as the tests of truth. No doubt a thoroughgoing skeptic can question even these: Why accept the law of contradiction? Why not entertain contradictions? The answer of course is that without the rule of contradiction (that something could not both be and not be at the same time) all discourse would be impossible. If one denied it, one could not speak, but only shrug the shoulders or make a face. Even to deny it by argument would assume it. Is unlimited universal doubt possible? Hardly. One can doubt things some of the time, but not all things all of the time—else inquiry and life would be impossible.


    Descartes also attempted to prove the existence of God. He sought to establish the reality of a Divine Being by using a form of the ontological and cosmological arguments. “There must be as much reality in the cause as in the effect,” he affirmed. He has an idea of a Perfect Being, which cannot be caused by him (who is imperfect) but only by a Perfect Being. Why his first premise is justified is unclear; the ontological argument seems to be mere assumption, true by definition. That “the idea of a Perfect Being entails existence” is tautologically true may be held by some people—but only by those who already have that idea and not necessarily by the rest of us. (For a further discussion of the ontological argument see Chapter XI.) The idea is not innate, as Locke observed, but is a product of social convention.


    Given his assumption of a mind-body dualism, Descartes is trapped within a world of inner consciousness; he is unable to prove the existence of the external world. He cannot even establish by his conceptual methodology that he has a body. Only by first proving the existence of God, he asserts, who would not deceive his own creatures, could he then say that physical bodies, including his own, exist. Why not? Since Descartes admits that he is deceived about his own existence, then why not about the world of corporeal bodies? Descartes’ logic was perhaps convincing to the seventeenth-century mind, but it is hardly convincing to the present. Can one indeed prove anything about the physical universe by intuition and deduction? Does not one's concepts need empirical content? A rationalistic test of inner consistency is never sufficient by itself. Rationalism may give some certitude about the deductive relationship between our ideas but never about whether those ideas or pure concepts apply to an external reality. Thus, neither Descartes’ feigned skepticism nor his assumed certainty have been demonstrated.


    Modern empiricists have also been skeptics. They have dealt with the same kinds of problems that Descartes did, but they were no more able to resolve the problem of reality. They began with two similar assumptions: (1) a mind-body dualism and (2) an inner world of ideas, impressions and sensations. Given these premises, they are confronted with the unresolved problem of how we know whether our ideas are accurate descriptions of objects out there.


    Locke considered the mind to be a blank tablet, devoid of innate ideas. He analyzed knowledge by reducing its origin to simple ideas, the basic building blocks derived from experience. From these, he said, we construct complex ideas and draw inferences from them. The starting point of knowledge for the empiricists are phenomena imprinted directly on the senses. How do we know that those things which cause our perceptions—substances in the physical world—are exactly as we experience them? We can never know for sure, said the empiricists; we merely assume that they are. Dualistic materialists such as Locke held that primary qualities (space, solidity, number, etc.) and secondary qualities (taste, color, sound, etc.) are caused ultimately by unknowable substrata. Phenomenalists attack materialism by insisting that we only postulate the existence of independent material substances, but we never observe them directly. “To be is to be perceived,” said Berkeley—nothing more than that. When Berkeley attempted to explain causality and the regularities of experience, he postulated a spiritual agency, God, as the ultimate source of our ideas.


    It was left to David Hume to take this form of skepticism to its unpalatable conclusion. We have no direct evidence or experience of material substances or mental agencies, nor even of our own personal identity. All that we know are bundles of sensations or impressions. But what causes these, or what they are in themselves, is beyond our comprehension. “How do we come about the idea of causation?” asked Hume. He doesn't necessarily deny causality; he shows only that there are no necessary connections or observed powers—only regularities—in our experience. Impressions appear contiguous in space and successive in time. On the basis of this we infer cause-and-effect relationships, but these are rooted in habit and custom and in our assumption that the future will be like the past. Hume is brought to the brink of solipsism. Locked within his own world of private impressions seemingly without rhyme or reason, he tells us that when he pursues philosophy, he becomes immersed in total skepticism. He is determined, he says, to live, talk, and act like other people in the common affairs of life. Notwithstanding his natural propensities, his animal spirits and passions enable him to accept the world. However, he still feels such remains of his former disposition to philosophical skepticism “that I am ready to throw all of my books and papers into the fire, and resolve never more to renounce the pleasure of life for the sake of reasoning and philosophy.”1 I reiterate, Hume never denied the existence of the external world, nor did he deny causality. It is only when he attempted to trace back the origin of such knowledge that he was led to a skeptical quandary.


