
HERE have been 4 major 
waves of Western Humanist 
Enlightenment in the last two 

and a half thousand years. The first 
three were destroyed by 
politico-religious forces. What will 
happen to the 4th?

GREEK HUMANISM
THE first was the Greek 
Enlightenment, which began in Ionia 
in the 6th century BCE. The city of 
Miletus became the central area to 
which new intellects would share 
and teach new ideas about their 
scientific and philosophical outlooks 
and aims. Here a number of 
remarkable individuals questioned 
the existence and the moral 
significance of the gods, argued that 
nature is governed by discoverable 
laws, believed that all matter consists 
of atoms, argued that human beings 
evolved from lower life forms, and 
that human disease was caused by 
natural factors, not the wrath of the 
gods or by demonic possession. 
These Miletian philosophers-cum 
scientists included Thales, 
Anaximander, Anaximenes, 
Heraclitus, and Anaxagoras. Later, 
other Greek thinkers like Protagoras, 
Democritus and Epicurus ploughed 
the same materialistic path, arguing 
that everything in the universe was 
the result of natural laws. 
      Many of these Greek 
philosophers also sought a code of 
ethics without gods. Heraclitus 
believed that the underlying order of 
society was sustained by continual 
tensions between different forces. 
The harmonious city, in his view, is 
one among whose citizens there is 
constant activity and debate. 
Aristotle believed that we are 
naturally kind and that being good 
involves using our power of reason 
to shape virtues that are innate.
      It’s true that many of them did 
get into trouble for their opinions.  
But in truth there was no systematic 
policy in ancient Greece of 
suppressing free thought. Of course, 
the story of Socrates might appear to 
contradict this judgment. At the age 
of nearly 70 he was persecuted as an 
atheist and a corrupter of youth and 
was put to death in 399 BCE.     

      Yet he had been openly teaching 
for decades without any evil 
befalling him. There seems little 
doubt that he was indicted from 
political motives, and his treatment 
didn’t prevent later philosophers 
such as Epicurus from being openly 
anti-religious. Generally speaking, 
the advance of knowledge in ancient 
Greece was not impeded by 
prejudice or authority. The educated 
Greeks were tolerant because they 
were friends of reason and did not 
set up any authority to overrule 
reason.
      The ancient Romans continued 
the Greek tradition of relative 
tolerance of opinion. Indeed, the 
general rule of Roman policy, with 
one exception, was to tolerate 
throughout the Empire all religions 
and all opinions. Blasphemy was not 
punished. The principle was 
expressed in the maxim of the 
Emperor Tiberius: “If the gods are 
insulted, let them see to it 
themselves”.
      The exception was the Christian 
sect. The early Emperors regarded it 
as so intolerant that it could not be 
entirely tolerated. There were periods 
of persecution, the worst under 
Diocletian, which however failed. 
These periods ended with edicts of 
toleration in 311 CE and 313 CE. 
The latter was the Edict of Milan, 
drawn up by Constantine.
     About 10 years later Constantine 
was converted to Christianity, a 
decision which inaugurated a 
millennium in which faith achieved 
prominence over reason, and 
knowledge made little progress. The 
early Christian fathers hated Greek 
civilisation and sought to destroy it. 
In the 4th and 5th centuries many 
Greek temples and monuments were 

