Where Else Shall We Go?

Chapter Three: Humanism
DAY 1
Christian: We might start by letting you define what you call yourself. I guess you say you’re a Humanist. What exactly is that?

Humanist: Yes, I’d say I’m a Humanist, and the point of the term is to define my goals and ideals in terms of the value of human beings. People like you, whom I take to be religious, like a theist, take some God or other supernatural being as your source of being and value and meaning. But I’d claim I don’t need any such speculation about superior beings. Humanity itself is enough to give us a firm direction and purpose and grounding in life. You assume the existence of some theos to define yourself as a theist; I recognize the existence and value of Humanity to define myself as a Humanist.

Christian: That certainly is clear. Nice definitions.

Humanist: Thank you. I do think it’s important to be clear and straightforward.

Christian: Me, too. So it seems we’d need to try to understand this Humanism especially for its content of values, is that right? I mean, I just had a discussion with a scientific materialist, someone who argued that reality is ultimately reducible just to matter. And in our discussion, it seemed he had a hard time finding any place for values, values like truth and goodness. You, I’m hearing, want to say that you may have a better philosophy than the previous guy at least partly because you find in your philosophy a strong place for moral values, personal character, and so on. Humanity itself gives such value, you might say. Would that be fair?

Humanist: Yes, I think that’s fair. No, I don’t presume the existence of any transcendent being, and maybe like your other interlocutor, I don’t think I’m necessarily postulating the existence of anything supernatural. But because I start with Humanity, I also don’t think I have to be some kind of physical reductionist. I mean, I am not inclined to say that human beings are “nothing more than molecules randomly vibrating,” or “nothing more than machines,” and all that. It is pretty obvious that we are something more than that, or at least that the whole of a human being is more than the sum of his or her parts.

Christian: So the point of being a Humanist is precisely that you have value in Humanity, even if we are, in some abstract sense, reducible to physical blood and mud.

Humanist: Well, yes. But I don’t want to get trapped too easily in you rewriting my Humanism as physical reduction. Again, I don’t think that is necessary. Yes, humans are flesh and bone – or mud and blood, as you put it – but I don’t think that leaves us without values.

Christian: OK, I’ll try not to impose reductionism on you. But I do want to be explicit about your denial of any assumption of God or even of, say, the human soul. I mean, your humanistic values, I take it, are not dependent on there being a God, but likewise they are not dependent on some mysteriously spiritual interpretation of Humanity. Wouldn’t you say that?

Humanist: Yes, that’s right. And if all you mean by “mud and blood” is to accept the presumptive denial of the soul or the aura or the essence – or whatever – of the human being, then, yes, that’s my view.  And again, my contention is that I don’t need God and I don’t need souls to say that there is value in Humanity and therefore a clear guide to life.

Christian: And that, I suppose, is where our discussion has to focus. I'd first say you bear some kind of burden of proof here to show how you find values in Humanity without any kind of transcendent being either outside of us or inside of us.

Humanist: I accept that burden willingly. For I think the possible answers are fairly obvious. There are very fundamental ethical theories that tell us how to assess value, and therefore morality, without appeals to the transcendent.

Christian: Like what kind of theories?

Humanist: Something as simple as Utilitarianism. For Mill and Bentham, we don’t need any God or transcendent realities to find value in life and, from rudimentary values like pleasure, to find morality.
 Shall I explain how “moral values,” as you call them, are ultimately matters of pleasure and pain?

Christian: Well, OK, but I know something of the theory. There’s a kind of “hedonistic calculus,” we might say, that allows us to make moral choices based on what maximizes pleasure and what minimizes pain. And you think this gives you a basis for Humanism? I mean, I see it as a possible basis of moral choices, but not as a basis for Humanism.

Humanist: What do you mean?

Christian: I guess you’d say that, if I wonder whether or not I should steal my neighbor’s property, I can just generally speculate on whether such an action causes pain or brings pleasure, to how many people and how much. So, if stealing the property brings about more pleasure than pain, it is moral to steal. Right?

Humanist: Only in a simplistic way. Even in Bentham’s version of the theory – and I take him to be more simplistic than Mill about pleasures and pain – we have to consider that some pleasures are longer lasting than others, that some actions, like theft, create animosities that are long-term pains, and so on. We don’t have to slip into a simplistic notion that Utilitarian calculation allows us to kill the innocent if it makes ten people happy.

Christian: Actually, I’m not sure you can avoid that slip, but…

Humanist: And Mill would add that there are greater and lesser pleasures. I don’t know what pleasure one might get from having the neighbor’s property, but human relationships kept whole and healthy by not stealing might be a much greater pleasure. “Better Socrates unsatisfied than a pig satisfied,” you know.

Christian: Well, there, too, I might argue that the Utilitarian logic is less than clear, and maybe we’ll have to revisit Mill and his “higher pleasures.” But in fact I wasn’t even going to argue against Bentham’s version of the moral argument. For now, let’s say you’re right. The calculations can be quite complex, a greater pleasure from maintaining a good relationship with my neighbor might outweigh the pleasure of stealing his property – assuming I don’t get caught or feel guilty. Fine. But that still doesn’t give us Humanism, does it?

Humanist: Why not?

Christian: Because you didn’t define Humanism as just having a method for making moral decisions. You defined it as having a foundation for value in humanity. And Utilitarianism doesn’t do that. You can say that it finds value in pleasure and avoiding pain, but that isn’t the same thing, is it?

Humanist: It finds value in human pleasure and human avoidance of pain.

Christian: Yes, but now you sound like a speciesist.

Humanist: Wait. You’re going to use Singer against me? But he is a Utilitarian, a quite consistent one at that, I think.

Christian: I think so, too. And, yes, my point is that Peter Singer, great Utilitarian that he is, recognizes that you can’t just arbitrarily focus on human pains and pleasures in doing ethics. If pain and pleasure are the source of value, then human pains and pleasures don’t count any more than dog pains and pleasures or rabbit pains and pleasures. Right?

Humanist: Well, yes. That’s so, but…

Christian: And that’s why Singer would push Utilitarianism toward “Animal Rights,” because after all the only “right” that anything has is based upon its ability to feel pain and experience pleasure. A human being has no more rights than a dog, especially if that human is a jerk and the dog is Rin-tin-tin.

Humanist: I know Singer’s view, and I can’t quite escape the logic of it. To say humans have rights that animals don’t have is somewhat arbitrary, picking one species as special and another as less important, based only on the fact that that species is us.

Christian: Hence Singer’s clever term ‘speciesism’, analogous of course to the arbitrary biases of racism or sexism.

Humanist: OK, I see that. But so what?

Christian: The point is that you don’t have Humanism, at least not as a rational position, in contrast to an ungrounded bias.

Humanist: OK, I see your point. But I think the classical Utilitarians like Mill have a substantive reply. They would say – and I think Singer would agree – that human minds and emotions and social relations are highly sophisticated and therefor deeper than what dogs or rabbits know as pleasure or pain.

Christian: Actually, I’m not sure Singer would agree, at least if somehow such a notion of “deeper pleasures” ends up justifying eating meat or saving the life of a retarded child over a well-trained dog. Humans – just for being human – have no special status here.

Humanist: Yes, fine. So maybe we’re already back to revisiting Mill’s emphasis on humans having higher pleasures. And on that score, I don’t think even Singer disagrees. Humans maybe have no special status, but they do have great qualities that make for greater values. Human pleasure in, say, a marital relationship, is going to be greater than a dog’s pleasure in having sex, because we are more socially aware, deeper of feeling, conscious of our own future, and so on, in ways that dogs just aren’t. We, unlike any other creatures we know, can imagine a future of wholeness and health that suggests pleasure is far more for us than eating donuts in a hot tub with a stripper.

Christian: Now there’s an image I could do without.

Humanist: I guess I could tone it down. But Mill’s point is clear, I think. He has that whole argument in Utilitarianism
 where he tries to counter the challenge that his ethical theory is simple, base hedonism. We value pleasure and only pleasure, he says, but that doesn’t mean all pleasures are equal. In fact, Mill goes so far as to say that if we could project ourselves forward in time, not just to what kind of people we are now, but to imagine human society with diseases cured, wars ended, human society harmonious, we would have something very close to what you religious types expect to find in heaven. Indeed, he suggests we can envision a perfection of humanity that makes us tantamount to God, except that we are real people in a real world.

Christian: Mill’s “Religion of Humanity?”

Humanist: Yes. And if that isn’t Humanism, I don’t know what is.

Christian: It might be Humanism indeed, but at this point, I don’t think we’re talking about Utilitarianism any more.

Humanist: What do you mean? It’s Mill!

Christian: Yes, I know it’s Mill, but I’m not sure he’s still a Utilitarian at this point. By the time we get to these idealized images, it is not at all clear that we’re still talking about pains and pleasures. Indeed, this is the argument I have with his whole notion of “higher pleasures,” which, by the way, rather conveniently line up nicely with 19th-century British virtues. The pleasure of intellect, the pleasures of polite society, the pleasures or art and literature, etc., all ideals that Mill himself found “pleasant” no doubt.

Humanist: But Mill argues that everyone seeks out such pleasures when they have the chance, and that people revert to lower pleasures only under duress or in times of great need.