    Such nihilistic skepticism, though tempting to the rational observer, is patently exaggerated. It cannot be acted upon or lived consistently. The solution to it is suggested by Hume himself, when he draws upon animal spirit and custom, thus allowing the habit of expectation to intervene and enabling him to draw inferences and to function in the world.


    Kant attempted to respond to Hume by arguing that the mind is not simply passive but that there is an active element that we impute to the known. In perceiving and understanding, we impose order and structure on the given; we interpret, organize, and relate the parts of our experience. Percepts cannot be separated from concepts, experience from understanding; they are interfused in our knowledge of the world.


    Solipsistic skepticism is paradoxical. It begins with the common-sense world of objects, seeking to understand how and what we know about them. Tracing our knowledge of them through a causal process of perception, we end up by denying the reality of these objects. But the way out of this paradox is to recognize that there is something puzzling in the causal account of knowing that is offered. Most philosophers maintain that they are engaged in epistemological analysis and that they do not have a psychological theory of experience. On the contrary: the empiricists and phenomenalists have indeed presented an empirical account of how we come to know what we know; they have traced this to simple impressions, sensations, or sense-data as the originative stuff of knowledge. But sense-data are not elementary givens but are highly abstract, theoretical constructs introduced by the epistemologist (after the fact) in his reconstruction of knowledge. Once one begins with phenomenal sense-data or abstract ideas, it is difficult to move beyond them. The egocentric predicament is the end result.


    This philosophical theory rests on a questionable psychological assumption. If one examines experience, we find that the starting point is not a two-dimensional qualitative idea but a three-dimensional context of activity, which presupposes that objects in the world are present. The starting point of knowledge is not sense-data reports or cognitive concepts—both abstractions from the life-world—but a common-sense world of action, behavior, and conduct. To employ the language of pragmatism and behaviorism, it is praxis or practical activity that is the nexus of experience. In the beginning is the deed, not the word; the touch, not the thought; the act, not the percept. Among the first responses of an infant are sucking and grasping, even before it is able to see and recognize persons and objects in its proximity. Seeing and hearing are forms of behavior, conterminous with exploring and finding out.


    A philosophy of action takes us beyond some of the traps of earlier theories of experience, though it is not without its own puzzles. The point is that human experience is not a passive receptacle, nor an inward domain of personal consciousness, but involves an outward expression of thought, sensation, feeling and an active display of our psychological dispositions and motives in a behavioral world. Such behavior presupposes not only an agent dynamically and intimately involved in the scene but objects and events that stimulate one's responses and are in turn modified and changed by them. The external world is a precondition for internal awareness. I am not denying that consciousness exists but only affirming that it is an organic reaction coextensive with the environment; it is a two-way current in which traffic ebbs and flows, influences and changes both our inner and outer world. And this is related to our purposes, ends, goals, and objectives, as we transact in a world that we seek to use, enjoy, and manipulate.


    The fallacy of both empiricism and rationalism is to isolate only two elements in human experience: perception and cognition. But there are also feelings, attitudes, and motives, in terms of which we respond and relate to the environment. Added to this are multifarious other forms of motor-affective responses: locomotion, copulation, digestion, retreat, advance, exploration, etc. Action is complex, and there are many levels and types of interactive functions.


    In addition to this is linguistic communication, so essential to the growth of mind, science, and knowledge. “Can there be a totally private language?” asks Wittgenstein. No, not really, to make sense. For there is intersubjective communication in terms of which we can use language reflectively, to name and denote objects: the wax candle of Descartes, Berkeley's tree in the forest. Thus, Subjectivistic solipsism makes no sense because all the solipsists write and attempt to persuade others of their philosophical insights, and they assume a common world of entities and objects which they designate and name. Language is not used in a solely passive sense but has a variety of functions. It is used in the imperative mood, to command others to do our bidding; and they often do, which verifies our assumption that there are common objective realities and our expectations of how they will react to our wishes and desires. There is the expressive use of language, which conveys our feelings and emotions to others and seeks to arouse in them similar compassionate attitudes. Mind is a form of “minding,” the active verb, not the passive noun. Language is understood not by referring to abstract essences or meanings but by examining the actual function of linguistic terms and sentences in contexts of interaction. We calculate sums, order and catalogue things, make promises and contracts, ask questions, tell jokes, supplicate the deity, etc.


