Transcending Depersonalism in Contemporary Science
I start this paper on “Transcending Depersonalism in Contemporary Science by making reference to the work of 

At the start of a 1947 address to UNESCO related to UNESCO’s mission called effectively to use education, science, and culture to contribute to international security and concrete work for peace among peoples, 

Maritain’s 1947 address touched on solving five interrelated and historically-rooted problems that he considered necessary conditions to building a supranational community of peoples and the future work of peace: (1) absolute national sovereignty; (2) Machiavellianism; (3) Realpolitik; (4) transcending the Babelism of modern thought; and (5) reconciling wisdom and science, especially in modern technology.
 

Maritain was convinced that the centuries-old claim to absolute national sovereignty would be a major contemporary political problem because, morally and practically considered, it makes the international behavior of modern nations states incoherent,  politically unjustifiable, absurd. It is an attempt at political justification through Machiavelliamism that makes appeals to natural law or just war theory, at worst, irrelevant and, at best, incoherent. How can any nation, especially those involved in condemning the behavior of Nazi Germany, morally justify simultaneous appeals to absolute sovereignty and natural law after the horrors of World War II? How can any modern nation appeal to just war theory based upon natural law when the modern nation-state’s essence, its self-definition, presumes that national interests trump everything else, including a natural law? While intellectually, philosophically, modern nation-states make appeals to just-war theory based upon natural law to justify international behavior, simultaneously, the present national world political order presumes the right of absolute sovereignty, and absurdly appeals to the doctrine that “might makes right,” that national interest trumps all other interests, to justify whatever nation-states choose to do.
 

Maritain calls the claim that politics should be indifferent to a real good and evil “a homicidal error.”
 He recognizes that the teaching that might makes right, while it might procure short-term success, eventually produces long-term failure. In the real world we all inhabit in our daily lives, Machiavellianism eventually produces an absolute tyranny that devours moderate tyranny. Complete Machiavellianism only succeeds over partial Machiavellianism.


Maritain tells us, further, that only the right spiritual, the right moral and metaphysical, climate, one capable of affirming the existence of real heroes, can produce that power of authentic political justice that can conquer the principle and power of Machiavellianism.


Maritain relates the problem of Realpolitik to the problems of Machiavellianism and our arrival into the atomic age. He realizes that discovery of atomic weapons caused us to enter a crucial historical age in which, under the pain of global suicide, we would have to transcend (1) Machiavellianism and (2) “the Babelism” of modern thought and its divorce between modern physical science and wisdom initiated by René Descartes or face civilizational extinction and global war.

He maintained that we will never achieve a stable and enduring peace in this world so long as, in the structures of civilization and human awareness, we maintain the divorce between wisdom and science that Descartes initiated and we start rigorously submitting the applications of science to moral right and the true ends of human life. We cannot be wrong about what being human means and expect to be right in our scientific and political arrangements. Maritain maintained that science’s dignity depends upon the dignity of the human person. To protect and preserve scientific dignity, to turn modern technology’s applications to the world’s good, not its destruction, we need to recover a correct understanding of the human person and infuse the power of this understanding and the disciplines of wisdom that support it into physical science. We need to reintegrate into physical science and culture truths from our classical ethical, metaphysical, and religious heritage.


He reasoned, however, that, given the contemporary world’s widely differing theological and metaphysical traditions, on a practical level, the best way for peoples of the world today to come to some sort of common agreement about what we are as people, what is wisdom, and how we should go about reintegrating these notions into physical science would be through appeal to existence of a natural law. He reasoned that, if a natural law truly exists, it would depend upon a common understanding of the human person, and we should reasonably expect to find evidence of its existence and the notion of the dignity of the person that supports it historically in the world body of common law.
Given the five interrelated and historically-rooted problems that Maritain thought we had to solve following World War II, he thought UNESCO would have to serve the future goal of creating a lasting world peace in two ways: practically and theoretically: (1) Practically, by developing a declaration of human rights, an ensemble of practical principles or conclusions upon which we might commonly agree. Maritain conceived of such a declaration as a collection of fundamental practical principles of human rights and dignity to serve as principles of action, a sort of unwritten common law or practical convergence of what he called “analogically common principles” of action of different spiritual traditions. (2) Theoretically, by developing theoretical principles of a new humanism needed to assist science, culture, and education to serve the work of peace.