Christian: Unfortunately, I think that just isn’t true. I mean, it’s an optimistic view of humanity, but not one everyone shares. Dystopias, like in Huxley’s Brave New World, suggest we are all more than willing to let ourselves slide and take the easy, programmed way to “pleasure.” And I don’t see that the wayward youth of comfortable cultures are obviously driven to achieve knowledge or character.

Humanist: You don’t think that things like education and social harmony and personal achievement are valuable?

Christian: Oh, yes, I insist they are valuable. But I don’t think they are “pleasures” in Mill’s sense. We’d do better to stick to Bentham and just see some actions, like not being too lazy, as usually leading to more pleasures down the road. But to call them “higher pleasures” in themselves is just not defensible.

Humanist: So Mill was an optimist about human character and you aren’t. That hardly seems like an argument that we can’t base Humanism on the idea of pleasure.

Christian: I don’t think I am a pessimist, actually. And I do wonder what Mill’s own optimism would have said about World War I.

Humanist: Admittedly, World War I seems to have had a horrible effect on the general optimism of 19th-century Europe.

Christian: And again, that doesn’t mean that I don’t think culture and education and character are not valuable goals. They are. But I just can’t see calling them “higher pleasures,” except where one realizes that they are values and yet need to be squashed into the Procrustean bed of utility.

Humanist: OK. So you’re arguing that we can and should value these “higher pleasures,” but that we really have to accept a view of value based on something other than pleasure? You think I can use Utilitarianism as a moral philosophy, but not as a basis of Humanism. Is that your point?

Christian: Yes, that’s my point. I might go so far as to argue that, even as a basis for morality there are holes in Mill’s theory, although I think it’s a helpful tool for moral decision-making.

Humanist: Now that’s puzzling. What do you mean?
Christian: I mean, using Utilitarian calculation as a basis for morality requires us both to take pleasure as a basic value and to insist that we value the pleasure of others as we value our own.

Humanist: Yes, that’s very much what Mill says. So?

Christian: But I think Nietzsche was the first to point out that there really is no logical move from the value I place on my own pleasure to the value I should place on the pleasures of others. 

Humanist: But surely if you value your own pleasure then it is inconsistent, simply arbitrary of you not to value the pleasures of others.

Christian: No, that doesn’t follow at all. Because what I value is not “pleasure,” as if pleasure were some abstract thing floating around in the air and I get to taste some of it. What I value is my pleasure, because that is the only reality – speaking as a truly non-religious Utilitarian – that I know.

Humanist: But you’re forgetting the value of sympathy, the fact that we feel bad when we see the suffering of others.

Christian: Yes, indeed! There is much to be said for sympathy. But Mill seems to think it is a logical implication of liking my own pleasure, and that just isn’t so. In fact, if I read him right, his utopian “Religion of Humanity” depends on the expectation that we will all simply train our children to have sympathy for others who are suffering and to find pleasure ourselves in seeing others happy.

Humanist: What’s so bad about that?

Christian: Nothing! It’s great! But it doesn’t follow logically from the value I find in my own pleasures. It can be and maybe has to be trained in our children, but sympathy as a value in itself cannot come from the value I place in my own pleasure. The value of pleasure for all people – thus any kind of Humanism – has to come from some other place.

Humanist: Like religion, I suppose.

Christian: Maybe. I suppose that’s why Nietzsche thought that Mill was really just a kind of vestigial Christian. Mill made the leap from pleasure to Humanism only by absorbing uncritically the sympathy of caring for one’s neighbor.
  

Humanist: So you’re arguing that I can’t be a Humanist without being a Christian?

Christian: Not at all. There might be many other ways to find value in Humanity, but I’ve argued so far that the value of humanity cannot be based upon some kind of Utilitarianism that starts with the obvious value of pleasure.

Humanist: OK, I see that argument. Let me think about it.

DAY 2
Humanist: Yesterday you argued that the value we find inherent in pleasure is not enough to be a basis for Humanism, and to some extent, I won’t disagree. I don’t want merely to arbitrarily glorify the human species over other species. At the same time, I confess that I am not entirely satisfied with the Utilitarian approach to the so-called higher pleasures, the philosophical value we find in things like character and education and art. Yes, there is something problematic about reducing all these values to “pleasures.” Maybe I can even grant that it’s hard to see how Mill universalizes sympathy for others’ suffering without just begging the question. There is no logical implication from the value I place on my own pleasure to the fact that I must value the pleasure of others. And it’s even kind of ironical that Mill ends with his appeal to inculcated sympathy, when his mentor, Jeremy Bentham, began with a denial that we can base morality on personal feelings or intuitions.
 So I am willing to concede for now that I need a basis for my Humanism that gives human beings a kind of inherent dignity and universal rights.

Christian: I, too, look for a basis for dignity and rights, and I don’t think Utilitarian philosophy provides such a basis. I mean, Mill himself didn’t have much room in his philosophy for human rights, did he?

Humanist: Actually, it was Bentham that said the concept of rights was nonsense…

Christian: And “absolute rights” was “nonsense on stilts.” Great line!

Humanist: Yes, it is. But that only means that I have to switch my allegiance, so to speak, from someone like Mill to someone like Kant. Because it seems pretty clear that Kant’s emphasis is rightly on notions of absolute justice and ideal rights that find their justification outside of pleasure. Kant certainly has a strong notion of the inherent dignity of the human individual, and I don’t think he derives such a notion from any vestige of Christianity.

Christian: What does he derive it from? I mean, I know something about how he thinks we can get moral law from his Categorical Imperative. He thinks that if we accept as moral direction only those ideals that we can logically consider universal laws, then we clearly see why killing and stealing are inherently wrong. For example, if it were a moral law to take others’ property, then pretty quickly no one would have property, so that’s a self-contradiction. Thus stealing is categorically wrong, and, you’re right, there’s no appeal there to some divine commandments.

Humanist: Right. And that’s why with Kant we come a lot closer to there being rights to life and property.

Christian: I can see that. But tell me about human dignity.

Humanist: This is what I like about Kant. His famous claim that we should “act only on rules that can be universal laws” is just one way of stating his overarching moral law, his Categorical Imperative. Another way, one that is very revealing for Humanism, lies in the second formulation of that idea.

Christian: The second formulation of the Categorical Imperative?

Humanist: Yes. Kant, as you know, thinks he is deriving moral direction from pure reason alone, and of course, it’s a pretty complicated argument when you wrestle through it all. But, in a way, I like what I take to be the simplicity of this other formulation. As you’ve already hinted, he is asking us to consider moral the ideals that rational beings can determine to be universal. So he asks, “What is it that all rational human beings would find valuable?” Of course we all have our distinct tastes, as some people find, say, fame valuable, and others find valuable a wholesome family, and so on. Maybe pleasure, too, although as we noted yesterday, there may well be values not reducible to pleasure. Someone might well want character or creativity or social relationships more than pleasure.

Christian: Yes, so we argued yesterday.

Humanist: So now, in a more Kantian way, we are asking if there is anything that all rational human beings would have to value. And the answer is yes. The one thing all rational beings would have to value is the quality of being a rational being. It’s a simple point.

Christian: Actually, nothing Kant ever says sounds simple to me, and I’m not sure your way of putting it is much help. But, OK, I do know what you’re talking about. He ultimately – if I remember his argument right – claims that, as you say, every rational being must logically value rational being. And that’s why he thinks all persons are valuable in themselves. And so you think we can get a basis for morality without any God or mysterious soul, or whatever?

Humanist: I do. OK, Kant is never simple, but I think the point is clear. If we’re going to be moral agents at all, then it seems the one thing we can’t deny is the value of being a moral agent. Our status as moral agents – beings that can think through and choose moral ideas, beings that bear the duty of making moral choices – all this rests on the qualities of will and thought and choice that lie behind our moral decision making. The value of Humanity, therefore, is a basic fact that we cannot deny or avoid. And from that fact alone, morality follows, along with the inherent dignity of each human being.

Christian: And unlike the appeal to pleasure, this argument is not susceptible to the charge of speciesism. That is, you are not merely taking human pleasure arbitrarily as more important than the pleasure of other animals. You’d say a special human dignity is logically implied, inasmuch as the value of being moral agents is not something we evidently share with other animals.

Humanist: Right.

Christian: Of course that view does depend on the premise that we are going to be moral agents, right? I mean, we already have to assume a kind of spiritual quality in Humanity to get the value you’re talking about, don’t we?

Humanist: No, I don’t think so. I don’t think I have to use any concept of “spiritual” anything. 

Christian: Well, what about free will. I mean, Kant – and you, I presume – had to believe that we all have freedom of will, some mysterious ability to act outside of the causal laws of physics that govern all our understanding of the universe. Right?

Humanist: Yes, that’s true. Kant does presume free will and so do I, and I’ll admit it’s mysterious. But remember, I’m not quite agreeing with your materialist person. So, yes, humans have this mysterious quality of free will. That’s only part of what I find to constitute human dignity.

Christian: But you don’t think we need to explain this “mysterious” quality of Humanity in any way? Humans have free will and we can’t explain how, but, voila, there’s the human dignity? Seems kind of arbitrary to me.

Humanist: No more arbitrary than you finding your ultimate meaning in God. So God exists and, voila, there’s the source of value?

Christian: But no, yours is a lot more arbitrary than mine. I mean, I think God is, after all, the Ultimate Being, source of all being, behind all creation, and so on. Of course meaning and value start with God. But you don’t think humans are the source of all existence, do you?