destroyed and Greek books burned. 
In 415 CE a Christian mob 
murdered the mathematician and 
philosophy teacher Hypatia, marking 
the beginning of the scientific Dark 
Ages. 
      So the Greek intellectual 
tradition was suppressed and did not 
simply fade away. Graeco-Roman 
Humanism was destroyed by 
political and religious forces. The 
Dark Ages were not caused by the 
total collapse of the Roman Empire, 
they were caused by Constantine and 
his successors and the Church 
closing everyone's minds and killing 
rational inquiry.
      Political factors were certainly 
crucial. The Emperor Constantine 
and many of his successors thought 
that by throwing the weight of the 
state behind Christianity, and 
institutionalising it, they could turn it 
into a weapon of mass distraction: it 
would act as a unifying force, at a 
time when the empire was under 
threat from marauding invaders, and 
be an effective means of social 
control. It was, according to Charles 
Freeman in his book The Closing of 
the Western Mind, because the 
bishops acquired political power, and 
were given a rich and powerful 
institution to operate, that dissent 
and the tradition of free inquiry were 
crushed. Yet Christianity was the 
chief culprit in the defeat of Greek 
intellectual culture.
       The word of God was perceived 
to be infallible and unquestionable 
and contained unaltered in a Sacred 
Book which must be obeyed. It was a 
duty to impose the only true doctrine 
and to hinder and punish error. 
Hence the Inquisition, execution of 
heretics, persecution of scientists, 
witch hunts, and so on.
      Through its doctrine of original 
sin, Christianity took a bleak view of 
human nature. Rational thought was 
denigrated. Believers should receive 
the kingdom of heaven like little 
children. Paul, in many ways the real 
founder of Christianity, implicitly 
attacks the whole Graeco-Roman 
intellectual tradition: “the wisdom of 
the world is foolishness to God”, he 
tells the Corinthians. !
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John Chrysostom, a follower of 
Paul, exclaimed: “Restrain our own 
reasoning, and empty our mind of 
secular learning, in order to provide 
a mind swept clear for the 
reception of divine words”. And 
Basil of Caesarea, an influential 
fourth century theologian and 
monastic, insisted: “Let us 
Christians prefer the simplicity of 
our faith to the demonstrations of 
human reason... “For to spend 
much time on research about the 
essence of things would not serve 
the edification of the church”.

THE RENAISSANCE
THE Renaissance was an 
intellectual and artistic awakening 
and rebirth. It was, above all, a 
secular culture which revelled in 
Graeco-Roman writings, art and 
values. This is particularly evident 
in the art of the time. Botticelli 
painted The Birth of Venus; Titian 
painted Sacred and Profane Love; 
Donatello and Michelangelo 
glorified the nude figure. 
Michelangelo’s statue of David 
epitomised the spirit of the age. 
True, they were usually, though not 
always, believing Christians, but 
they promoted secular values and 
in this key respect they were 
genuine innovators.
     The Renaissance stressed 
classical culture, the secularisation 
of education, free inquiry and the 
importance of scepticism and 
reason – much the same values that 
were found in the Greek 
Enlightenment. But, as with 
Graeco-Roman Humanism, the 
Renaissance project was destroyed 
by religion. 
      The Reformation and the 
Counter-Reformation of the 
Catholic Church were major 
factors in the fall of the 
Renaissance. A religious upsurgence 
and religious conflict destroyed the 
Renaissance. It might be supposed 
that the Reformation establish 
religious liberty. While in the long 
run it did bring about a new set of 
political and social conditions 
under which religious freedom 
could ultimately be secured, in the 
short run it did the opposite. 
Nothing was further from the 
minds of the leading reformers than 
the toleration of doctrines differing 
from their own. They set up the 
authority of the Bible instead of 
that of the Church, but it was the 
Bible according to Luther or the 

Bible according to Calvin. The 
latter in particular stood for a 
theocracy, the control of the state 
by the Church, and established one 
in Geneva, where liberty was 
crushed and so-called false 
doctrines were put down by 
imprisonment, exile and death.
      The Counter-Reformation was 
also a cause of the decline of the 
Renaissance. The Catholic Church 
sought to exercise firm control over 
all thought and art as part of a 
campaign to fight worldliness and 
the spread of Protestantism. In 
1542, the Roman Inquisition 
started; in 1564, the first Roman 
Index of Prohibited Books was 
published. Even Michelangelo’s 
Last Judgment in the Sistine Chapel 
was critiqued for exposing too 
many naked bodies. Therefore, 
Pope Paul IV ordered an artist to 
paint in clothing wherever possible.
      Both Puritanism and 
Catholicism are essentially 
anti-freethought and anti-humanist 
and essentially intolerant of each 
other. The result was the 17th 
century wars of religion, which 
were not for the cause of freedom 
but for particular sects of doctrines.

