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Leszek Kolakowski 

Killing handicapped babies as the fundamental problem of 

philosophy. We usually do not kill handicapped babies, decrepit 

old people or patients beyond hope (the last category being, 

besides, hard to define, since in the basic sense we are, all of 

us, incurably ill exactly at the same degree). We got accustomed 

to believe that this is what is "right" and we consider it to be 

"obvious", so obvious that we would be embarassed when asked to 

justify our conduct. Meanwhile there are reasons to presume that 

these rules will be less and less obvious for many people. In a 

situation when we are all aware of possible demographic and environ

mental catastrophes which the next future promises us and when the 

question of "priorities" in the economic policy seems to press us 

more and more urgently, human attitudes toward this issue undergo 

changes; most likely some principles, that have been unquestionable 

hitherto, will become object of questions and the answer may turn 

out to be less "obvious" than it appeared to be to the current in

tuition. Moreover these questions may emerge as moral dilenmas 

related to the concept of "priorities". 'Why should well-off 

societies or classes to spend so much effort in order to keep 

living retarded and handicapped children, when millions of normally 

developed babies fell prey of malnutrition and of lack of basic 

medical health? Or: Why do we build highly expensive and 
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sophisticated devices in order to extend the barren vegetation of 

moribund old people when so many able in body and socially "useful" 

human beings are withering and perishing because of misery, starv

ation and easily remediable illneS!s?" 

When we put these questions our "obvious" intuitions seem to 

waver. There are reasons to believe that they will waver stronger 

and stronger. our mentality was moulded through many decades when 

societies defined themselves and judged themselves with criteria 

of efficiency and technological performances, not only it is bound 

to produce such questions but it keeps a natural bent for answer

ing them with help of the same criteria of efficiency and utility. 

Traditional religious beliefs which put "irrational" barriers 

against such questions are withering away and hardly resi~t the 

confrontation of their own criteria of evaluation with the utilit

arian ones. To be sure, we do not sell men on markets but we are 

able to compute tm.1ch better than the slave traders could - what is 

the "right price", the justum pretium, of any human individual, 

taking into consideration his education, age, skills and health. 

This is what insurance companies are doing. Moreover, there are 

many not negligible arguments to maintain that the overwhelming 

predominance of the criteria of technological efficiency and pro

ductivity, coupled with the extraordinary ability to express all 

human values in money form, was the necessary condition of all the 

beneficient effects of technological progress as well as the 

necessary condition for the rise and preservation, at least in 

I 
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some parts of the world, of democratic institutions in public life. 

Is there any important difference between culture that allows 

to express all human values in money and culture that would imple

ment, in virtue of the same criteria, killing individuals consider

ed as useless? I think that there is a difference. 

I will argue that in this question "whether or not killing 

handicapped babies is allowed?" some fundamental options are in

volved - not ethical only but philosophical as well, philosophical 

means related to the global interpretation of human existence and 

to the global interpretation of the world as realm of meaning. 

Actually, the main impulse of philosophical thinking has been 

a desire for self-identification of man; human self-identification 

has always had two basic forms; human beings either located himself 

within the natural order or discovered himself as subject turned 

toward himself, i.e. a subject who not only experiences his exist

ence but experiences the very fact of this experience, i.e. who 

not only knows that he is but knows that he knows, or who is able 

to make his own subjectivity an object of reflection. And meta

physical aspirations have always been stinrulated by the same de

sire; attempts that absorbed most of the traditional philosophical 

work and aimed at expressing in human language the non-relative 

reality grew out of the same urge - to find out the place of human 

existence in relation to the absolute reality, to reveal its mean

ing - or lack of meaning - when confronted with Being. 

Only basing itself on this self-identification of man as a 

self-understanding subjectivity, the European culture was able to 
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articulate the philosophical self-constitution of humanity as of 

such a phenomenon that cannot be altogether included into natural 

order but confers to all its functions and qualities an additional 

meaning, irreducible to the animal meaning. Philosophy does not 

create this meaning according to its own arbitrary decision. It 

only articulates the meaning people effectively, even implicitly, 

attribute to their behavior and products. 