Humanist: Of course not. Humans evolved to become the rational, choosing, moral beings we are.

Christian: Somehow mysteriously with free will and, thus, intrinsic dignity?

Humanist: OK, I don’t know how “free will” evolves. Maybe I can just insist that our consciousness of choice is enough. Kant himself didn’t prove we have free will, but only noted that we have to “postulate” it, or presume it in way.

Christian: But suppose we accept this mere “postulate” for now. Didn’t Kant also think we need to “postulate” the existence of God? And the immortal soul? Doesn’t Kant include those ideas in his “postulates” of moral philosophy just as much as he postulates free will?

Humanist: Yes, Kant assumed things about God, too, but I’ve never been sure he needed to. Or immortality either. Free will, yes, but his God idea seems to me less significant.

Christian: OK, OK. We can talk about that later. Go on. Finish the admission of Kant’s assumptions about the rational and moral – but not spiritual – nature of human beings.

Humanist: OK. Let’s be clear on that: I was not saying Kant assumes a spiritual nature to Humanity. I was admitting that he does have to assume free will and other qualities of moral agency that seem to separate human beings out as especially valuable. Animals may feel pain and pleasure – we admit that for the Utilitarians – but without rational capacities, self-awareness and concepts of value, they just can’t be what he’d call “rational beings.” And for that reason they have no moral duties or moral standing. Call these qualities our intellectual nature, if you must, but I am not going to slip into the argument that these qualities imply something like a soul, or that this “soul” implies the existence of God. I’m insisting that it remains purely humanistic without transcendent or spiritual qualities.

Christian: OK, I like what you’ve said. But you admit that Kant himself did, as you say, slip into the ideas of God and immortality.

Humanist: Yes, but I think he only needed God and immortal souls because his culture and time expected him to have such beliefs.

Christian: But even now, even for you, we might have to admit that there’s some danger of slipping, as you say, into these more dangerously transcendent concepts.

Humanist: What do you mean?
Christian: I mean that the more one emphasizes special capacities of reason and moral duty and, yes, free will, the more one is tempted – I’ll just use that word – tempted, I say, to “slip into” – that was your term – ideas of souls and purpose and such. Kant thought such notions were necessary extensions of his moral philosophy; you don’t. But it’s interesting if we can say it's a “temptation” to “slip” in the direction of believing in souls and such. Perhaps that's because there is some natural tendency for philosophical thinking to go this way. That’s why you have to resist it so explicitly and emphatically.

Humanist: Well, maybe. I don’t think I have to take seriously your suggestion that there is this “natural tendency,” or whatever. But, OK, I confess that you find the slip in Kant and that it seems a natural threat. And, yes, that’s why I resist it. So what?

Christian: So perhaps we need to address more aggressively this tendency. Maybe it’s a hint that your own resistance is not following the reasonable clues but just arbitrarily taking Humanity as a value in resistance to Kant and the “temptation” to “slip into” something more “mysterious.” I know I’m wiggling my fingers over the quotation marks a lot. But these tendencies, I’d suggest, indicate that your Humanism so far is not as well grounded as you hope.

Humanist: Kant “slips into” talk about human souls and God and I don’t “slip” in the same way.  Maybe he is just yielding to social pressure and somewhat arbitrarily adding these religious elements.

Christian: Is he just being arbitrary, or are you just being stubborn? You did admit you resist those implications. Maybe we have to look at them harder.

Humanist: Maybe. I guess I can think about that some more.

Christian: Shall we talk about that tomorrow?

Humanist: Tomorrow.

DAY 3
Humanist: So we ended yesterday with you arguing that Humanism based on rationality and moral will, a la Kant, pushes us in the direction of more mysterious notions than Humanism alone seems to provide. At least it did Kant. And you thought we should look farther into those implications. So I studied up on the so-called “Moral Arguments for the existence of God,” and I’m ready. You I presume are going to try to prove that moral absolutes, or even just moral consciousness, implies the existence of God.

Christian: Well, no. That is not my intention at all. You recall that my objective is not to prove that God is, in some way, real, or that Christianity it true. I’m only trying – right now, at least – to note why I think Humanism is insufficient as a philosophy. That’s why I was willing to agree with you that a Kantian notion of human beings as having inherent dignity and value was a good starting point, but I was also claiming that we see even in Kant the need for more spiritual concepts than the so-called dignity of the rational person.

Humanist: OK, fine. But, if you’re not just going to go back to Kant’s claim to postulate God, freedom of will and immortality of the soul, what is your point? I already agreed that Kant does in fact add these rather religious elements, but I’m ready to press the argument that Kant’s postulates are not very convincing.

Christian: And that’s fine. But suppose I just let you have your unconvincing postulates of practical reason. I mean, suppose we just agree that Kant himself seemed to think that adding a belief in God and life-after-death seemed necessary to fulfill our ideal notion of moral duty; and suppose we also just agree that Kant’s rationale is unconvincing. I’m willing to offer that.

Humanist: Well, OK. Then we can just agree that we’re back to a humanistic morality that has no need of God. Looks like I win.

Christian: But in fact, my argument is not merely about Kant’s postulates. In fact, I tend to think that even if his postulations of God and immortality as necessary adjuncts to his moral ideals were vital for giving us an ideal picture of justice and the endlessness of moral happiness, I would not be very satisfied with Kant’s conclusions. Fact is, I think he got it backward.

Humanist: Backward? What do you mean?

Christian:  We both know that Kant in his basic moral theory stresses moral intention and the concept of duty.

Humanist: Yes. And?

Christian: And it is in our capacity as rational beings that we are the sole creatures – as far as we know anyway – that can intend to do good just because it is good. We can will goodness, even if we actually fail to achieve it. And that is why we all, all of us human rational beings, have inherent dignity. This dignity suggests we have a kind of inherent value, maybe inherent rights. Yes? And thus your Humanism.

Humanist: Yes. And you’re getting to … what?

Christian: My point is that we have these ideals, ideals of justice, equity, the respect of personal rights and individual persons’ freedoms, and so on. And these ideals, in themselves, ought to be pursued simply because they are right. That’s Kant’s whole point of duty for its own sake, right?

Humanist: OK. And no doubt you want to argue now that we can only have such rights if there is a God.  I’ve already said, however, that I don’t think Kant’s addition of God as a “postulate of pure reason” is all that necessary. I thought we had settled that.

Christian: In fact, I wasn’t really going to pursue that argument. I mean, I think I understand it, and I find it fascinating, but, frankly, I’m not entirely a fan of Kant’s postulates either. As I said, I think he kind of got it backward.

Humanist: OK, then I still need you to explain that to me.

Christian: Right.  OK, here’s Kant's logic.
 Kant says we have a moral duty, and we ought to do our moral duties solely for the sake of duty. But he also says we should desire the absolute highest good.

Humanist: The summum bonum, yes.

Christian: Right. And that highest good would be our perfect goodness accompanied by a perfect reward of perfect happiness.

Humanist: Yes, yes. But, he says, we can’t possibly really count on the actualization of such a complete fulfillment of the highest good unless there is eternal life and a God of absolute justice and omniscience. Yes, I know, but as I said…

Christian: And I kind of agreed, that, in a way, I find this less than convincing. I mean, I’m not totally convinced I need to believe in the achievability of this summum bonum. Indeed, I kind of prefer the ideal of being motivated by duty for its own sake.

Humanist: Well, then, what’s your point?

Christian: Frankly, I haven’t made it yet. But I guess I could at least point out that Kant’s addition of God to morality, while it may not be as necessary a postulate as he thinks it is, does in fact add something.

Humanist: What do you mean?

Christian: I mean that, whether or not you find him convincing, you can see that the addition of God to morality does add a kind of force, a kind of ultimacy and motivation. I don’t think Kant himself would want us to be motivated toward moral action solely out of fear of God or some such ultimately egoistic desire. But adding God and immortality does move our sense of moral duty to another level. It gives morality the feel, if you will, of transcendence.

Humanist: For what it’s worth, I can give you that. I mean, I can see why religious people think that morality and God are linked together. I recall that even Mill, with his “Religion of Humanity,” wanted to add the “feel” of religion, that sense of greatness and glory that religion supplies. So, yes, I think I do get a feel for the transcendent, almost-religious greatness of morality. I’m not going to be convinced by a feeling however.

Christian: No, and I don’t mean you to be. But in the end we admit that there is something great about moral goodness per se. It has a kind of value and meaning beyond pleasure and happiness. And so it’s no wonder that Kant himself is driven to look for its culmination in eternity.

Humanist: You mean, he starts with morality and then moves on to the ideas of God and eternity as additions that give his moral feeling greater meaning or depth?

Christian: Kind of like Mill, as you noted.

Humanist: Yes, both of them seem to make this move.

Christian: Yes, exactly. Later, when Kant writes Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone, he practically defines religion as merely taking moral duty and looking at it as if it came from God.
 Here, too, it seems, morality is his focus but he keeps sort of tacking on God like an addendum. But he has it “backwards,” I think, because God and eternity come first, so to speak, and morality is dependent upon them.

Humanist: So you say. But he has clearly shown us his ethical theory first without God.

Christian: Yes, but my argument is that he’s giving us a decent epistemology of ethics, but he fails to talk about moral ontology. Ontology, I’d say, is logically prior to epistemology, and that ontology of morality is from God.