THE ENLIGHTENMENT AND AFTER
IN his 1784 essay What is 
Enlightenment?, Immanual Kant 
answered his own question by 
saying that it is man’s emergence 
from his self-imposed immaturity 
and the courage to use his own 
reason. Kant believed ‘laziness and 
cowardice’ were the prime reasons 
why many men remained 
unenlightened. He asserted that 
people refused to throw off the 
yoke of ‘self-imposed tutelage’ 
because it was easier to pay people 
to think for them and run their 
lives. But times were changing. He 
declared in the Critique of Pure 
Reason that it “is the genuine age 
of criticism, and to which 
everything must submit”. Baron 
d’Holbach echoed Kant in his 
System of Nature by saying that it 
was the task of every enlightened 
being to “attack the prejudices of 
which the human race has been so 
long the victim”. 
     As Pagden demonstrates in his 
book The Enlightenment and Why 
It Still Matters, the biggest 
prejudices centred on religion, and 
the Enlightenment only began to 
take hold when philosophers 
questioned religious authority. 

Diderot, d’Alembert, Voltaire, Kant, 
Hume and other leading thinkers 
“effectively discredited the idea that 
any kind of religious understanding 
might prove a true source of 
knowledge” (p123).
     Pagden stresses one 
Enlightenment truth above all 
others: these 18th century thinkers 
realised that man is neither a 
creation of a god nor a selfish 
pursuer of his own interests; 
instead, fundamentally, he is the 
friend of man. This cosmopolitan 
idea of universal sympathy and 
brotherhood, more than reason or 
science, was at the core of the 
Enlightenment project.
      Critics have argued that the 
Enlightenment produced the 
totalitarian regimes of the 20th 
century. Having rejected God and 
eaten fruit from the tree of 
knowledge, human beings define 
their own criteria of good and evil 
and try to reshape the world to 
conform to their ideals. In so doing, 
they eliminate or reduce to slavery 
millions of the world’s peoples. In 
his book Memory and Identity, 
Pope John Paul II wrote: “If a man 
can decide by himself, without 
God, what is good and what is bad, 
he can also determine that a group 
of people is to be annihilated”. By 
rejecting Christ, the European 
Enlightenment “paved the way for 
the great historical catastrophes of 
the 20th century”.
      But while they greatly 
influenced the deistic founders of 
the American Revolution like 
Jefferson, Franklin, Madison, 
Washington and Adams, the ideas 
of the Enlightenment thinkers did 
not actually gain hegemony 
throughout Europe in the 19th and 
early 20th centuries. The 
opponents’ arguments prevailed. 
They said that, in holding 
humankind to be naturally good, 
the Enlightenment ignored the 
evidence of human nature. It also 
mistakenly held every problem to 
be resolvable by reason, ignoring 
the key role of emotions, and it 
thought that problems would be 
solved by science and technology, 
ignoring the possibility that they 
could be put to evil uses. Last, but 
not least, by maintaining that 
secularism was the way forward, it 
also ignored humankind’s need for 
religion.
      In a sense, many critics of the 
Enlightenment are critics of 