    This demonstrates at least two points: First, the knower, perceiver, or actor requires objects with which he acts; these stimulate responses within him and they are modified by his range of behavior. Second, the knower, perceiver, or actor uses language to communicate with others, whether by employing a primitive sign language of grunts, groans, and grimaces or by using a highly developed language of symbolism. Again, these presuppose a community of actors. Thus some realistic conclusion seems unarguable. There is a recalcitrant world out there. To deny that would be to divorce our experiences from their roots and make them completely unintelligible.


    The philosophy of the act, as I have intimated, is not without its theoretical problems. Perhaps there is an act-centered or praxis-centered predicament, if you will. We may ask: How does action, transaction, interaction or coaction relate to a world of objects in nature? How does active experience relate to that which is known! These are important questions, and there is a skeptical residue. One is not reduced to total skepticism, however, but only to a qualified and selective one. For though we may intersubjectively describe objects and events as encountered and seek to explain how they behave the way they do and why, we never know them entirely independently of our transactions. This entails some form of critical realism. We know things, not simply because we abstract their essences or receive sense-data reports, and then infer what they are, but also because of our active, experiential interactions with them. The known is not equivalent to the knower, however, but retains some independent reality separate from the act of knowing. Yet we cannot say what this is entirely. Kant's unknowable “thing-in-itself” does not seem to have completely disappeared. To say, however, that human praxis is a necessary precondition for knowing, touching, using, or seeing objects in the world does not mean that they are equivalent to them. They are not translatable. The world is not reduced to pure acts: to be is not the act. Action is at least bipolar. The agent and the object both come within one's scene of action. We cannot translate a necessary condition of knowledge into both a necessary and sufficient condition, a hypothetical claim into one of identity.


    We may assert, without making a leap of faith, that objects have objective properties, in part separate and distinct from our interactions with them. The whole of science demonstrates the fact that things change and interact independently of our will or fancy. There is a brute facticity to existence, a real, objective independence. Perhaps this is the basic postulate of science and life. But surely it is not irrational, nor is it a mere act of animal faith to assert it. Indeed, we can affirm with some measure of assuredness that if someone would seek to deny it, he would be out of touch with the world. He could not do so consistently. For the existential context is the bedrock precondition for all human activities and purposes succeeding. There is a real world; it resists and opposes our temptations and desires; it can be modified and is malleable, but only up to a point. The child who cuts himself by falling off a fence, the cat who drowns in a pond, the tree destroyed by lightning, the brick wall that blocks my walking through it are all empirical testimonies to the obdurate character of a world distinguishable from our fantasies. If we are to satisfy our desires, fulfill our ambitions, achieve our purposes, we need to find out what it is, what we can and cannot do, and either modify the environment or come to terms with it. What the objects in our world are—their properties and characteristics, how they interact, whether they seem to follow regularities and are explainable in terms of general principles and laws—is another question. There are always puzzles and quandaries that we face. Here, some form of limited skepticism is an essential component of the process of inquiry; for doubt is, as we shall see, an essential element in the process of investigation.


    Skepticism as selective doubt


    Thus far I have developed a teleonomic theory of knowledge. To say that we know something is to assert a fact about human behavior, as we encounter the external world. Knowledge is a property of human action in a world of objects, but it is not an absolute picture of reality. It is we who claim that something is understood and appreciated as true. It is this form of knowledge that we believe in and are prepared to act upon. If what we believe is true, then it can have important consequences for our goals and purposes. That tuberculosis is caused by a bacillus and that certain antibiotics can arrest its development is not only known but acted upon. That the moons of Jupiter encircle the planet in predictable orbits is knowledge that has pragmatic significance as a spacecraft is programmed to pass through Jupiter's gravitational field. We cannot say that all knowledge is instrumental, as the pragmatists thought. Although the pragmatic theory of knowledge depicts how we think in ordinary life and in the applied sciences, it does not do as well in accounting for research in the theoretical sciences, except in a general analogous way. It is thus not necessarily a comprehensive theory of knowledge, and any account must allow for the pluralistic dimensions of inquiry.