Humanist: You lost me there.

Christian: It’s like this. Suppose you’re listening to a bird singing on a nice day in Spring. You know the bird is singing because you can hear it, right?

Humanist: Sure.

Christian: But the bird being there singing, that’s really the first, most basic thing. That you hear the bird and maybe like listening to its song, that has to come second, so to speak.

Humanist: I see that. So?

Christian: I’m arguing that Kant saw the connection between God and morality, but that he saw it backward because he came at it from behind. He was talking about what we know about morality, but not about what morality is. And that is why his morality seemed incomplete and why adding God seemed necessary, even if the addition is unconvincing. Instead of talking about how we get an idea of rights and then tacking on some transcendent addition, he should have started with what justice and rights are in themselves, and then talked about how we discover them.

Humanist: You’re still going to have to explain. Let’s drop the singing birds and get back to Kant.

Christian: OK, try this. We are required by Kantian ethics to act justly simply because it is justice, right?

Humanist: Yes.

Christian: And he thinks that maybe we need to add God to our moral decision making as a kind of ultimate justice, linking moral goodness and happiness.

Humanist: Yes.

Christian: But what makes justice good?

Humanist: Well, Kant’s categorical imperative. “Act only on maxims you could will as universal laws.”

Christian: No, that is a way to know or understand justice, that is not what makes justice good. It makes more sense to see that the rightness of justice is rooted in the fact that God is already just. God makes justice right for us ontologically, and all Kant can do is give us clues on how to understand what justice looks like.

Humanist: I don't think I know what you mean.

Christian: Well, how does the categorical imperative work for Kant? Isn't it a way of telling, from among all the possible maxims, or moral rules, we might embrace, which ones are truly moral and which are not?

Humanist: Sure. Like with the stealing example yesterday, I can consider whether or not I should pick your pocket or whether I should return something you've lost, and to do so, I only have to consider whether I can will that everyone, everywhere, picked pockets or returned property. And we would quickly see that picking pockets could not be a universal law, but returning people's property could be. No need to appeal to God in any way.

Christian: Right. And that's how we know, to use your example, that picking pockets is wrong.

Humanist: Yes. If everyone picked everyone's pockets, there would be no social order or ability to use property, but if everyone respected property – for example, by returning lost things to their owners – society would function and order would be maintained.

Christian: Actually, I don't like the way you put that. I don't think Kant would like it either. I mean, it isn't really that picking pockets doesn't work as a social rule, but returning property does. I don't think you should make Kant into a “rule utilitarian.”

Humanist: You know what? You're right. I didn't really say that in a very Kantian way. OK. It isn't that the rule “Don't pick pockets” has no social utility and the rule “Return lost goods” does. I should have said that Kant is noting how the universal rule for picking pockets is ultimately self-contradictory, but the universal rule on returning property is entirely consistent. Better?

Christian: Much. Because in the end, Kant's point is a logical one. Everyone picking everyone's pockets is simply absurd, inasmuch as the only reason to pick a pocket is to have someone else's property, which cannot happen if someone is picking the pickpocket's pocket.

Humanist: It gets a little clumsy trying to explain it, but, yes, that's the point. Kant's categorical imperative is a logical test to see what is and what is not moral.

Christian: Yes, I agree.

Humanist: And that's how we see that Kant's addition of God – and yours – is unnecessary.

Christian: No. What we see is that we have a good means of knowing the difference between moral and immoral principles. But that still doesn't tell us what a moral principle is. It gives us an epistemological tool for distinguishing right from wrong, but it doesn't tell us what morality and immorality are.

Humanist: I guess I'm still unclear on how your distinction helps.

Christian: I'm saying that Kant, at best, gives us the logic for recognizing moral law, but he doesn't tell us why there is moral law at all. He doesn't tell us why we should be so proud of our moral consciousness. Kant liked to talk about the wonder of, as he says, “the starry heavens above and the moral law within.”
 But he doesn't risk telling us why those two wonders are there and why they are wonders. But with the “addition” of the idea of God, we have a place for both, not only with an epistemology for seeing stars and understanding moral rules, but with an ontological basis for the universe and for morality.

Humanist: You're talking about moral realism.You're trying to say that morality isn't just something to think about; it is something that exists, is real and, in some way, outside of us as well as – to sound like Kant – within us.

Christian: And that's why I'm saying we don't really “add” God to morality, but rather we understand the power and importance or morality if we see morality as created by God.

Humanist: Suppose I agree that there is some strength in moral realism, in the idea that moral laws have some reality and power beyond how the human mind discovers them. I'm not sure the addition of God is necessary still. I mean, even without moral realism, Kant has given us a powerful tool for thinking about ethics, and that is no small feat.

Christian: Oh, believe me, I’m not trying to denigrate Kant’s philosophy! I'm only trying to say that Kant's “addition” – I keep wiggling my fingers around the word, and I see that you don't – the “addition” of God to morality is more than a whimsical postulate. It changes the purpose and meaning of morality, makes it a search for truth and not just the unpacking of some evolved mental inventions. God makes Kant's ethics better.

Humanist: I'm still not sure I agree with that, though I can see what you're saying. I’m even catching your singing bird analogy: Yes, I can know there’s a bird in the tree because I hear it singing, but that doesn’t explain what a bird is or why it exists. Similarly, you say, we can use Kantian logic to help us understand what is moral about justice or human rights, but that doesn’t explain why there are human rights or what justice is. Is that what you’re saying?

Christian: Yes. And my point is that a presumption of the existence of God and of human beings made in God’s image gives me all the strength of Kantian ethics, allows me to apply his logic, and explains even more why I apply it and to what. 

Humanist: So you don’t deny that Kant’s moral logic is good?

Christian: No, not at all! Well, almost “not at all.” I mean, gosh, I like Kant. I can use Kant’s logic very often to help me understand what is the right moral thing to do. In fact, you might recall that I never said really that Mill was wrong to emphasize the value of pleasure. When discussing Mill, I didn’t have to argue that pleasure is bad or that it is irrelevant to making moral decisions.

Humanist: You’re not a religious ascetic?

Christian: By not means! In fact, I think I can, as a theist, say that we are created to enjoy pleasure, that it has value precisely because we are made to delight in it. Sex with one’s spouse, chocolate on strawberries, and a good joke with friends are all of value. I’d argue, in fact, that ascetic religions are just wrong. Pleasure is a good thing, as we can value pleasure, even use it as a helpful guide to what is moral.

Humanist: But you argued two days ago that Mill’s Utilitarianism fails as a moral theory.

Christian: Yes. And I still argue that. It can’t really guide all moral decision making or clarify the full range of moral values. It can’t give you Humanism. But it can often be a helpful guide for thinking through moral problems. Similarly, Kant’s emphasis on human rationality and his Categorical Imperative can be very useful guides for thinking through moral decision making. But they can’t tell us what morality is, nor give it genuine onological grounding. Like appeals to pleasure, the appeal to universal law is a method of thinking about morality. But it is neither complete nor infallible.

Humanist: It isn’t complete, as you’ve said, because it seems to need to go beyond itself to suggest the deeper “grounding” – as you call it – of morality. Right?

Christian: Right. And it isn’t infallible because, well, you must be well aware of problems with Kantian universal law, especially where there are hard cases, or need for exceptions.

Humanist: Well, yes. Some people argue notoriously that Kant can’t seem to justify stealing to help a starving child, if indeed stealing, as we say, can never be a universal law. Of course it might also be a universal law to help the starving child, but…

Christian: But notoriously, as you say, universal laws come into conflict, and Kant seems to have no resolution for us, unless we fall back to some appeal to pleasures and pains, the kind of consequences that Kant explicitly wants to overlook.

Humanist: So you think we need to appeal to God to solve tough moral problems? I don’t see that.

Christian: No! I wouldn’t argue that either. I’m only pointing out the insufficiencies of Kantian ethics. And I’d add to what we’ve seen that Kant is simply kind of depressing.

Humanist: What’s that supposed to mean?

Christian: Only that Kant seems to find no value in enjoying our own moral choices. It’s as if he says we must always find conflict between our moral duties and our moral virtue if we are going to be sure that we are choosing moral duty for its own sake.

Humanist: You’re noting that Kant speaks rather forcefully in challenging our tendency to choose our actions based on what we desire rather than on what is right, that he seems suspicious of anyone choosing, say, not to steal just because they don’t want to do so. I mean, if I choose not to steal your watch because I in fact don’t really want a watch or because I’m afraid of being caught, then I’m not really choosing morality for its own sake. So that I am truly being moral only – or at least most obviously – when I must resist my own desire for your watch. I can’t really just enjoy being an honest man.
 
Christian: I think that’s a reading of Kant we should at least consider. And it’s a reading that suggest we should turn from Kant toward, say, Aristotle.

Humanist: That’s what I was about to say. I mean, if I do agree that Kant too naturally slips – to use your chosen verb – toward theism, and maybe especially if I think Kant comes up short in seeming to suggest we must always be resisting our inclinations, I can still suggest that Aristotle has a sufficient Humanism for our needs.

Christian: So you might argue that, just as Kant is a step above Mill in giving us a picture of the moral dignity of the human person, so is Aristotle a step above Kant in giving us a noble view of humanity at our most virtuous.