of human development from the 
primitive era. Every demand for 
change can be dismissed as utopian 
fantasy. As Kant argues, ideas of 
reason conflict with the claims of 
experience precisely because that is 
what ideas are meant to do. The 
task of reason is to deny the claims 
of experience as final and to widen 
the horizon of our experience by 
providing ideas that experience 
ought to obey. Instead of ideals 
being measured by whether they 
conform to reality, it is reality that 
should be measured by whether it 
lives up to our ideals.
    Historically, what happened was 
that the French Revolution, which 
appeared to uphold some 
Enlightenment principles, in its 
later stages betrayed its tolerant, 
sceptical, rational, open-minded 
ideals. Napoleon implemented a 
few rational reforms such as 
increased educational opportunities 
and religious toleration, but he 
turned the clock back when he 
stamped out constitutional 
government, reinstituted slavery, 
had the Pope crown him emperor, 
restored Catholicism as the state 
religion and glorified war and 
territorial conquest. 
     Nationalism, imperialism and 
militarism developed during the 
19th century as the ruling ideas. 
Liberal thinkers in Europe, anxious 
not to defend autocratic 
monarchies and empires, latched on 
to nationalism as the political 
embodiment of ‘liberation’ and 
‘self-determination’. After all, the 
entire basis of the Enlightenment 
was the liberation of the individual 
from traditional beliefs. But in most 
western societies nationalism was 
initially a romantic, militaristic, 
closed, exclusive ideology which 
subsumed the individual into the 
‘nation’ and stressed the differences 
between ‘nations’, rather than an 
open and inclusive philosophy that 
promoted the essential unity of 
humankind, despite their 
differences. 
      Irish nationalism was a perfect 
example. Partly in order to justify 
its claim that Ireland was a distinct 
nation, it stressed an exclusivist, 
Gaelic, Catholic vision of Irishness 
that increasingly alienated 
Protestants on the island.
     So what happened was that an 
anti-Enlightenment emerged in 
opposition to the Enlightenment 
ideals. Whereas the latter advocated 

freedom, tolerance and autonomy, 
reason, science, education, a 
common humanity, universal rights 
and peaceful progress, the 
counter-Enlightenment advocated 
community, tradition, religion, a 
spiritual dimension, a suspicion of 
science and education, an emphasis 
on instinct and feelings, divisions 
between people on grounds of 
culture, language, ethnicity, religion 
and so on, and a belief in force and 
war as purging and liberating 
characteristics of the human 
condition. It was these 
counter-Enlightenment ideas that 
were eventually followed through 
in all their brutal logic by the 
totalitarian regimes of the early 
20th century.
     The betrayal of the 
Enlightenment was spearheaded by 
a man who is often seen as an 
important part of it  – Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau (1712-78). It would be 
truer to say that he was the herald 
of this Counter-Enlightenment, for 
he championed the opposite of 
many of its basic tenets. Rousseau, 
on the contrary, believed that 
civilisation and its institutions were 
themselves instrumental in the 
corruption of men and their 
alienation from nature, purity, 
equality and spontaneous human 
feeling  – artificial man had 
enslaved natural man. This is the 
meaning of his famous declaration 
at the beginning of the Social 
Contract (1762) that “man is born 
free, and everywhere he is in 
chains”. Rousseau was a thinker 
who was fervently anti-intellectual. 
In Freedom and its Betrayal 
(Pimlico, 2003, p41) Isaiah Berlin 
describes him as ‘the greatest 
militant lowbrow in history, a kind 
of gutternsnipe of genius’, and says 
his heirs include petit bourgeois 
dictators like Hitler and Mussolini. 
     In The Social Contract, 
Rousseau contends that the 
interests of the individual and the 
state are one and the same, and it is 
the state's responsibility to 
implement the ‘general will’, a 
phrase which is repeated in the 
French Revolution’s Declaration of 
the Rights of Man and the Citizen. 
Since freedom consists in obedience 
to the general will, those who do 
not obey must be 'forced to be 
free'. 
     This is a totalitarian vision 
because it argues that freedom is 
actualised in the pursuit of an 