    Nevertheless, the pragmatic theory does vividly illustrate the fact that belief is often formulated in response to a state of doubt. In his famous essay “The Fixation of Belief,” Charles Peirce denied the actuality of Descartes’ generalized state of doubt.2 Doubt is specific, said Peirce, not universal. It grows out of a concrete context in which genuine puzzlement is present. This doubt is not feigned, but is real and living. Dewey sought to relate doubt to the purposes of the investigation. For the pragmatist it is directly related to an existential problematic situation in which our behavior is blocked and our habits thrown into question. It is in this context that inquiry is initiated; we seek a hypothesis that will resolve the problem and enable action to continue. If successful, our hypotheses are incorporated into the body of belief, published in encyclopedias and textbooks, and accepted as true knowledge.


    Dewey thought that even theoretical scientists and mathematicians faced problems and that their theories were introduced to settle their doubt, enabling them to make predictions and draw inferences. This theory no doubt claims too much. But it does at least make it clear that there is a vital role that ambiguity and uncertainty play in the course of inquiry in initiating and resolving problems. It is not subjective doubt that the pragmatists focus upon; they are concerned with how we go about fixing reliable belief in the community. And here the methods of science and critical intelligence are the most effective methods to be employed. For we use objectively related criteria, tested over the years by their demonstrated effectiveness in the course of inquiry.


    Skepticism is thus an essential component of inquiry and a necessary aspect of critical intelligence. Without it, science and the development of human knowledge would not be possible. It is both positive and creative.


    One is always tempted to raise the question, “What is real?” Such terminology unfortunately does not have a clearly identifiable meaning. One meaning that may be ascribed to it is this: (1) the real is a term that describes concrete objects and events encountered in a situation of interaction; (2) it refers to their objective properties and characteristics; and (3) it refers to the uniform regularities that objects and events display independently of our own wishes, fancies, or desires. To know what the objective properties, characteristics, and regularities of objects and events are in any specific case depends upon the context of the investigation. Objects and events can manifest a multiplicity of properties and regularities, depending upon the level of interaction and the focus of observation.


    For example, suppose we are in a baseball stadium observing a game. Many modes of description may no doubt apply, if we are to understand it. There are individual players, who demonstrate skills and excellences. There are material components present besides the players: bats, balls, uniforms, and bases. There is a stadium filled with loudly cheering fans, including you. To understand the game of baseball, we need to compute the batting averages and errors of the players for the past seasons. This is published in the program. The game of baseball needs also to be understood analytically in terms of the runs agreed upon by the ball clubs and the interpretations of the umpires. Baseball may also be understood as a sociocultural phenomenon with a relatively recent history and an important role in some societies. Each player may be depicted psychologically in terms of his personality traits and dispositions, and these may be compared with those of his fellow players. Baseball also may be interpreted economically. Each player has a contract; an economic index in terms of his drawing power with the fans and the demand for him by other teams can be made. The players may be described purely biologically and physically in terms of heights, weights, bone structure, physical strength. Moreover, there is physicochemical structure to their behavior that can be understood. Which of these properties refers to the real game? In a sense all of these characteristics are pertinent to our description of the players, the team and the game: physical, chemical, biological, psychological, analytic, economic, and sociological. We must thus resist any simple reductive analysis that attempts to break up the observable to a set of entities or principles on a lower level, to its material components or its ideal structures. But rather we need to provide a pluralistic contextual account of what is observed: both the concrete events and their explanations in terms of general principles.