Humanist: I think I might argue that. And let me emphasize that Aristotle did not need to add God to his morality in any way.

Christian: You might be right, and, in fact, I confess that I kind of like Aristotle’s ethical views best. But can we perhaps argue this tomorrow?

Humanist: Fine. Tomorrow I’ll give you rational Greek humanism, instead of the dreary German kind or the overly optimistic British kind.

Christian: I look forward to it.

DAY 4
Humanist: You ended yesterday challenging my view of a wholly humanistic and non-theistic morality of human dignity by appealing to Kant. OK, fine. I’m still thinking about that. There are aspects of Kant’s ethical theory that I, too, find unsatisfying, and I can’t deny that he at least thought he needed to append God to his ethical thinking. But, in a way, I think I can transcend Kant, maybe become even more of a humanist by appealing to Aristotle. I mean, maybe Kant is a better humanist than Mill, but Aristotle is a better humanist than Kant. So if you want a good, philosophical view of the way that humanity as such can be the source of value, Kant is better than Mill, but Aristotle is better than Kant.

Christian: Well, I don’t have to disagree much with what you’ve said. I agreed already with your point yesterday that sort of set Kant above Mill. That is, I think we already agreed that Kant goes beyond Mill by emphasizing the dignity of humanity and avoiding the mere speciesism of an ethical view based on pleasure and pain.

Humanist: Yes, right. But then you wanted to argue that Kant falls short, even by his own arguments, by attaching a kind of necessary, if vague, theism to his morality. And we both tentatively agreed with the general feeling that Kant’s ethics seems to presume too much of a mistrust of our own inclinations. Which is why Aristotle makes the better Humanist.

Christian: I think I see your point, though you may have to explain more what you mean. I had to admit I am also not fond of Kant's moral philosophy insofar as it seems to make moral action always a chore and a struggle. But you now want to defend Aristotle’s view of morality as a sufficient Humanism?

Humanist: Yes, that’s where I’m headed. I mean, we apparently agree that Kant seems to say we act morally only when motivated by respect for the value of duty and not by our own desires. Now, I don’t want to argue simply that Kant was saying we only do good when we are miserable. But you know how he argues. He says that the only real goodness in morality is good intention,
 and that good intention is evident precisely when we choose to do our moral duties only because they are duties. He contrasts this with inclination, the will to do something because we like it. And thus he seems to be saying that we are at our best morally when we do some truly moral act but don’t want to. In other words, it does sound like he’s saying that, if I happily return lost property to a guy who lost his wallet, then I’m not as moral as when I give it back but really wanted to keep it.

Christian: Yeah, he does sound like that sometimes, and I admit I find it a bit depressing. I mean, why can't it be that I learn so deeply the value of returning property, or of seeing the man happy with the discovery of his lost wallet, that I actually enjoy doing the morally right thing? Surely, the more we give people their property, the more we learn to do so happily. Indeed, I'd go further and suggest that, if I really only return the wallet out of duty – in other words, in fact I deeply want to keep the guy's money and credit cards, but still begrudgingly do the right thing – then in fact I might be doing a good deed, but I'm not a very good person. Surely a truly moral person wouldn't even think of keeping someone else's wallet.

Humanist: Actually, I kind of agree with you there. But even if we agree on this critique of Kant’s Humanism, I think I can defend non-theistic Humanism by appealing to Aristotle and Virtue Theory. For even if Mill and Kant lead to failures of ethical theory or else to more “God” than I want, I can still note that Aristotle thought morality could be best understood as virtuous character. But let me add quickly that, while it is clear that someone like Thomas Aquinas obviously used Aristotle and found it easy to add God to Aristotelian ethics, Aristotle didn’t seem to think God was necessary. He didn’t make Kant’s mistake. He thought we only needed to observe human nature, see the “function” of our humanity, to understand what are good and bad habits, the virtues and vices that make us fully human, fully happy.

Christian: Let me insist that I did not argue that Kant was mistaken to add God to morality. Maybe your philosophy somehow needs to claim that. But I only claimed that he got it backwards and should have been adding morality to God.

Humanist: Yes, I remember. But that still leaves me Aristotle.

Christian: Yes, it does. And I have to admit that in some ways I like Aristotle best myself. I mean there are ways in which it seems to me that both Mill and Kant are incomplete without Aristotle.

Humanist: What do you mean?

Christian: Well, remember that we talked about how Mill kind of bends over backwards to argue that some pleasures are “higher” pleasures than others. How he thinks that the cultivation of pleasures like deeper relationships and education are greater pleasures than simple animal desires. You remember?

Humanist: Yes, but I thought you said he didn’t really have a basis for calling any pleasures higher or lower, except by his speciesism.

Christian: Yes, that’s right. I’d still say so. But that means generally that Mill has too little to say about why the so-called “higher” pleasures are in fact higher. Indeed, it seems to me reasonable to infer from Mill that, if we were to meet a guy who seeks the baser pleasures but has the ability to cultivate the higher ones, we could say he “should” seek the higher ones. And I think we’d mean more than just saying those higher pleasures are, after all, higher pleasures. What makes them “higher” and what makes them, in a sense, something we should cultivate, is that they are more truly our ideal nature. That is, if you press Mill for something more than his broad and simplistic use of ‘pleasure’ to cover everything humans want, you see that Mill himself presumes there are ideal virtues. Squeeze Mill and out comes Aristotle.

Humanist: I think I know what you mean, but I’m not sure what that proves.

Christian: I don’t think I’m proving anything, but I do want to reiterate that Mill’s philosophy is not sufficiently grounded. And more than that, I want here to suggest that Aristotle’s Virtue Theory, in a way, contains the best of Mill’s hopes.

Humanist: Because the idea of “higher pleasures” is, in a way, already contained in Aristotle’s idea of virtues?

Christian: Yes. You see, Aristotle doesn’t have to argue that the cultivation of, say, a loving relationship that lasts a lifetime is a “higher pleasure.” He only has to say that something like fidelity is a human virtue. And if dogs and ducks have other virtues, that’s fine. Human virtues are the one’s that make human beings good.

Humanist: I see that. But aren’t you now arguing my side of this issue?

Christian: Maybe. But there’s more, because we have a similar – well, in some ways going in the opposite direction – argument with Kant.

Humanist: Let’s hear it.

Christian: Actually, it’s only the same complaint we just made: that Kant leaves us with an idea of morality that seems too much to stress the need to choose duty against one’s inclinations. 

Humanist: Yes. And I agreed that kind of makes him sound depressing.

Christian: Indeed. To be fair, I suppose a good Kantian can defend him a bit. But the point is only to contrast Aristotle. What I like with Virtue Theory is Aristotle’s suggestion that the more we cultivate our true, higher ideals, the more our moral goodness becomes spontaneous. Ultimately, moral action just flows from moral attitude, from moral habits that make up a good character. And that means that real moral behavior isn’t so grudging. Indeed, it is our happiness.

Humanist: I can accept this kind of argument, though, again, to be fair, I don’t think that proves Kant wrong.

Christian: And I again admit I don't think I need to prove Kant wrong, as I was not trying to use Aristotle to prove Mill wrong. I only want to show that, in some way, Aristotle goes beyond both Mill and Kant.

Humanist: I was already willing to go there, but, again, that only means that I have my humanism after all, since we can have an Aristotelian notion of human virtue wholly without God. Aristotle didn’t appeal to God anywhere in this theory. In fact, I see his description of human virtues as practically empirical. It’s the empirical study of human nature.

Christian: What do you mean by that?

Humanist: Simply that, if we study something long enough, we can get some idea of what it does, its “function,” to use Aristotle’s term. If, for example, we study dogs enough, we can reasonably figure out what makes a dog an excellent, happy dog. I suppose that, if we study tables we can figure out what makes a good table, though it’s a little weird to talk about an especially happy table.

Christian: And your point is that, in the same way, we can study humanity and learn what we do, what we need to do excellently, and thus what are the virtues that make up a good and happy life.?

Humanist: Yes. And then the real point – trying to preempt your theistic argument – is that we don’t need God to tell us what qualities make us good and make us happy. We can figure it out for ourselves.

Christian: Actually, I don’t know whether to argue this with you or not. Surprisingly perhaps, I wasn’t going to argue that we need God to tell us what makes us good and happy. I’m a little inclined to accept an Aristotelian approach, though only “a little” inclined.

Humanist: What do you mean?

Christian: Only that, it seems to me that Aristotle doesn’t really study humanity and come up with a view of ideal human nature. I mean, do you think that an Aristotelian list of human virtues – justice, courage, self-control, wisdom, etc.
 – really describes ideal human nature? I mean for all humanity?

Humanist: Well, it’s not a bad description. No doubt it can use development and further study, but that is one of the benefits of an empirical study: it is open to revision.

Christian: Yet you look at a list of human virtues according to someone like Confucius, and you get a rather different set of ideals. Confucius thinks human beings need, yes, wisdom, like Aristotle would say, but also ritual propriety, humility, deference, benevolence.
 Some of these just don’t seem to have an obvious counterpart in Aristotle. And if both of them are somehow studying humanity in order to tell us what it means to be a good human being, it’s strange that they can’t seem to agree any better than they do.

Humanist: I’m not really sure if they’re doing the same kind of study, or, for that matter, if they really disagree as much as you think.

