Epilogue

REAFFIRMING THE CORE V ALUES
OF THE WESTERN TRADITION

In recent years, modern Western civilization, whose
core values were articulated during the Enlighten-
ment, has come under severe attack from several
quarters, including religious thinkers, intellectuals
loosely called postmodernists, advocates of the poor
and oppressed, and militant Muslims. Some reli-
gious thinkers deplore the modern age for its es-
pousal of secular rationality, the central legacy of
the Enlightenment. These thinkers argue that reason
without God degenerates into an overriding con-
cern for technical efficiency—an attitude of mind
that produces Auschwitz, Stalin’s labor camps,
weapons of mass destruction, and the plundering
and polluting of the environment. The self without
God degenerates into selfish competition, domina-
tion, exploitation, and unrestrained hedonism. Hu-
man dignity conceived purely in secular terms does
not permit us to recognize the thou of another hu-
man being, to see our neighbor as someone who
has been dignified by God; and removing God from
life ends in spiritual emptiness and gnawing emo-
tional distress. These critics of the Enlightenment
tradition urge the reorientation of thinking around
God and transcendent moral absolutes. Without
such a reorientation, they argue, liberal democracy
cannot resist the totalitarian temptation or over-
come human wickedness.

Postmodernists argue that modernity founded
on the Enlightenment legacy, which once was
viewed as a progressive force emancipating the
individual from unreasonable dogmas, traditions,
and authority, has itself become a source of repres-
sion through its own creations: technology, bureauc-
racy, consumerism, materialism, the nation-state,
ideologies, and a host of other institutions, proce-
dures, and norms. Aversion to a technoscientific
culture and to its methodology leads postmodern-
ists to devalue the principle of objectivity in the
social sciences and to give greater weight to the sub-
jective, to feelings, intuition, and fantasy, to the
poetry of life. Postmodernists contend that the eval-
uation of data and reasoned arguments, no matter
how logical they seem, reveal only personal pref-

erences and biases. In their view, science has no
greater claim to truth than does religion, myth, or
witchcraft. In a world marked by cultural diversity
and individual idiosyncrasies, there are no correct
answers, no rules that apply everywhere and to
everyone. Moreover, like those who point out the
dangers of reason not directed by spiritual values,
postmodernists argue that reason fosters oppressive
governments, military complexes, and stifling bu-
reaucracies. Nor has it solved our problems.

Expressing disdain for Western humanism,
which ascribes an inherent dignity to human be-
ings, urges the full development of the individual’s
potential, and regards the rational, self-determining
human being as the center of existence, post-
modernists claim that humanism has failed. The
humanist vision of socialist society ended in
Stalinism, and liberal humanism proved no more
effective a barrier to Nazism than did Christian-
ity. In our own day, they ask, has the rational hu-
manist tradition been able to solve the problems
of overpopulation, worldwide pollution, world
hunger, poverty, and war that ravage our planet?
Closer to home, has reason coped successfully
with urban blight, homelessness, violence, racial
tensions, or drug addiction? Moreover, postmod-
ernists contend that the Western tradition, which
has been valued as a great and creative human
achievement, is fraught with gender, class, and ra-
cial bias. In their view, it is merely a male, white,
Eurocentric interpretation of things, and the
West’s vaunted ideals are really a cloak of hypoc-
risy intended to conceal, rationalize, and legiti-
mate the power, privileges, and preferences of
white, European, male elites.

People who identify with victims of exploitation,
discrimination, and persecution throughout the
globe also attack the Western tradition. They point
to the modern West’s historic abuses: slavery, im-
perialism, racism, ethnocentrism, sexism, class ex-
ploitation, and the ravaging of the environment.
They accuse westerners of marginalizing the poor,
women, and people of color by viewing them as
the “other.” Furthermore, they condemn the West
for arrogantly exalting Western values and achieve-
ments and belittling, or even destroying, indigenous
peoples and cultures. Finding Western civilization
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intrinsically flawed, some critics seek a higher wis-
dom in non-Western traditions—African, Asian, or
Native American.