This additional, not-only-functional meaning of human life 

and human culture is given to all realms of our activity which 

otherwise may be interpreted as extentions or as particular forms 

of animal behavior. This additional meaning allows us to believe: 

That there is a difference between individuality and personality, 

i.e. that a human person is not only a specimen of the genus and that 

the meaning of his existence is not only to protract the duration 

of the species but it is a self-contained, self-supporting meaning; 

that there is a difference between love and desire for sexual 

satisfaction, i.e. that the reproductive urge, omnipresent in the 

nature, is in man a vecicle of an additional meaning which we give 

to the Cratic community; 

that human knowledge is not only an instrument our species 

employs in adapting itself to the environment and in conquering 

it, but is also the conquest of truth as a value in itself, inde

pendent of biological functions of cognition; 

that human death is not only a particular case of an univers

al natural phenomenon but, because it is anticipated in the 

. -
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individual consciousness and because it affects the human person, 

and therefore affects an entity of meaning which is beyond nature, 

it is, as a phenomenon of existence, a violence inflicted upon 

nature; 

that even house is not only a shelter protecting us against 

severities of the clima but is home as well, i.e. a center of the 

spiritual tie of man with his space; 

that human solidarity is not only the instinct of the generic 

cooperation, but a self-sufficient value as well; that it is an 

object of an autonomous need independent of benefit we may gain 

from it; 

that mankind is not only a species endowed with special skills 

and with unusual plasticity in its struggle with the environment 

but also the community that cannot be defined without its knowledge 

about itself as community; that it is not only what it is within 

natural order but also what it thinks about itself that it is. 

There is certainly nothing among human skills and products 

that could not be interpreted as an extension or an improved fn'l11l 

of animal abilities; nothing that science would not be ultimately 

able to reduce to biologically useful functions - including such 

human peculiarities as articulated language and writing, the ability 

of abstract thinking, religious beliefs, moral codes and even dis

interested curiosity about the biologically neutral natural environ

ment. Neither are moral dictates and prohibitions beyond this 

interpretation; they may be explained as extentions of some en

dogenous inhibitory mechanisms and as such they seem to contain no 

mystery. 
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This additional meaning and additional values which philosophy 

ascribes to human behavior and human products do not necessarily 

involve any doctrine that locates human consciousness in another, 

non-physical reality. The basic distinction between nature and 

culture is logically independent of the basic distinction between 

body and mind, the latter may ' be, but need not to be, the premise 

of the former. It is true nevertheless that this additional mean

ing and these additional values cannot spring up from the scientific 

inquiry which, on the contrary, will reveal more and more clearly 

the dependence of human existence on universal laws of life. Our 

vital functions are supposed to be carriers of that additional 

meaning but not to produce it, we bestow that meaning upon our life 

in virtue of some mythological beliefs and from this standpoint the 

philosophical labour as a whole is nothing but extension of the 

mythological legacy of mankind. 

I use the word "mythological" neither in a pejorative sense 

nor as a synonym of the "false interpretation of the world". On 

the contrary, I believe that one of the main tasks for the philo

sophy of culture is to ask why has mankind never been able to 

dispense with mythological means when it tried to gain its self

constitution as a distinct comnrunity and, whether or not there are 

reasons to believe that it will be ever able to dispense with them. 

Neither I maintain that this specifically human, not-functional 

and not-biological meaning which mythology and philosophy confer to 
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human qualities, is simply an addition complementing harmoniously 

the animal trunk or, briefly speaking, that the culture simply 

ennobles the nature within a conflictless order - as hylemorphic 

doctrines, e.g. thomist philosophy, used to claim. What is ex

ceptional in human being is rather that a clash is possible - or 

inevitable - between imperatives which his ecological conditions 

impose on him, and those which originate from his self-understand

ing as person or comnrunity of persons, i.e. from his consciousness 

of being conscious. 