Christian: Maybe I don’t understand them either. But I do think you need to admit that what Aristotle might be describing is not some ideal human nature, but only 4th-century-BC-Greek-aristocratic-male nature.

Humanist: Maybe so. And maybe Confucius was only describing 6th-century-BC-Chinese-aristocratic-male nature. But maybe you can grant me that we, at least, are not so limited as they were, and that, since we have access to both Aristotle and Confucius, and to a wealth of other cultural and historical studies, we can continue the study of the human ideal and, hopefully, get better and better at understanding our true function.

Christian: Actually, I might happily grant you that. As I said, I don’t really need to argue that the Aristotelian or Confucian approach to discovering the ideals of human virtue is fundamentally wrong. Maybe we can discover some truths about our human nature just by studying ourselves, and maybe those truths will help us understand how to be good people. I’ll grant that, though I’ll ask you to grant one addition.

Humanist: What’s that?

Christian: That if there were a God who had created us, and if this God were to speak and to tell us what our ideal nature was, then this would be a great addition to our self-understanding and would complement the atheistic virtue theory quite well.

Humanist: You’re trying to slip Thomas Aquinas into the argument.

Christian: Not really. I’m only trying to get you to admit that there’s great uncertainty in the supposedly empirical study of human nature, and that, if there were a God, then the addition of divine guidance would be useful and consistent with Aristotelian and even Confucian thinking.

Humanist: Sure. Fine. I can grant all that, but only by underscoring the huge number of “ifs.”

Christian: And that’s OK with me. Because, as I said, I am not really trying to argue that a secular virtue theory is wrong. When I noted before that it was reasonable to wonder what virtues make us truly ideally human, I was, after all, really asking two questions, not just one.

Humanist: I’m not seeing the questions.

Christian: Well, the first was, “What kind of virtues are our true human goodness?” You seem to think we can answer that question with an almost empirical study of human behavior, and, in the end, I didn’t even disagree – much. I raised concerns and cautions, hinted at the theistic addition, but in the end, no, I didn’t deny the possibility of an atheistic virtue theory being a pretty useful theory. But that only answers the first question.

Humanist: So what’s the second question?

Christian: “Why?”

Humanist: Why what?

Christian: Not just which character traits are ideal human virtues, but why these ones. You see, this is parallel to the same critique I raised against Kant. There I argued that it is one thing to discover a means of learning something about human morality, but it is another thing to discuss what human morality is. In the case of Aristotle, it seems to me we can agree that he offers a kind of “empirical” study of human nature to help us see what human virtues we ought to have. Like I suggested with Kant, it's a kind of epistemology of ethics: here's how to discover what we ought to do. Right?

Humanist: OK. So?

Christian: So, like Kant, Aristotle may be telling us how to discover human morality, but he can't seem to explain why we have this human nature, this morality. Over and over, it seems, there is a kind of presumed anthropology, a human ontology in Aristotle’s effort to discover human virtue. Look at how he talks about discovering a thing’s true “function,” as if there is some reality or essence to being human that just is what it ought to be. But there doesn't seem to be in Aristotle's ethics any reason to think that this current human nature, or the limited 4th-century-BC-Greek-aristocratic-male nature, is really what we ought to be.

Humanist: So you're saying, as you did with Kant, that adding God to the mix gives Aristotle's ethics a kind of stronger moral realism?

Christian: Exactly. Because with theism, we can say why we have the moral character we do, not only what it might be.

Humanist: So in fact you are trying to bring in Aquinas. Sure, OK. Aristotle does, of course, assume certain things about the human soul, the rational soul, and indeed a kind of essentialism that he would have a hard time defending.
 

Christian: Indeed. So we can see how Thomas Aquinas could adapt Aristotle’s ethics to his medieval Catholicism: God created humans with basic intrinsic qualities that make for the essence of being human. This means, among other things, that if God were indeed to speak to humanity, He could guide us in understanding our human nature.

Humanist: OK, but God might not speak and we could still use reason and your “empirical” study of humanity to get some idea of who and what we’re supposed to be.

Christian: Yes, that’s true, but...

Humanist: But?

Christian: But to the extent that Aristotle emphasizes that there is a kind of real ideal of being human, I think he points us to some idea of the human soul or essence that his own philosophy doesn’t explain. And yes, Aquinas does it better, I think. But as with Kant, I understand that you want to keep the values and resist the temptation to slip – here we are again with temptations to slip – into the more religious-seeming mysteries.

Humanist: Perhaps it is your temptation and your slipping, not mine.

Christian: Perhaps. But remember my arguments with the other ethicists. I argued that Mill is more of a theist than he lets on, and that we can value “higher pleasures” and indeed the pleasures of others with theism better than we can without it. I argued that Kant himself “slips” toward theism in a natural and almost obvious way, especially if we seek not only to understand what our moral duties might be, but why they are what they are. And with Aristotle, I’m now arguing, theism allows us to understand more about human nature than a non-theistic observation of humanity.

Humanist: But you’re not arguing, are you, that these various ethical theories are false or useless.

Christian: Quite the contrary. They all discover important aspects of ourselves: our value in pleasure, our ideals of consciousness and duty, the hope for fulfillment and complete moral virtue. And they all can be used as ways of helping us make moral decisions. But all of them are incomplete, and theism makes all of them better. I am a better Humanist with God than without Him.

Humanist: I see your argument, but I can’t quite find it satisfying. Indeed, I don’t like being pushed toward theism partly because it seems to complicate things. It seems dangerous.

Christian: Dangerous? What does that mean.

Humanist: I’ll explain tomorrow.

Christian: OK.

DAY 5
Humanist: So you’ve been saying that if I look to Aristotle for a basic idea of a “human essence,” I’d do better to follow Aquinas all the way into theism. If I try to stick to a non-religious Kant, I do better to clarify the nature of the soul and free will by following him toward the addition of God. And finally, even if I try just to go back to a good old, down-to-earth, Utilitarian Mill, for whom there is no need for a mysterious, God-created human essence beyond our basic animal capacity to feel pain and pleasure, belief in God is really lurking in the background. I see your points, maybe not as actually proving that God exists or that each of these ethical views does in fact require God, but that theism adds something to moral thinking that these theories alone do not have.

Christian: Yes, that’s my argument. Generally, Humanism is better Humanism with God than without God.

Humanist: But surely you can see my point, that there is a certain value in these philosophies without God, as we search for a good, clear, humanistic morality without the dangers of religious superstition or religious moral justifications.

Christian: What do you mean, ‘dangers’?

Humanist: Well, that’s the negative side of the argument in my favor. I mean, not only can I argue that I still might in fact have strong moral values without religion; I can also argue that adding religion to moral values is ultimately detrimental to morality. So I think it’s good to be a non-theistic Humanist because I can have all the good of morality without the bad of religion.

Christian: I guess I’d better hear about the bad of religion and see if I have any defense.

Humanist: Well, I don’t intend to be mean, but we can note easily the great amount of evil done by religion in world history. Surely you’d have to admit that there has been more than enough religious war and persecution, all vindicated by appeals to divine will. I mean, just look at the Crusades.

Christian: Indeed, I do admit that. I might argue that some of the horrors of history and current evils may not really be religious. I mean, you might also admit that long standing wars and rivalries, like those in Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, are not really religious wars. They’re political and ethnic wars mostly, I think, and religion is an easy dividing line.

Humanist: Well, that might be true, but…

Christian: But wait. I don’t really want to force that point anyway. I’m not really disagreeing with you. Surely religion has inspired its share of war and hatred and even where the basic disagreement might not be religious, as in the examples I’ve given, religion probably helps fuel the fires and make things worse. So, no, I don’t deny your point about religious dangers.

Humanist: Well, then that’s my point. It would be better to have the moral ideals without the religious evils.

Christian: Again, sure, that’s true, at least as you stated it. But I’m not sure what that proves. I mean, any ideals without any evils is better. In fact, don’t you think there have been a fair number of secular, atheist, and even humanist moralists who have done great evils?

Humanist: Like who?

Christian: For heaven’s sake, you can’t honestly think that Hitler and Stalin were driven by religious beliefs. Ironically, you can read the most radical justifications of fascism by Mussolini, who argues for war on the basis of a kind of survival of the fittest.
 And you can’t find a more highly developed, theoretical, and non-religious value system than Marxism. And Stalin killed more than Hitler.

Humanist: True, but you can’t blame Stalin on Humanism. That isn’t really what Humanism is about. It isn’t even what Marxism is really about.

Christian: Fine. That may be true. But are you trying to say that the Crusades are in fact what Christianity is about? Come on, be fair. If you can overlook Stalin as a killer atheist and say he’s just a bad model of Humanism, why won’t you let the Christian say that the Crusades is a bad model of Christianity? It’s hardly fair of you to take the worst of one as example, but only want to point to the best of your own. Be fair.

Humanist: OK, I see your point. I certainly am not going to take Stalin as an example of non-religious morality.

Christian: Then don’t insist that I take the Crusades or the Inquisition, Torquemada or Tamerlane,
 as examples of religious morality. OK?

Humanist: OK, OK. I can see that you want to defend religious morality for its better side, and I can see that I want the same for my position. That’s fair. But you’d have to admit that a religious morality, unlike a secular, humanistic morality, does have greater dangers insofar as it is more zealous and intransigent. This is a classic argument by Mill himself.
 He notes – and quite rightly, I think – that the danger of religious moralities is that they can’t bend or change or even question themselves. Once you think God has told you to do something, you just can’t stop. That makes religious moralities more dangerous than Humanism.