    Any number of hypotheses can usefully describe, characterize, and explain behavior, depending upon the context of analysis and the purpose of the inquiry. I have elsewhere labeled this the “principle of coduction,” as a methodological device employed to coduce a number of explanations on different levels to account for an object or event.3 In the preceding illustration, we don't doubt that there is a game, players, and a stadium. The ball may be hit right into the stands and strike you or someone close by you! If this is the first time you have ever been to a game, you may be puzzled by the events about you and try to decipher what is going on. Why did the umpire call a batter out? There were three strikes. Why did he walk him? There were four balls. Even if you are a veteran fan, the game is full of indeterminacy and suspense. Will the outfielder catch the high fly and get it to the third baseman on time? Will the next player strike out? Who will win the game? Or you may ask, was Reggie Jackson safe as he slid into second base? The umpire and the fans can dispute that. What was Pete Rose's batting average? We can look it up. What were the terms of Joe DiMaggio's contract? They may not have been disclosed. Who was the best ballplayer of all time? All of these points may be arguable. In this case, doubt is always specific. For we can always question what we are observing. And we can raise questions about how to interpret what has happened.


    Unlimited doubt, as I have said, is self-defeating, contradictory, nonsensical—we cannot doubt everything, all of the time, only some things, some of the time. There are, however, forms of doubt that are meaningful. And I wish to distinguish three kinds. First, there are the principles of fallibilism (proposed by Charles Peirce) and probabilism; second, the burden-of-proof argument; and third, the essential role of doubt as a component of the process of inquiry.


    Peirce argued that we can never say that something was absolutely certain, had reached its final formulation, or was ultimately unknowable. There is always the possibility that we may be in error. Our observations may need to be corrected. We may have misinterpreted the data. We may be mistaken. No one is infallible. And we must always leave open the possibility that what we today affirm strongly may in time need to be revised. The history of thought is full of such developments. Knowledge needs to be revised continually; at least we should not foreclose inquiry. Even the most firmly held postulates and theories have at some time been questioned by later investigations; and even the most revered truths of mankind, whether in religion, ethics, politics, philosophy, or science, have often been replaced. Only a fool will refuse to see the possibility that he may be in error, or a fanatic, that his first principles and final conclusions are beyond criticism. The pope may claim infallibility, but surely no one besides certain Catholics are so presumptuous as to think that the pope has a special monopoly on truth.


    There is another reason why fallibilism should be an intrinsic element in human knowledge. That is that the sample on the basis of which we may make a generalization or infer a theory may be limited or partial. New data may be uncovered. These may be bizarre, anomalous, and unexpected. The old theories thus may have to give way to new, more comprehensive explanations. Here probabilism is a better term than fallibilism, for it points to the fact that a sample is never complete or final. Although on the basis of our observations thus far we may rather confidently assert that all crows are black, we may find a white mutant, however unlikely that may be.


    Nor should we be a purist and thereby conclude that no knowledge is possible. Because we can never be absolutely certain that we have not made a mistake, that new facts will not be uncovered, or that our present generalizations and theories will not be modified at some time in the future, can we conclude that no knowledge is reliable? There is a well-established body of knowledge: science, history, medicine, the practical arts all belie this form of skepticism. Some measure of doubt, however, is a therapeutic element in the quest for knowledge, whether in the sciences or in ordinary life. There are, however, degrees of doubt and probability. If no inference can be said to be absolutely or finally certain and if we reserve the right to concede that we may be wrong, this does not mean that we do not have relatively strong degrees of reliability in many cases. Where? First in mathematics and logic. If one's axioms and postulates are assumed, we can deduce conclusions and theorems with deductive necessity. That two and three are five, that a straight line is the shortest distance between two points, or that a triangle is a three-sided figure cannot be doubted, if I understand the nature of number, arithmetic, and the principles of Euclidean geometry. Of course, we may question their foundations—as has been done in the history of thought. And given different postulate systems (non-Euclidean geometries for example), one may deduce different conclusions. Still, analytic tautological truths are necessary and certain, if we presuppose certain assumptions.


    And there are other hypotheses and beliefs that I can assert without much hesitation: that I see my hand that I hold up before me, that it is raining outside at the present moment, or that the river has crested and is flooding its banks. Given the testimony of the senses, under normal conditions, I need not doubt that what I observe is as I describe it. Of course, I may be mistaken. I may be sleepy or color-blind or drunk, and misperceiving. It may be a mirage or a dream, or I may be hallucinating. The testimony of the senses is often confused and distorted. Thus, we cannot assert with absolute certainty that what is observed is always true—only probable. Two men are standing at a bar drinking heavily. One says to the other: “You better stop drinking, your face is getting bleary!” Where is the bleariness—in the perceiver or perceived? This does not deny that for all practical purposes we may assert that some observed facts are true.