Thus Maritain thought that UNESCO would serve the work of peace by preparing in our individual thoughts and national consciences deeply set convictions about such practical principles as that: (1) before everything else, a good politics is just; (2) each of us should devote ourselves to awakening in each other mutual understanding and a sense of civilized community; (3) placing national interests above everything is the sure way to lose everything; (4) we cannot conceive a community of free people if we do not recognize that truth is the expression of what is right, just, not what serves, at any given moment, to better the interest of a single group; (5) we cannot permit killing innocent people because they become a useless and costly burden or because they stand in the way of the progress of whatever group; (6) the human person has a dignity of fundamental rights and fundamental duties that the community good supposes and must respect; (7) the common good surpasses particular interests; and (8) workers have a right to social changes.

Maritain was convinced that, if a state of peace that truly merits the name, a solid and durable peace, should one day be established among peoples, it would depend on more than political arrangements, economic and financial determinations made by diplomats and politicians, and establishment of a truly supranational coordinating organization provided for effective means of action. It would also depend upon a deep adhesion achieved in the human consciences to practical principles such as those he recalled, on that supplement of the soul of which he said Bergson had declared that our world, enlarged by technology, has need, and on a fraternal love that comes from God that has always shaken human conscience.

Given Realia’s mission to serve humanity by supporting conditions for promoting world peace, I think Martain’s 1947 UNESCO address is especially helpful to us by driving home his conviction that the post-World War II world would be in danger of falling into future global conflict unless we were capable of resolving the centuries-old separation of wisdom and physical science in the West. The biggest danger he saw befalling the world would come from within the West, not from without, from a physical science practiced within a corroding culture that, having lost its theological faith, had lost its philosophical mind.

He thought that our inability to transcend the modern divorce of wisdom and physical science would be the chief proximate cause of the three other problems facing modern nation-states: (1) absolute national sovereignty; (2) Machiavellianism; and (3) Realpolitik. He saw some hopeful signs within his time that this divorce might be amicably settled, and a world community might arise, but he had serious doubts. He noted especially that Dr. Robert M. Hutchins, President of the University of Chicago, had recently founded a committee composed of intellectuals and educators, inspired by initiatives taken from The Federalist at the time of the battles for the American Constitution, to design a world constitution and publish a monthly review, Common Cause.  And he proudly noted that one of the paragraphs of the Fourth French Republic was formulated thus, “With the reservation of reciprocity, France agrees to limits of sovereignty necessary for the organization and defense of peace.”


Within a year of Maritain outling his recommendations about how to start transcending this centuries-old breach between wisdom and physical science in the quest for future global peace, Maritain’s close friend, Étienne Gilson, wrote a little known, but prophetic, opuscule, The Terrors of the Year 2000, published by St. Michael’s College of the University of Toronto, Canada, 1949.
 I turn now to that work because I think it adds prudent insights about the depth of the difficulty we now face that Maritain had not considered in his 1947 address.


Reflections upon the devastations of the twentieth century, some of which he had experienced as a prisoner of war during World War I, caused Gilson to regard the modern divorce between wisdom and physical science more severely, pessimistically, and, in my opinion, somewhat more soberly than does Maritain in his UNESCO address. In this work, Gilson goes farther than Maritain, is more rightly Orwellian, and more clearly sees the centuries-old divorce between wisdom and physical science tending to deteriorate into a life and death struggle in the future.

 
Like Maritain, Gilson sees the atomic bombing of Hirsohima following the genocidal holocaust against the Jews as having led us to a new era where, he says, “science, formerly our hope and our joy, would be the source of greatest terror.”
 At the close of World War II, Gilson maintains, human science made its most astounding discovery: “the great secret that science has just wrested from matter is the secret of its destruction. To know today” he says has become “synonymous with to destroy.”