The question of killing handicapped babies may pass for instant

ia crucis in the practical solution of the conflict between scient

ific and mythological self-understanding of human culture. 

Actually there are two basic ways of interpreting human moral 

values: the Darwinian and the Kantian one. These adjectives are 

in so far conventional as both Darwinists and Kantians brought to 

a lucid and unequivocal articulation some ways of thinking that 

have lasted in philosophy since immemorable time. The first 

approach involves that what we call moral values are forms of 

expressing some instinctive impulses explicable through our generic 

needs and that the species is the proper subject and proper object 

of behavior which may be evaluated in moral terms. According to 

the second approach moral values are utterly independent of the 

utilitarian ones, they ar~ defined by transcendental principles 

which regulate the functions of will, and human person is both 

subject of will and ultimate object of any moral intention. 



These two approaches are so essentially different that they 

cannot be brought to a synthesis. From the first standpoint the 

distinction between the moral good and the generic utility can

not be meaningfully expressed. From the second point of view 
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this difference is so obvious that it hardly calls for explanation. 

It does not mean, of course, that from the Darwinian point of view 

we have to start immediately to massacre children in face of the 

demographic catastrophe that is threatening us. Any Darwinist 

will certainly agree that in this case "the good" of "the profit" 

are not defined by a simple demographic calculation or even 

genetic standards but by many other circumstances we cannot really 

confront and reduce to a common measure. We are not capable to 

foresee the joint demographic, moral, emotional and psychological 

effects which a permission for killing handicapped children would 

entail on the scale of mankind over long time. It is possible that 

even from the standpoint of the criterion of the "benefit of spec

ies" - provided that this concept could be defined precisely -

the verdict would not be ultimately in favour of the king Herod. 

However, nobody may claim that he knows methods how to draw up 

such a balance. This is why the question now is not, in which way 

the Darwinian ethics would settle the matter but, according to 

which criteria in general are we to answer. From the viewpoint 

of Kantian or any other Christian, Buddhist, transcendentalist 

philosophy which admits that human personality is always an un

convertible value and that it is the only value in the proper, 
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not-relative sense, the question is prejudged in advance: there 

are no generic values that would be another thing than values that 

are exclusively attached to human persons who make up the species. 

Consequently, no rule may be uttered that would allow to state in 

any circumstances that a human person is to be sacrificed as 

"useless", without his consent, for the sake of cocmn.mity. And 

since, from this standpoint, personal values are not cunn.ilative, 

since they cannot be added or exchanged, neither there are rules 

that would allow to ask what is the relative value of one human 

person in relation to another; personal values are not reducible 

to any common measure, any person carries the same value as any 

other, i.e. an absolute value. 

However, we cannot avoid two questions which arise when we 

confront these two ways of human self-interpretation. First, on 

what basis can we make a choice among both and what could prompt 

us to admit rather the Kantian approach than the Darwinist one? 

Second, what help this second, personalist way of interpretation, 

can offer us in the case when the circumstances force us to make 

a decision, in particular what good such principles will do us 

supposed that one day the earth will really become too narrow to 

give room to all its dwellers? 

On the first question there is only one answer. We cannot 

prove that the human existence carries a meaning that is not 

defined by the needs of the species. This impossibility of proving 

is not temporary but fundamental. Actually we have not to do with 
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an information that could one day be inferred from the accumulat

ion of empirical dates; this meaning cannot be part of pur know

ledge, it is the way how human beings experience their existence. 

What we can prove, or at least try to prove, is that our specific 

culture was built on this idea and that humanity as we conceive it, 

constituted itself on it and is still constituting itself - in 

defiance of all human activities which seem to contradict it. In 

other words, we can try to prove that humanity that will give up 

this way of self-understanding and will consent to strictly 

zoological interpretation of itself, will not be any more the 

humanity we know, i.e. will not be humanity at all. We cannot 

prove that it is not allowed to kill handicapped babies. We have 

only reasons to believe that to cast off this prohibition would 

mean to renounce to humanity in the sense we know it, or would mean 

the end of the human world. 