Christian: And I do see that point. In some ways, I think it’s even a point I want to make. It may be true that religion adds a certain zeal and determination to morality, but why is that so bad? It is bad only if the morality itself is wrong. But if the morality is right, then extra zeal and determination, a strong insistence that one not turn back – all this is surely a great and positive thing. A certain amount of dedication and even intransigence makes heroes, just as it makes villains. If you’re saying that religion is a powerful psychological motivator for morality, I thoroughly agree. But in itself, that is not a problem any more than being an especially strong man is, in itself, bad. It depends on what the strong man does with his strength. If he does good with it, then his strength is a virtue. Just look at “zealots” like Mother Theresa or Martin Luther King.

Humanist: But look at Christian witch hunts and Islamic terrorism.

Christian: But see? There you go again picking only the bad examples. I thought we agreed that wasn’t fair. And as I’ve admitted, I’m not denying the evils done in the name of religion. I already said that. But is this an arithmetic contest where you count up all the evil religious people you can while I count all the good religious people I can, and at the end of the day whoever has the most wins? Shall we then do the same with the good and the evil non-religious people? Surely the point is not to win by numbers. My point is to admit that there have been great evils done in the name of, and fueled by the zeal of religion, but that the zeal in itself is not the problem. Where that zeal has fueled evils, it is a curse, but where the zeal fuels the truly good, it is a blessing.

Humanist: OK, I see your point. And you’re right: I don’t just want to count up good guys and bad guys. I do think that’s rather pointless and silly. But I still think you miss Mill’s point. It is not only that religion adds zeal. I think Mill was willing to admit that. But he also thought it made people less likely to question themselves, less likely to admit they’ve been wrong. So that once they make a moral mistake in the name of God, that moral mistake is all the more likely to remain.

Christian: Well, again, that may be so. But by the same token, once they have made a great moral stride forward, it is surely that same religious zeal that makes them all the more likely to stick to it, in spite of obstacles and setbacks. So, again, I’m not sure this is entirely an argument against religious morality. And besides, I go back to someone like Stalin, and I can’t imagine he was willing to reconsider his political and moral ideology any more than the worst religious fanatic. Intransigence and fanaticism are hardly the property of religion alone.

Humanist: Well, OK, fine. As I said, I’m not about to try to defend Stalin as some kind of Humanist. It kind of annoys me that you think you can weaken my argument just by bringing him up over and over.

Christian: Well, how many times do you suppose I have to listen to people say, “But look at the Crusades!” as if that proves the evil of religious zeal? You yourself started there and would, I fear, keep it up if I didn’t protest. But I’ll make a deal with you: I won’t mention Stalin again if you will abandon the tactic of referring to the evils of the Christian past as arguments against religious morality. Agreed?

Humanist: Agreed. But I don’t think that was my whole argument. It isn’t the whole argument of Mill. Part of the point is that Humanists have the distinct advantage of understanding their moral views to be open to criticism and review. And this is because Humanists do not have to rely on a Bible or on the spiritual insights of a priestly class or self-proclaimed prophet. Moral reasoning, we say, is open to us all, and it is a duty for us all. By insisting on humanistic principles, we put moral reasoning into the hands of Everyman, removing it from the grip of special revelation or wild, unchallengeable leaders.

Christian: Well, had I not already agree that I wouldn’t mention Whatshisname, I might argue that Humanism has its own brand of unchallengeable leaders. But OK, let’s go with this point of argument, because as I see it, you’re now really getting to the core of the issue. Now you’re talking about how we know what is moral and what is not. How we decide, and who can decide what is moral.

Humanist: Yes. And my point – again, derived from Mill – is that we can avoid the supposed dangers of religion because we don’t need religion. We can think and understand morality for ourselves, as human beings with human values.

Christian: OK. Then to make that claim evident, you must now propose non-religious ethical theories. Maybe you’d propose Utilitarianism, or Kantian deontology, or Aristotle’s Virtue Theory...

Humanist: Certainly some such arguments, although...

Christian: Yes, although we’ve spent the last week talking about them, and I’ve been trying to show how they are both useful and insufficient.

Humanist: But that doesn’t mean we should give up, nor leap into religious belief. Maybe we can combine ethical theories, keep looking for better bases of morality.

Christian: Sure. I have no problem with that. Look at Mill’s consequentialism, Kant’s non-consequentialism and Aristotle’s virtue theory, and let’s wish we could just combine these different approaches to morality. Utility seems a useful approach in some areas, rule-based ethics in others, virtue in still more. We have different kinds of ethical thinking, and each works in some areas and not in others, as each covers some issues and conditions that others fail to resolve.

Humanist: And so we keep looking, thinking, reasoning to try to understand human value and the value of humanity.

Christian: And again, I have no trouble with that. But it doesn’t seem we can just combine different ethical theories any way we want. I mean, they contradict one another on pretty basic levels.

Humanist: Right, since one has us measure morality by consequences, another by devotion to duty in contrast to consequences, and a third by character in contrast to the struggles of duty.  So?

Christian: So it is all the more remarkable that an appeal to God fits well with any of them. Mill can’t help sounding like a Christian to Nietzsche; arrogant old Kant wants to add God to his morality, and Aquinas practically makes Aristotle look like a prophet. Each approach to morality by itself remains weak and incomplete, and yet an appeal to God strengthens, maybe even completes them all. I think that’s generally what I’ve been trying to show you.

Humanist: Show me again.

Christian:  Listen. A theist has no trouble accepting most of what any of the ethical theories say. Are there universal ideals of human nature that we cultivate to be fully, happily human? Sure! Are there universal laws of morality that we must obey as duty? Of course! Are there pleasures – both lower and higher kinds – that we value simply as pleasure. Indeed!

Humanist: And so?

Christian: So the problem is not that these things – the human good, universal duties, even pleasure – have value. The problem is why. What has made the specific human ideals somehow our ultimate good? The sheer chance and ramble of evolution? Maybe. But again, that only tells us, at best, what our ideals might be, not why we ought to pursue them. So what has declared some set of human ideals to be something we ought to seek for ourselves and for others? What has made justice to be a good we should all seek? What declares that your pleasures ought to be as valuable to me as mine? I think the answer to all these questions, the one idea that can make sense of them all, and indeed the only other ethical theory that can be combined with them all, is the final, ultimate appeal to God, creator and legislator of all human value.

Humanist: Well, I can see your point about adding God to all of them, but…

Christian: In a way, it’s kind of like the old First Cause Argument that people use to discuss the existence and maintenance of physical nature, except that here we are trying to account for value.  The value of virtue, the value of moral integrity, and even the value of pleasure can be accounted for if we understand them to be created and intended by God. Otherwise all you have are conflicting methods for guessing at moral rightness.

Humanist: OK, OK. I see what you’re saying. The three basic approaches to ethics we’ve discussed all presume some value, either in pleasure, duty or virtue. And you’re arguing that, with the idea of God added to the ethical theories, we get a kind of foundation, a kind of source or purpose behind pleasure, duty and virtue, all three. OK. Suppose I accept that idea. How does your combination of God with these ideas help? How are you any better off with God than we struggling ethical theorists are without Him?

Christian: What do you mean?

Humanist: I mean, if you’re going to try to argue now that God somehow clearly and unambiguously tells us how to live, some clear and final list of divine commands, you’ve got a heck of an argument ahead of you. Or if you’re going to try to show that adding God to the mix somehow gives you a system of values that makes pleasure, duty and virtue all consistent, again, it seems you have some real arguing to do.

Christian: Well, I might actually take up some of that challenge later, but my point right now doesn’t need to go that far. All I need to argue is that the theist, unlike the humanist, has a reason to believe in the values of virtue, duty and pleasure. All you have are an Aristotelian speculation on which virtues are real virtues, a Kantian analysis of universalizable maxims, and a pseudo-arithmetic summation of pleasures.

Humanist: I’m still not convinced those theoretical approaches to moral reasoning are so bad.

Christian: Again, I haven’t really said they are.

Humanist: Then I’m still missing your point. All I’ve got are speculative methods for rationally examining possibilities of moral rightness. So what?

Christian: So my point is…, or rather my points are these. First, that you have no reason to be moral, or to seek the values of these theories of yours. You’ve got useful methods for helping to determine what, in fact, might be the morally right thing to do, but you have no explanation for what, in fact, makes it moral.

Humanist: That was just confusing.

Christian: I mean that you have these methods for considering what might be moral, but you have no explanation of what morality is. You can use all these methods – difficult and conflicting as they may be – but you cannot say what puts value into the world. To put it more simply, you can value pleasure, and it might – I stress ‘might’ – help you be a moral humanist; or you can value duty and that might help you be a humanist; or finally, you might value virtue and even that might help support humanism. But in the midst of it all, the theist can tell you why these things are good. And thus the theist can give you better reasons for being a humanist.

Humanist: Well, I guess I do sort of get that.