 “The age of atomic physics” he predicts, “will see the birth of a new world, as different from our own age as ours is from the world before steam and electricity.” This new age presents us with a tragic dilemma. We know so many things today that our science might prevent our ability to control our own domination. In former times, Gilson says, we human beings mastered nature by obeying her. From now on, he claims, we master nature by destroying her.


Gilson thinks that atomic physics will only be the start. Succeeding the era of physics, he predicts we will witness “the still more redoubtable one of biology.” He maintains that we are on the verge of biotechnology manipulating life. Given the inseparable possibility of human use of good and evil, he predicts that, as this occurs, the breadth of our power and its nature “will become terrifying.”

Already, during his time, Gilson tells us that the “horrible” and symbolic term, “Pasteurian arms,” a reference to biological warfare, has become common. Given this new and destructive turn of science, Gilson forewarns:

The biology of tomorrow will allow more subtle, but not the less formidable, interventions in human destiny. Can we imagine the repercussions which the free determinations of the sexes will have some day, perhaps in the near future? Can we picture what would happen in a world where we could not only turn out males and females at will, but select them and produce human beings adapted to various functions as do breeders with dogs or horses or cattle? In that future society which will know how to give itself slaves and even the reproducers which it needs, what will become of the liberty and dignity of the human person? For once, the most daring prophecies of H. G. Wells appear tame, for in The Island of Dr. Moreau they were still only working to transform wild brutes into men; in the future society, it is men whom they will be transforming into brutes—to use them to foster the ends of a humanity thenceforth unworthy of the name.


Gilson maintains that these are no idle fears. He says that they portend real horrors. “If the drama which we live does not announce the end of the world,” he states, “it is a rather good dress rehearsal. Shall we see worse than Buchenwald, Lydice and Oradour-sur-Glane? Perhaps it is not impossible, but it is difficult to believe.”


At this point in his reflection, Gilson pauses anxiously, looks about, and asks, “But where is the Antichrist?” His answer, “right there!” There he is: Friedrich Nietzsche.


A serious accusation. But is it justified? Gilson maintains that, according to Nietzsche, yes. “Ecce homo, said Friedrich Nietzsche, of himself: behold the man!” (More precisely, in the section “Why I Write Such Excellent Books,” Nietzsche calls himself “the Antichrist.” In the section, “Thoughts Out of Season,” he calls himself “the first Immoralist.”)
 Gilson asks whether any man more deserves the title of Antichrist than he who brought Zarathustra’s terrifying message to the modern world? Gilson thinks not. The message that Nietzsche murmurs to himself is the short sentence: “They do not know that God is dead.” With Nietzsche, the transvaluation of values starts in earnest. Man wishes to make himself divine, usurp God’s place, become God.


According to Gilson, Nietzsche’s “demonic grandeur” is that he knows what he is saying and doing. He knows that God is dead. For this reason, Gilson claims, Zarathustra’s “name is Ante-christus as well as Anti-christus. ‘Have you understood me?’ he asks. Dionysus face to face with the Crucifix.” He comes “before” and “against” Christ.


Gilson considers Nietzsche’s declaration “the capital discovery of modern times.” Compared to Nietzsche’s discovery, Gilson maintains that, no matter how far back we trace human history, we “will find no upheaval to compare with this in the extent or in the depth of its cause.” Clearly, Gilson thinks that Nietzsche’s declaration of God’s death signals a metaphysical revolution of the highest, widest, and deepest order. Nietzsche is metaphysical dynamite. He knows it, readily admits it. “This is not just our imagination,” Gilson states. All we have to do is read Nietzsche’s Ecce Homo to find proof that what Gilson says is true:

I know my fate. A day will come when the remembrance of a fearful event will be fixed to my name, the remembrance of a unique crisis in the history of the earth, of the most profound clash of consciences, of a decree enacted against all that had been believed, enacted and sanctified right down to our days. I am not a man. I am dynamite.


Clearly, to Gilson, the terrors of the year Two Thousand are, in root cause, metaphysical. Like Maritain, he thinks that the chief clash of civilizations we face today is not between the politics of West and East, or the West and other political orders. It is a metaphysical clash between the ancient and modern West, which, for Maritain and Gilson, would have included the Middle East.