While we say this, however, we do not decide yet what criteria 

should we employ if, e.g.,we faced such a disastrous demographic 

situation that a part of mankind anyway had to be sacrificed to 

save the other part and if, consequently, we were compelled to 

settle the dilemma: either we· will surrender ourselves at dis

cretion of natural process that anyway will ravage a part of human 

species through hunger, war and epidemics or we will plan and 

regulate the process of extermination, and if so - according to 

what criteria should we destroy our neighbors? 
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We must answer that from the viewpoint of the principle that 

considers each human personality as an absolute and unexchangable 

value, no such criteria exist. In other words, there is imposs

ible to state, from this standpoint, that, e.g. the life of a 

blind and crippled child or of an infirm old man is worth less 

than the life of an outstanding writer, a statesman, an engineer 

or a professor of anthropology. 

Moreover, it is even unclear how any criteria could be built 

based on the principle of the "benefit of the species". In indust

rial societies where smaller and smaller part of the population is 

employed in work of noticeable importance for the biological sur

vival of species, there is no common scale to measure the"profit" 

which society gains from the life and activity of individuals. 

Therefore, if we really had to cope with the situation, in 

which a part of mankind must decidely perish in order to make the 

survival of the other part possible, and if we had to decide 

collectively which part is to be sacrificed, we would most likely 

face the end of the world, and this irrespectively of what criteria 

would be ultimately employed. 

Since long zoologists, demographers and anthropologists have 

explained us that human species, precisely because of its adapt

ability and its extraordinary intellectual and technical develop

ment, lost the ability of demographic self-regulation. Some 

followers of Lebensphilosophie noticed in this a symptom of the 

decadence of the species that entered a cul-de-sac from the moment 
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on when it started to replace self-regulating biological mechanisms 

with artificial tools and to oust organic skills in favor of mech

anic devices. Whatever the value of this theory, all people are 

now aware that no return to pre-human state is open and that unin

tentional harmful or catastrophic effects of the technological 

progress done hitherto may be removed only with further technologi

cal progress. The same may be said about moral changes that man

kind has undergone. The way we passed through cannot be wiped out 

9f our memory, Therefore, if mankind, under pressure of ecological 

condition, had to proclaim a new morality that will permit it to 

destroy its parts for the survival of the rest, this will be never 

return to the animal innocence nor to the beneficient demographic 

self-regulation of primitive tribes, but a passage to a fully 

conscious, positive renouncement of the foundation of the inherited 

culture. The negation of an existing culture never can be a re

version to the previous stage since the stage we once reached can

not be forgotten. We cannot simply cancel values of our history 

as if they had never existed, we can only actively negate them, 

i.e. we can consent to the positive destruction of something we 

used to consider and we still consider as self-constitution of 

humanity. In other words, there is no way of withdrawal from our 

culture, only the way to the cultural suicide. 

It may be said, to be sure, that such remarks do not settle 

the question of "social priorities" ("normal children in under

developed countries are dying from malnutrition while retarded 
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children of rich people are protected at great expenditure of 

energy and money" etco). This, however, may be only an argument 

against striking inequalities, not an argument against the need 

of the respect for life (and the life appears in human world only 

as personal life). 

It may seem that such reflections exaggerate the situation 

that perhaps is less dangerous. This is why I take the liberty 

to remind of the imaginary scene depicted by Kierkegaard: the fire 

breaks out in the theater and it happens that it is a pierrot who 

comes up on the stage to warn the public; nobody, of course, be

lieves him and his dramatic appeals raise only a loud laugh and 

pass for another comical show until is too late and the hall 

perishes in flames. And so, Kierkegaard goes on, the end of the 

world will come in the atmosphere of general hilarity and jauntiness. 