Christian: But let me add one last point. You challenge me to come up with a list of clearly revealed divine commands, but in a way, I don’t need to. Because the theist can use all the same methods of humanistic ethics and can use them more confidently. There is nothing in my understanding of God creating value and the dignity of our moral conscience that conflicts with the possibility that, perhaps, we have a variety of methods and insights that help us decipher what is moral. In fact, because I believe in God, I have more reason than you to believe that we have built-in abilities that help us figure out morality. I can know why I value pleasure and can use that value to answer some ethical questions. I can know why I value duty and virtue, too, and I can use them to answer other ethical questions. Maybe I can even work at understanding the interrelation of the three. I’m not saying I’ve answered the question entirely, but I have all the tools that the humanist does, and more. In other words, I can be as much a humanist as you, and I have better reasons to be one.

Humanist: So you’re not really arguing that humanism is wrong or even that all this moral thinking humans have wrestled with for thousands of years is worthless.

Christian: Indeed I’m not! You have a good ideal, you see truly the struggle of moral thought and moral effort, and you have some epistemological tools for trying to direct morality. What the theist offers is moral reality.

Humanist: Moral reality? Moral realism, like I said before?

Christian: Yes.  With God – not “added to” ethics, but in fact with God as the creator of morality – we have not only a variety of methods for thinking about actions, but an understanding that moral value is real, something created by God, as truly as the universe itself. The final appeal to God still gives us moral epistemology, and it also gives us moral ontology.

Humanist: And so by understanding moral value as somehow the work of a creator, you think I have all the more reason to seek virtue, to strive for duty against inclination, and to value the pleasure of all people.

Christian: And indeed to continue the struggle, to devote yourself to the rational and moral effort of defending human dignity and human nobility.

Humanist: Humanism!

Christian: Yes. In fact, the easiest point to make after all is this: I have reason to believe that human beings have all these wonderful tools for ethical thinking, that we carry the glory and duty of moral conscience, because we are created to have this reasoning and this conscience. We are created, I might say, in the image of God.

Humanist: Now wait. Are you going to argue some creationist viewpoint? Do I have to argue for evolution against some Bible story?

Christian: No, no. That’s not my point at all. Indeed, I think I’m arguing your point, or at least for your own presumption of human dignity.

Humanist: How’s that?

Christian: Everything you’ve said and all you’ve argued, even this last move about the on-going struggle to apply ethical thinking to solve our moral problems – all this is the presumption of Humanism, but it is not a conclusion.

Humanist: Again, how’s that?

Christian: We are moral beings of thought and action. We are glorious and important persons, every one of us, and thus we have rights and duties, purpose and meaning. Your own efforts to learn and struggle to do good are all evidence in my favor, for they suggest more than your Humanism alone can say, namely that we are created knowers and doers of what is truly morally good.

Humanist: No, we just evolved into knowers and doers of what is truly morally good.

Christian: But, no, you see? That doesn’t work. If you had heard my conversation with the Materialist, you’d have heard me argue that there just isn’t a basis in your own ideas of evolution to speak of ourselves as “knowers” of anything true, let alone “doers” of anything good.

Humanist: Yes, I remember saying days ago that I didn’t want just to reduce my position to the Materialist’s view. Now you think I’m simply doomed to that reduction?

Christian: Essentially, yes. I mean, here again, surprisingly, Nietzsche is my friend.
 How can our evolutionary process give us the desire and ability to know truth, especially, in this case, moral truths? It can be a tool for survival; it might even be a tool for social cohesion, insofar as social cohesion is a tool for survival. But for the individual effort to know the truth about moral realities? There is no basis for such a conclusion.

Humanist: But our brains have evolved complex mechanisms for thought, and our social behavior has evolved into complex systems of interaction.

Christian: But that isn’t really what you wanted from the outset. Every species has complex systems of behavior and brain activity that help the species survive as a species. But the Humanism you started with seems to have emphasized the value of human individuals. You wanted human dignity and human rights. You wanted individual moral duty and responsibility. And, yes, once again, all your ethical theorizing and struggle to understand and devote ourselves to moral goodness shows that you want moral truth. Yet in the end, I don’t think you have any of those things.

Humanist: I can simply say they evolved with us as a species.

Christian: Indeed, you simply must say so, just as you must say we have somehow evolved free will. You simply have to say so, because “we evolved somehow” is the only tool you have for explaining what we do. But remember, I’m trying to emphasize that even your own humanism requires you to want something more than evolved mechanism for useful social behavior. You want to think and reason and to discover the truth of moral reality.

Humanist: Your moral realism again?

Christian: Yes. Again, please understand me. I like your Humanism. I want it to be true. Indeed, I think it is true, truer than you know. But you have nothing that stands as the creator and legislator of morality, something to add substance and ontology to moral speculation. You have different ways of making moral decisions, but no basis and cause, maybe not even motivation. And you have no basis for presuming the value of human thought and human will, the free will you struggle to defend. Humanism without such ideas just can’t be well-founded Humanism.

Humanist: So you aren’t saying that placing value in humanity is false, nor that it is foolish to try to reason toward good moral truth. You’re saying that I can’t have moral truth just with my Humanism alone.

Christian: That’s exactly what I’m saying. So in the end, I can see why you value humanity and all human values. Indeed, I think I see that fact better than you do. So, yes, you can be a humanist, and in fact I think I know why Humanism is good. Clearly, I have not defended scripture or any specific religion. But I do think I have shown, better than you can, why Humanism is good. I think I’ve shown that one can be a better humanist if one is first a theist.

Humanist: OK.

�	 See Jeremy Bentham's explicit focus on pain and pleasure as mankind's “two sovereign masters” in his An Introduction to Principles of Morals and Legislation, Chapter I. See, too, where he argues for different value of pleasures, based upon qualities like longevity and fecundity, in the same book, Chapter IV. See Mill's extension of human values, or at least a certainly broader understanding of pain and pleasure, in his Utilitarianism, Chapter II.


�	 Mill actually wrote, “It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied.” See Utilitarianism, Chapter 2.


�	 See Peter Singer’s book, Animal Liberation, Chapter 1.


�	 See note 8.


�	 See Mill’s essay “The Utility of Religion.”


�	 Nietzsche offers a number of criticism of Mill.  In Daybreak, he criticizes Mill specifically for having illogically adopted a morality of “sympathetic affections” that is “no more than an echo” of outdated Christian morality. Even more fundamentally, in Human, All Too Human, Nietzsche notes it is an error of human judgment that we confuse useful and harmful consequences with the ideas of 'good' and 'evil'. That we find pleasure pleasant is trivial; to call it “good” is a leap in the dark. 


�	 See Bentham Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, Chapter 1, Section XIV. Also, consider Mill’s early criticism of intuition in Chapter 1 of Utilitarianism.


�	 For a discussion of Bentham’s view of rights, see “Jeremy Bentham,” The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Section 5b.


�	 See Immanuel Kant, The Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, Second Section.


�	 For the logic of Kant's derivation of the postulate of the existence of God, see The Critique of Practical Reason, Part I, Book II, Chapter II, Section V. 


�	 See the “General Observation” at the end of Book Two of Kant's Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone.


�	 “Rule Utilitarianism” suggests, as with “Act Utilitarianism,” that the final measure of moral rightness is the pleasure and pain of those affected, although the “object” being studied for its effects on people is not a single act, but the application of a general rule. Even Mill in Utilitarianism suggests that there are “classes” of acts that have greater or lesser utility, but others have argued that Rule Utilitarianism, because it must allow for exceptions based on specific contexts, simply reduces to Act Utilitarianism. In any case, Rule Utilitarianism was not Kant's view, as the ensuing argument shows. For a fuller treatment of this ethical approach, see Brad Hooker's entry “Rule Utilitarianism” in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.


�	 See Kant's Critique of Practical Reason.


�	 Kant says (Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, Section Two), “Neither fear of nor inclination to the law is the incentive which can give a moral worth to action.”


�	 See the beginning (Section I) of Kant’s Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals. One might contrast this with Utilitarians who claims that intention is irrelevant to moral worth, as only consequences, the pain or pleasure that results from an action, are significant. See Mill’s Utilitarianism, Chapter II.


�	 For a list of Aristotelian virtues, see his Nichomachean Ethics, Book III, Chapters 6-10.


�	 For a list of Confucian virtues, see the discussion in Mencius 2.A.6.


�	 Aristotle claimed that we achieve a general happiness, a good life, by conforming ourselves to our own ideal nature, thus leading a virtuous life. He bases this in a discussion of the “function of man.”  See his Nichomachean Ethics, Book I. Thomas Aquinas, in his Summa Theologica (Part II, question 91), claims that our understanding of virtue, which is basic to our own natures, is an imprint of the divine in us.


�	 See Benito Mussolini's “What is Fascism?” In this document, Mussolini describes the State as being in a condition of constant competition and expansionist warfare. This, he says, is the basic principle of life; without such this harsh and “heroic” imperialism of the State, it dies.


�	 Torquemada was already noted in Chapter One. Tamerlane, or Timur the Lame, was a Mongolian warrior of the 14th century, known for his military power and for his cruelty. He apparently thought of himself as a good Muslim, and his hope of world conquest was apparently justified by his faith, saying, “As there is one God in heaven, so there should be one ruler on earth.”


�	 Find Mill’s argument in his “Utility of Religion” essay.


�	 See note 6. Much of Nietzsche’s analysis of morality throughout his works offers a “genealogy” of morality, how supposed values seem to emerge from various constraints of life and the will to survive. See, for example, his famous analysis of “master morality” and “slave morality” in Beyond Good and Evil, Section 260.
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