Radical Muslims, who were responsible for or
applaud September 11, view Western civilization
as a threat to traditional Islam and plot its destruc-
tion. Their vision of an Islamic society based on a
strict interpretation of the Koran clashes head-on
with core principles of Western democracy—
separation of church and state, religious toleration,
protection of basic rights, and female equality.

Defenders of the Enlightenment heritage argue
that this heritage, despite its flaws, still has a pow-
erful message for us. They caution against devalu-
ing and undermining the modern West’s unique
achievements: the tradition of rationality, which
makes possible a scientific understanding of the
physical universe and human nature, the utilization
of nature for human betterment, and the identifi-
cation and reformation of irrational and abusive
institutions and beliefs; the tradition of political
freedom, which is the foundation of democratic
institutions; the tradition of inner freedom, which
asserts the individual’s capacity for ethical auton-
omy, the ability and duty to make moral choices;
the tradition of humanism, which regards individ-
uals as active subjects, with both the right and the
capacity to realize their full human potential; the
tradition of equality, which demands equal treat-
ment under the law; and the tradition of human
dignity, which affirms the inviolable integrity and
worth of the human personality and is the driving
force behind what is now a global quest for social
justice and human rights.

The modern struggle for human rights—initiated
during the Enlightenment, advanced by the French
Revolution, and embodied in liberalism—continues
in the contemporary age. Two crucial developments
in this struggle are the civil rights movement in the
United States and the feminist movement. Spokes-
persons for these movements have used ideas for-
mulated by Western thinkers in earlier struggles for
liberty and equality. Thus, one reason for the suc-
cess of Martin Luther King’s policy of direct action
was that he both inspired and shamed white Amer-
ica to live up to its Judeo-Christian and demo-
cratic principles. Though written thirty years ago,
the insights of the French social theorist Jacques
Ellul still apply.
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The essential, central, undeniable fact is that
the West was the first civilization in history

to focus attention on the individual and on
freedom. . .. The West, and the West alone,

is responsible for the movement that has led to
the desire for freedom. . . . Today men point
the finger of outrage at slavery and torture.
Where did that kind of indignation originate?
What civilization or culture cried out that
slavery was unacceptable and torture scandal-
ous? Not Islam, or Buddbhism, or Confucius,
or Zen, or the religions and moral codes of
Africa and India! The West alone has defended
the inalienable rights of the human person,
the dignity of the individual. . . . The West
attempted to apply in a conscious, methodical
way the implications of freedom. . .. The West
discovered what no one else had discovered:
freedom and the individual. . . . I see no other
satisfactory model that can replace what the
West has produced.*

The roots of these ideals are ultimately found in
the West’s Greek and Judeo-Christian heritage, but
it was the philosophers of the Enlightenment who
clearly articulated them for the modern age. To be
sure, these ideals are a goal, not a finished achieve-
ment, and nothing should make westerners more
appreciative of the preciousness of these ideals and
more alert to their precariousness than examining
the ways they have been violated and distorted over
the course of centuries. It is equally true that every
age has to rethink and revitalize this tradition in
order to adapt it to the needs of its own time.

Therefore, it is crucial in this age of globalism,
with its heightened sense of ethnic and cultural
diversity, that westerners become sensitized to the
histories and traditions of all cultures. But it is
equally crucial in an era of global interdependence
and tension that westerners continuously affirm
and reaffirm the core values of their heritage and
not permit this priceless legacy to be dismissed or
negated. As the history of the twentieth century
demonstrates, when we lose confidence in this her-
itage, we risk losing our humanity, and civilized
life is threatened by organized barbarism.

*Jacques Ellul, The Betrayal of the West, trans. J. O’Connell
(New York: Seabury, 1978), 17-19, 29.
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