Gilson maintains that, from time immemorial, we in the West have based our cultural creed and scientific inspiration upon the conviction that gods, or a God, existed. All of our Western intellectual and cultural institutions have presupposed the existence of a God or gods. No longer. All of a sudden, God no longer exists. Worse, He never existed! The implication is clear: “We shall have to change completely our every thought, word and deed. The entire human order totters on its base.”


If our entire cultural history depended upon the unswerving conviction that God exists, “the totality of the future must needs depend on the contrary certitude, that God does not exist.” The metaphysical terror now becomes evident in its depths. Nietzsche’s message is a metaphysical bomb more powerful than the atomic weapon dropped on Hiroshima: “Everything that was true from the beginning of the human race will suddenly become false.” Moreover, mankind alone must create for itself a new self-definition, which will become human destiny, the human project.


What is that destiny, project? To destroy. Gilson tells us Nietzsche knows that, as long as we believe that what is dead is alive, we can never use our creative liberty.  Nietzsche knows and readily admits his mission is to destroy. Hence, he says:

When truth opens war on the age-old falsehood, we shall witness upheavals unheard of in the history of the world, earthquakes will twist the earth, the mountains and the valleys will be displaced, and everything hitherto imaginable will be surpassed. Politics will then be completely absorbed by the war of ideas and all the combinations of powers of the old society will be shattered since they are all built on falsehood: there will be wars such as the earth will never have seen before. It is only with me that great politics begin on the globe.  . . . I know the intoxicating pleasure of destroying to a degree proportionate to my power of destruction.


If Nietzsche speaks the truth about his project, which Gilson thinks he does, Gilson maintains that he is announcing the dawn of a new age in which the aim of postmodern culture, its metaphysical project, is to make war upon, to overthrow, traditional Western truths and values. To build our brave new world order, we have to overthrow the metaphysical foundations of Western culture. “Before stating what will be true, we will have to say that everything by which man has thus far lived, everything by which he still lives, is deception and trickery.” As Nietszche says, “He who would be a creator, both in good and evil, must first of all know how to destroy and to wreck values.”


In fact, Gilson maintains, our traditional Western values are being wrecked all around us, everywhere, under our feet. He says he stopped counting “the unheard of theories thrown at us under names as various as their methods of thought, each the harbinger of a new truth which promises to create shortly, joyously busy preparing the brave new world of tomorrow by first of all annihilating the world of today.”


What, then, are we who oppose Nietzsche’s project to do in the face of such a cataclysm? Nietzsche’s plan, his mission, is to destroy “today to create tomorrow.” Gilson considers forgivable that we should not have anticipated Nietzsche’s advent. “But,” he says, “that we should not understand what he is doing while he is doing it right under our eyes, just as we were told he would do it—that bears witness to a stranger blindness. Can it really be that the herd of human being that is led to the slaughter has eyes and yet does not see?” Gilson’s explanation for such a depth of blindness is that announcement of a catastrophe of such an order usually leaves us “but a single escape: to disbelieve it and, in order not to believe, to refuse to understand.”


Those who reject the escape of sticking our heads in the sand while we are sheepishly led to the slaughterhouse have another choice: to recognize the reality of the enemy we face and the nature of his project and reasonably to oppose it. As Gilson sees him, postmodern man is essentially Nietzschean. And his “mad ambition” is impossible to achieve. We choose the way we can, not the way we wish. We might wish to become absolutely free creators, creators ex nihilo, but, at best, our wish is an impossible dream.


True creation, Gilson rightly recognizes, is not fashioning material like a demiurge. It is a totally self-authoring gratuitous act, “the only act that which is truly creative because it alone is truly free.” As much as we might wish to become free in this strict sense, our esse is always co-esse, not ipsum esse subsistens. The nature of the material world confronts us, limits us, and determines the extent to which we can fashion and remodel it. “We shall perhaps be great manufacturers,” Gilson tells us. “[B]ut creators—never. To create in his turn ex nihilo, man must first of all reestablish everywhere the void.”