"CHOICES ON OUR CONSCIENCE" 

AN INTERNATIONAL SYMPOSIUM ON HUMAN RIGHTS, RETARDATION AND RESEARCI 

Sponsored by 

THE JOSEPH P. KENNEDY JR. FOUNDATION 

at 

THE JOHN F. KENNEDY CENTER FOR THE PERFORMING ARTS 

and 

THE SHOREHAM HOTEL 

WASHINGTON, D.C. 

October 16, 1971 

Panel #6 

WHY SHOULD PEOPLE CARE? 

"THE KINGDOM AND THE DARKNESS" 
Final Chapter, Chance and Necessity 

(to be published soon 1n this English translation) 

By 

Jacques Monod, Ph.D. 
Author; Director, The Pasteur Institute 

Nobel Laureate 
Paris, France 

For private circulation only. Not to be quoted from or otherwise 
used except by written permission from the author or from The 
Joseph P. Kennedy Jr. Foundation. 





"THE KINGDOM AND THE DARKNESS" 
by Jacques Monod 

Final Chapter, Chance and Necessity 
(to be published soon in this English translation) 

We have already spoken of the day when, venturing beyond the 

communication of concrete and actual experience, Australanthropus or one 

of his kin managed to express the content of a subjective experience, of 

a personal 11simulation.i 1 On that day a new world was born, the world of 

ideas; and a new evolution, that of culture, became possible. From there 

on and for a long time, man's physical evolution must have been intimately 

connected with and profoundly influenced by the development of the linguistic 

capacity, which so thoroughly changed the conditions of selection. 

Modern man is the product of that evolutionary symbiosis. Viewed 

otherwise, he is incomprehensible, indecipherable. Every living being is also 

a fossil. Within it, all the way down to the microscopic structure of its 

proteins, it bears the traces if not the stigmata of its ancestry. This is yet 

truer of man than of any other animal species by dint of the dual evolution-

physical and ideational--that he is heir to. 

One may suppose that for hundreds of thousands of years ideational 

evolution kept only a short pace ahead of physical evolution, its progress 

hampered by the meager development of a cortex capable only of anticipating 

events directly related to immediate survival. Whence the intense selective 

pressure which was to spur the development of the power of simulation and of 

the language that conveys its operations. Whence also the astonishing swiftness 

of this evolution, attested to by fossil skulls. 
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But as this joint evolution went forward, its ldeational component 

could only tend to greater independence of the restraints which the central 

nervous system1 s own development gradually abolished. Owing to this evolution 

man extended his dominion over the subhuman sphere and suffered less from the 

dangers it harbored for him. The selective pressure which had guided the first 

phase of the evolution could then ease, in any case taking on a different 

character. Now dominating his environment, man had no serious adversary to face 

other than his own kind. Direct intraspecific strife--mortal strife within his 

own species--henceforth became one of the principal factors of selection in the 

human species. In the evolution of animals the phenomenon Is extremely rare: we 

observe today no such thing as intraspecific warfare between distinct races or 

groups within any given animal species. Among the larger mammals even single 

combat, frequent between males, seldom leads to the death of the loser. Specialists 

all agree in thinking that direct strife, Spencer's ••struggle for life,- 1 has 

played only a minor role in the evolution of species. This is not so as regards 

mankind. Somewhere in the human species 1 development and expansion the point 

was reached where tribal or racial warfare came to be an important evolutionary 

factor. It is quite possible that the sudden disappearance of Neanderthal man 

was the work of our ancestor Homo sapiens. It was not to be the last performance 

of its kind: genocides abound in recorded history. 

In what direction did this selective pressure push human evolution? 

Of course it favored the expansion of races more generously endowed than others 

with intelligence, imagination, will, and ambition. But it must also have 

favored cohesion within the horde and group agressiveness more than lone courage, 

respect for the tribal law more than individual initiative. 
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This is a simplified outline indeed, and I am quite willing to hear 

it criticized . do not mean to divide human evolution into two distinct 

phases. I have only tried to enumerate the main selective pressures that must 

have counted heavily in man's cultural and also physical evolution. Theim

portant point is that during those hundreds of thousands of years, cultural 

evolution could not help but affect physical evolution ; in man more than in 

any other animal--and owing precisely to its infinitely greater autonomy--it 

is behavior that orients selective pressure. And once that behavior ceased 

to be primarily automatic and became cultural, cultural traits themselves 

inevitably exerted their pressure upon the evolution of the genome . 