absolute collective purpose. It is in 
effect saying that people generally 
do not know what they truly want 
and what is in their best interests, 
and therefore it is the duty of the 
state and its agencies to give them 
what their real self truly wants. It 
knows better what what you are, 
what you want and what will 
liberate you.  Berlin calls this a 
great perversion of liberty and says 
that Rousseau is more responsible 
for it than any thinker who ever 
lived. Hence the paradox that 
Rousseau, who claims to have been 
the most ardent and passionate 
lover of human liberty was actually 
one of the most sinister and most 
formidable enemies of liberty in the 
whole history of modern thought.
    Other anti-Enlightenment 
thinkers included Edmund Burke, 
Johann Gottfried Herder and 
Joseph de Maistre. Burke (1729-97) 
was a complex figure who opposed 
British imperialism in Ireland and 
India and supported the American 
War of Independence. Yet his whole 
thesis in Reflections on the 
Revolution in France (1790) is 
essentially anti-Enlightenment. In a 
famous passage he writes: “We are 
afraid to put men to live and trade 
each on his own private stock of 
reason; because we suspect that this 
stock in each man is small, and that 
the individuals would be better to 
avail themselves of the general 
bank and capital of nations, and of 
ages”. Fallible reason is no 
substitute for time-trusted habits 
and traditions. He even suggests 
that “there is a natural instinct in 
the unthinking man” who accepts 
and endorses the institutions and 
practices into which he is born”. 
Reason is thus made subservient to 
instinct, custom and even prejudice. 
Indeed, prejudice is a feeling which 
transcends reason: “When our 
feelings contradict our theories...the 
feelings are true, and the theory is 
false”. He even concludes that 
prejudices are wise and men of 
understanding, “instead of 
exploding general prejudices, 
employ their sagacity to discover 
the latent wisdom which prevails in 
them”.
     Burke also opposed the 
separation of church and state 
pursued by the revolutionaries. For 
him this was a repudiation of the 
divine gifts of government, society, 
and religion. “We know, and it is 
our pride to know, that man is by 



experience, history, religion, and 
social hierarchy – all of which 
radical man would rip off – man is 
shivering and naked. Free man from 
all mystery, demystify his 
institutions and his intellectual 
world, and you leave him alone in a 
universe of insignificance, 
incapacity, and inadequacy. The 
demystification of institutions 
removed the awe in which Burke 
believed they should be held. 
       Similarly, Burke dismisses the 
idea of ‘natural rights’ which he says 
are ‘pretended rights’ and are 
‘morally and politically false’. For 
him, rights were not universal but 
particular to each society and 
handed down by our forefathers. He 
claimed that his view of rights was 
the traditional British view. In 
Magna Carta and in the 1689 
Declaration of Right  there is no 
mention of ‘the rights of man’. 
Instead, rights are regarded as a 
patrimony or inheritance. Burke 
defined rights as “an entailed 
inheritance derived to us from our 
forefathers, and to be transmitted to 
our posterity”. We receive and 
transmit our privileges “in the same 
manner in which we enjoy and 
transmit our property and our lives” 
(i.e. by legal and genetic 
inheritance). Such an analysis implies 
that people who have no bequest of 
democracy or liberty from their 
ancestors have no automatic right to 
them. “Freedom is not so much a 
right that is a necessary part of being 
human but an inheritance that is 
handed down to the British people as 
a piece of property might be”. 
      Rousseau and Burke are just two 
of the important anti-Enlightenment 
thinkers whose legacy was the 
horrors of the 20th  century. In 
many countries there was a 
sacralisation of politics. This is 
particularly true in the ideologies of 
nationalism, fascism and Soviet 
communism. As stated earlier, Irish 
nationalism was initially closed and 
exclusive. Pearsian Irish 
republicanism went even further 
down this road and sacralised the 
Irish nation. It was no coincidence 
that the Easter Rising occurred at 
Easter. Republicanism would herald 
the resurrection of the Irish nation 
just as God resurrected Jesus. Bobby 
Sands compared himself to Christ.
     Fascism was a form of secular 
religion, in which worship of the 
state, the party and the leader 
represent a flight from reality into 