This, then, has become postmodern man’s project: mad ambition, everywhere to reestablish the void. On all sides, postmodern man feels Nietzsche’s intoxicating joy, his mad delight, in the power of destruction. When Gilson says that Nietzsche is the Antichrist (an epithet that, even by Nietzsche’s estimation, he appears to deserve), Gilson speaks of Nietzsche metaphorically, much like Socrates says the Delphic oracle singled him out as an exemplar of wisdom in her cryptic message to his friend Chairephon that “no one is wiser Socrates.”
 More precisely, Gilson maintains the Antichrist is postmodern man drunk

with the supremely lucid madness of a creature who would annihilate the obstacle which being places in the way of his creative ambitions. Such is the profound sense of our solemn and tragic adventure. Antichrist is not among us, he is in us. It is man himself, usurping unlimited creative power and proceeding to the certain annihilation of that which is, in order to clear the way for the problematic creation of all that will be.


While Gilson does not say so specifically, the Antichrist as Gilson describes him as embodied in and heralded by Nietzsche is the secularized ghost of Renaissance humanism haunting the Earth; the postmodern attempt to supplant creation with metaphysical epic poetry effected through the unbridled free spirit of artistic destruction; a sophistic habit of mind that is increasingly and almost subliminally becoming the essential fabric of the popular Western mind. No wonder, then, that Gilson would turn to a critic of Stéphan Mallarmé’s poetic project to find just the right phraseology to describe “precisely the sacrilegious effort whose meaning” he sought to unravel: “to construct a poetry which would have the value of preternatural creation and which would be able to enter into rivalry with the world of created things to the point of supplanting it totally.”


Postmodern man’s project is universal surrealism, total release of human reason, of creative free spirit, from all metaphysical, moral, and aesthetic controls; the poetic spirit, the spirit of the artist gone totally mad with the intoxicating, surrealistic power of destruction. Once we destroy everything, nothing can stop us. Since the beginning of recorded time, God has gotten in the way of the artistic human spirit, has been the “eternal obstructor” to us being total self-creators. Now the tables are turned. With the advent of the postmodernity announced by Nietzsche, Gilson says we have entered “the decisive moment of a cosmic drama.”
 Protagoras and Musaios have joined forces to become the new Dionysus.


“Everything is possible,” Gilson tells us, “provided only that this creative spark which surrealism seeks to disclose deep in our being be preceded by a devastating flame.” Since “the massacre of values is necessary to create values that are really new,” André Breton’s description of “the most simple surrealist act” becomes perfectly intelligible and throws dramatic light upon the increasingly cavalier destruction of innocent life we witness in our own day in places like our own Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado: “The most simple surrealist act consists in this: to go down into the streets, pistol in hand, and shoot at random for all you are worth, into the crowd.”


Since we human beings tend to be slow learners, Gilson notes that we have needed some time to grasp the full implications of the postmodern project. We have gotten out of the habit of talking about things like “divine law,” but we still hold onto its vestige in our enlightened, secularized appeals to “the voice of conscience.” While Maritain and Gilson rightly continued to place some hope in such appeals, Gilson thought we needed to beware lest they blind us to reality, and help us pretend not to understand the catastrophic consequences of the grandiose sophistry of the postmodern project. If we pretend long enough that it does not exist, perhaps it will go away.


Unhappily, it will not. Gilson tells us that the father of postmodern man’s existential project is Sisyphus, not Prometheus. Our destiny has become “the absurd” and “truly exhausting task” of perpetual self-invention without model, purpose, or rule. Having turned ourselves into gods, we do not know what to do with our divinity.


But what will happen to us if more of us start to realize that the voice of conscience to which Maritain would have us appeal is the reflection of nothing, a convenient illusion we have created to maintain the intoxicating joy of our own poetic and sophistic project? Even drunkards, at times, tire of their alcoholism.