This, up until the moment when the accelerating pace of cultural evolu

tion was to split completely away from that of the genome. 

Within the framework of modern societies this split is obviously total. 

In them selection has been done away with. Or at least, there is no longer any

thing "natural" about it in the Darwinian sense. To the extent that selection 

is still operative in our midst, it does not favor the "survival of the fittest"-

that is to say, in more modern terms, the genetic survival of the 11 fittest11 through 

a more numerous progeny. Intelligence, ambition, courage, and imagination are 

still factors of success in modern societies, to be sure ; but of personal, not 

genetic success, the only kind that matters for evolution. No, the situation is 

the reverse: statistics, as everybody knows, show a negative correlation between 

the Intelligence quotient (or cultural level) and the average number of children 

per couple. These same statistics demonstrate, meanwhile, that there is a high 

positive correlation of intelligence quotients between marital partners. A 

dangerous situation, this, which could gradually edge the highest genetic poten

tial toward concentration within an elite, a shrinking elite in relative numbers. 



This ls not all. Untll not so very long ago, even in relatively 

"advanced" societies, the weeding out of the physically and also mentally least 

fit was automatic and ruthless. Host of them did not reach the age of puberty . 

Today many of these genetic cripples live long enough to reproduce . Thanks to 

the progress of scientific knowledge and the social ethic, the mechanism which 

used to protect the species from degeneration (the inevitable result when 

natural selection ls suspended) now functions hardly at all, save where the 

defect Is uncommonly grave. 

For coping with these dangers, often signaled to our attention, there 

are occasional promises of remedies expected from tie current advances in molecular 

genetics. This illusion, spread about by a few superficial minds, had better be 

disposed of. No doubt it will be possible to palliate certain genetic flaws, 

but only In the afflicted individual, not in his posterity. Not only does 

modern molecular genetics give us no means whatsoever for acting upon the 

ancestral heritage in order to improve it with new features--to create a genetic 

11superman11--but it reveals the vanity of any such hope: the genome I s micro

scopic proportions today and probably forever rule out manipulation of this sort. 

Science fiction's chimerical schemes set aside, the only means for 11 improving11 

the human species would be to introduce a deliberate and severe selection. Who 

will want--who will dare to employ it? 

Conditions of nonselection (or of selection-in-reverse) like tho.se 

reigning In the advanced societies are a definite peril to the species. For 

it to become very serious, however, would take quite a while: say ten or fifte~n 

generations, or several centuries. And there are far more grave and more urgent 

dangers threatening modern societies already. 
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Here, I am not referring to the population explosion, to the destruc

tion of the natural environment, nor even to the stock pile of megatons of 

nuclear power; but to a more insidious and much more deep-seated evil: one that 

besets the spirit. One that was begot of the sharpest turning point even taken 

In the evolution of ideas. An evolution, moreover, which continues and accelerates 

constantly in the same direction, ever increasing that bitter distress of the soul. 

The impact of his prodigious attainments in all areas of knowledge over 

the past three centuries is forcing man to make a heart-rending revision in his 

concept of himself and his relation to the world, a concept which had become 

rooted in him through tens of thousands of years. 

The whole of it, however--the spirit's disorder like our nuclear 

mlght--is the outcome of one simple idea: that nature Is objective, that the 

systematic confronting of logic and experience is the sole source of true know

ledge. It is hard to understand how , in the kingdom of ideas, this one, so 

simple and so clear, failed to come fully through until a hundred thousand years 

after the emergence of Homo sapiens; why it never cropped up in some of the 

loftiest civilizations, such as the Chinese, which had to learn it from the 

West; or why, in the West itself, nearly twenty-five hundred years were needed, 

from Thales and Pythagoras to Galileo, Bacon, and Descartes, before it shook 

loose from its encapsulation within the practice of the mechanical arts. 