the realm of an emotional and 
mystical ideology. Indeed, fascism 
has been described as a classic case 
of a modern political religion. 
Mussolini talked of achieving a 
‘collective harmony’ in which the 
individual is fused with the 
community in a joyful union.
     Arguably, too, Soviet 
Communism was a political 
religion. Like religion, it posited an 
ideal, perfect reality. Lenin’s utopian 
vision was of a socialist paradise 
without exploitation and alienation, 
to be implanted in Russia’s 
backward society. Like all religions, 
Soviet Communism was irrational, 
dogmatic and based on faith rather 
than science. 
     Just like Christianity and Islam, it 
had its Holy Books which were 
treated as Holy Scripture, namely 
the writings of Lenin, Mao, Marx 
and others  – all of which were far 
from scientific. Stalin threw 
scientists into the Gulag, just as the 
Catholic Church imprisoned Galileo 
and others. The Communist Party 
acted like the Church in medieval 
Europe. Like that Church, the 
Communists tortured and killed 
those who refused to adopt the 
official faith. Like the Church, the 
Communists promoted the belief 
that state authorities were 
all-knowing, all-powerful and 
sanctioned by God, and refusing to 
bow to authority was a sin.
     Just like the medieval church, the 
Communist Party promoted the idea 
of charismatic leaders and saints, 
people whose total devotion to the 
Communist cause was a good and 
holy thing and entitled them to be 
worshipped. The difference was that 
the Communists substituted 
Communist leaders like Mao and 
Stalin for saints. Communists even 
revived the bizarre medieval practice 
of worshipping the dead bodies of 
the saints; they built massive 
mausoleums in which they placed the 
embalmed bodies of dead leaders and 
forced the people to worship them.
     In short, the Enlightenment was 
betrayed in the 19th and early 20th 
centuries by a divisive and 
destructive nationalism, aided and 
abetted by ideologies which were 
sacralised by a large dose of political 
religion.

HUMANISM’S TRIUMPH
THE horrors of the early 20th 
century have reawakened the 
western world to the values and 

ideals of the 18th century 
philosophers. Since 1945 many of 
their principles are now enshrined in 
law. We have international 
organisations which promote our 
common humanity. Article 1 of the 
Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights states that “all human beings 
are born free and equal in dignity 
and rights”.
      Europe, once the site of painful 
divisions and murderous conflicts, is 
now the continent that embodies 
tolerance and mutual respect. We 
have come to realise that, as the 
Irish proverb states, it is in each 
other’s shadow that we flourish. The 
major problems we face – climate 
change, overpopulation, poverty, 
exploitation, prejudice – are the 
responsibility of all of us.
    Of course, counter-enlightenment 
values haven’t gone away. As Sam 
Harris says, the world is simply 
ablaze with bad ideas, many of them 
connected with religion. One of the 
basic themes of this survey is that 
religion in one guise or another has 
been the greatest threat to 
Enlightenment over the last two and 
a half thousand years. Each time 
progressive values had a chance of 
gaining hegemony, they were 
crushed by religious or 
quasi-religious forces.
     Arguably, again religious belief is 
resurgent on a global scale, 
encompassing Christianity and 
Hinduism as much as Islam. Richard 
Dawkins has declared that “the 
enlightenment is under threat. So is 
reason. So is truth. So is science”. 
Some people believe they will be 
rewarded in paradise if they kill 
themselves and others. Some clerics 
declare that floods and earthquake 
are God’s punishment on politicians 
who support gay rights. Some 
teachers and some politicians are 
convinced that the earth was created 
6,000 years ago. 
     Leon Gambetta was at least 
partly right when he said: 
“clericalism – that is the enemy”. It 
is not the only one: there are also 
secular values that are inimical to 
Humanists. But religion can be the 
most dangerous. We must continue 
relentlessly to oppose it and criticise 
it, always being careful to 
distinguish the people from the 
belief. 
     The price of the Enlightenment is 
eternal vigilance against any 
challenges to it. Asked if we were 
already living in an enlightened age, 