    To say that I have observed something to be the case is one thing; however, to interpret or explain it is, of course, another. Similar considerations apply to more complex scientific hypotheses and theories. Often even the most well-established principles have been overthrown by later experiments and theories. Ptolemaic cosmological explanations gave way to Newtonian physics, and this was modified and supplemented by modem Einsteinian physics, which may still be brought into question. Thus no scientist can affirm with complete certainty that his theories have reached their final formulation, that they are perfect, eternal, and beyond question. Only theologians reserve the right to maintain their infallibility. The better part of prudence thus is to adopt the principles of fallibilism and probabilism.


    Another consideration in support of selective skepticism is the burden-of-proof argument. We are constantly bombarded on all sides by the claims of those who insist that they have the truth. Whether it is belief in religion, politics, ideology, philosophy, science, the paranormal, ethics, or ordinary life, the question may be asked: Is what they claim true? Was there an eclipse in 322 BCE? Did Christ rise from the dead? Will vitamin C prevent colds? Have space astronauts been visiting the planet earth from another galaxy? Is there life on Mars? Is reincarnation true? May people be possessed by the devil? What is the temperature at the center of the earth? Was Tchaikovsky a homosexual? Did he commit suicide? Will the stock market advance? What is the age of the universe?


    For many of these questions, we may not have the answers. We may be unable to ascertain the facts. Some of our knowledge is based upon our own direct perceptions. And we may be rather certain of its accuracy. Some of it is based on the testimony of the senses of other people, second-hand or third-hand; if we think that they are competent observers, we may be willing to accept it. In other cases, the questions at issue are so complex that only the authorities in the field can resolve the matter. Who are the experts? Does every field have one? What do we do when they dispute about the relevant facts and the appropriate theories?


    It is clear that where we think the observation or testimony of others or the judgment of experts is reliable, we may defer to them. But in other cases, where someone makes a claim, the burden of proof is upon him to provide the supporting evidence and proofs. If someone maintains that mermaids exist, the burden of proof is not upon me to show that they do not but upon the claimants to show that they do. Old seafaring men reputedly claim to have seen them, especially after weeks and months at sea. The proponents of a claim often ask, “Can you disprove what we have said?” For example, can you prove that God or angels do not exist, or that Sasquatch does not exist, or that UFOs are not manned by extraterrestrial beings from afar? If you cannot, then we have the right to believe, they insist.


    Now I suppose that anyone has the right to believe anything that he or she wishes. The questions are whether what they wish to accept is actually true and whether they can distinguish their wishes from objective reality. Here doubt becomes an essential component of rationality. I don't have to prove to my five-year-old granddaughter that Santa Claus does not exist. One may never be able to do that satisfactorily to the inquisitive mind. For if I take the child to the North Pole, she may wonder whether Santa Claus is at the South Pole, or whether he has dematerialized. All beliefs should be considered to be hypotheses; whether or not they are true depends upon the range of evidence and the kinds of reasons that are adduced to support them. If there is insufficient evidence, then the best option may be to suspend judgment pending further inquiry. I am not denying that we can falsify some claims as ridiculous or patently false. Whether tar water can cure the hives or whether the moon is made of green swiss cheese can presumably be tested and confirmed or disconfirmed rather conclusively.


    Therefore, some questions can be resolved by reference to a range of evidence; some can be disconfirmed in the same way. Some questions may, however, be beyond present confirmation or proof. And for those, if they are meaningful options, the best course is to suspend judgment, to assume the posture of the skeptic and not postulate a conclusion until the relevant facts are in.


    In some cases, of course, we may have some evidence, but this may not be sufficient. We may suspect that something is the case, yet not be able to say that it is so. Here we can frame a hypothesis and say that it is supported to such and such a degree, that it is probable or improbable without being willing to say so conclusively either way.


    This is the method that is used in the sciences. And one must grant that it is the sciences that have been the most effective in developing knowledge. Science presupposes some skepticism, but it also contributes to the positive achievement of knowledge.
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