Gilson admonishes us that our postmodern story is really quite old. He recounts the tale of Samuel from the Book of Samuel (8:7–22) in which the Jewish people, tired of being free, asked the aging prophet Samuel to make them a king to judge them, like all other nations had. While Samuel was saddened by their request and saw it as a rejection of him as a judge, God told him to grant the people’s wish with the forewarning of the sorts of bondage that would beset them once their wish was fulfilled.


Having freed ourselves from divine rule, the necessary political consequence for postmodern man is political enslavement by a totalitarian State. Having refused to serve God, we have no one left to judge the State, no arbiter between us and the State. Hence, Gilson tells us in 1948:

In every land and in all countries, the people wait with fear and trembling for the powerful of this world to decide their lot for them. They hesitate, uncertain among the various forms of slavery which are being prepared for them. Listening with bated breath to the sounds of those countries which fall one after the other with a crash followed by a long silence, they wonder in anguish how long will last this little liberty they still possess. The waiting is so tense that many feel a vague consent to slavery secretly germinating within themselves. With growing impatience, they await the arrival of the master who will impose on them all forms of slavery starting with the most degrading of all—that of mind.

Finding ourselves totally free to engage in the perpetual task of endless self-creation, Gilson says we resemble a soldier on a twenty-four hour leave with nothing to do: totally bored in the tragic loneliness of an idle freedom we cannot productively use.
 To Gilson’s ears, the explosion of Hiroshima resounded a solemn metaphysical assertion of postmodern man’s statement that, while we no longer want to be God’s image, we can still be God’s caricature. While we cannot create anything, we now possess the intoxicating power to destroy everything. As a result, feeling totally empty and alone, postmodern man offers, to anyone willing to take it, the futile freedom he does not know how to use. “He is ready for all the dictators, leaders of these human herds who follow them as guides and who are all finally conducted by them to the same place—the abbatoir” (the slaughterhouse).

So, then, now that Gilson’s analysis of our postmodern predicament has been told, what does he offer us in the way of a solution? Precisely the sort of advice we would expect from a true and serious philosopher. He admonishes us that we will not find the remedy for our predicament by wallowing in postmodernity’s evil. We will find it by courageously seeking and attacking its cause. Like Maritain, he advises us, “Let us not say: it is too late, and there is nothing left to do; but let us have the courage to look for the evil and the remedy where they exist.” We cannot save ourselves and cooperate to recover the spiritual conditions for building a social order capable of producing real heroes and an enduring peace unless we have the courage to recover our philosophical reason, which is presently being smothered by sophistry.

Since postmodernity’s chief problem is that we have lost our reason because we have lost God, Gilson thinks that our solution to reconciling the centuries-old rift between science and wisdom is somewhat simple, so simple it takes courage to admit. He says we will not find our reason again until we have “first found God again.” And we will not find God again without the willingness “to receive what still remains of grace today.”
 To do that, we must turn our minds again to the world, to have them measured by the being of things, not by our unbridled and unmoored poetic imaginations.

To Gilson, this means that we must attempt once again to inhabit a universe in which the service of God and reason are compatible, not essentially antagonistic, and produce in us order, beauty, and joy—not nausea—because, in the real world, unlike the postmodern world, the necessary condition for the existence of true human science, art, and freedom does not entail the necessary destruction of theism and the existence of God does not entail the destruction of true human science, art, and freedom. In such a world, we can “love all things human and divine” because the love of human science, art, and freedom does not entail hatred of God and love of God does not entail hatred of human science, art, and freedom. For, sharing the same cause as part of the same creation, the order of our freedom, thoughts, reality, and God complement, they do not contradict, one another. Our chief political problem today is once again properly to be able to distinguish these orders so that the one does not usurp the rights and power of the other.

By submitting the measure of our minds to the being of things (which, as a practical matter, simultaneously entails implicit recognition of God’s existence), Gilson thinks we have some hope of recovering our sanity and avoiding postmodernity’s slaughterhouse. We “either serve Him in spirit and in truth,” Gilson admonishes us, “or we shall enslave ourselves ceaselessly, more and more, to the monstrous idol which we have made with our own hands to our image and likeness.”
  Maritain agrees. So do I.
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