For a biologist it is tempting to draw a parallel between the evolu

tion of ideas and that of the biosphere. For while the abstract kingdom stands 

at a yet greater distance above the biosphere than the latter does above the 

nonliving universe, ideas have retained some of the properties of organisms. 

Like them, they tend to perpetuate their structure and to breed; they too can 

fuse, recombine, segregate their content; indeed they too can evolve, and in 

this evolution selection must surely play an important role. I shall not hazard 
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a theorty of the selection of Ideas. But one may at least try to define some 

of the principal factors involved in It. This selection must necessarily 

operate at two levels: that of the mind Itself and that of performance. 

The performance value of an Idea depends upon the change It brings 

to the behavior of the person or the group that adopts It. The human group 

upon which a given Idea confers greater cohesiveness, greater ambition, and 

greater self-confidence thereby receives from it an added power to expand 

which will insure the promotion of the idea itself. Its capacity to 11 take11
, 

the extent to which it can be "put over11 has little to do with the amount of 

objective truth the idea may contain. The important thing about the stout 

armature a religious ideology constitutes for a society is not what goes into 

its structure, but the fact that this structure is accepted, that it gains 

sway . So one cannot well separate such an idea's power to spread from its 

power to perform. 

The "spreading power11--the infectivity, as It were--of idea is much 

more difficult to analyze. Let us say that it depends upon pre-existing 

structures in the mind, among them ideas already implanted by culture, but also 

undoubtedly upon certain innate structures which we are hard put to identify. 

• 

What is very plain, however, is that the ideas having the highest invading potenti 

are those that explain man by assigning him his place in an immanent destiny, 

in whose bosom his anxiety dissolves. 

During entire aeons a man's lot was identical with that of the group, 

of the tribe he belonged to and outside of which he could not survive. The tribe, 

for its part, was able to survive and defend itself only through Its cohesion. 

Whence the extreme force of inward coercion exerted by the laws that organized and 
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and guaranteed this cohesion. A man might perhaps infringe them: It is not 

likely that any man ever dreamed of denying them. Given the immense selective 

importance such social structures .Perforce assumed over such vast stretches of 

time, it is difficult not to believe that they must have made themselves felt upon 

the genetic evolution of the innate categories of the human brain. This evolu

tion must not only have facilitated acceptance of the tribal law, but created the 

need for the mythical explanation which gave it foundation and sovereignty. We 

are the descendants of such men. From them we have probably inherited our need 

for an explanation, the profound disquiet which goads us to search out the mean

ing of existence. That same disquiet has created all the myths, al I the religions, 

all the philosophies, and science itself. 

That this imperious need develops spontaneously, that it is inborn, 

inscribed somewhere in the genetic code, strikes me as beyond doubt. Outside 

the human species, nowhere in the animal kingdom does one find such highly dif

ferentiated social organizations save it be among certain insects: ants, termites, 

bees. But the stability of the social insects' institutions owes next to nothing 

to cultural heritage, virtually everything to genetic transmission. Social behavior, 

with them, is entirely innate, automatic. 

Man's social institutions, purely cultural, cannot ever attain a like 

stability; besides, who would wish for such a thing? The invention of myths and 

religisons, the construction of vast philosophical systems--they are the price 

this social animal has had to pay in order to survive without having to yield to 

pure automatism. But to anchor the social structure cultural tradition, all by 

itself, would not have been reliable enough, strong. That heritage needed a 

genetic support to make it into something the mind could not do without. How else 
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explain that, throughout the inmense variety of our myths, our religions, and 

phi losophlcal ideologies, the same essential 11 form11 always recurs? 

It Is readily seen that the 11explanations11 meant to give foundation 

to the law while assuaging man's anxiety are all narrations of past events, 

"stories"--or "hlstories"--that are (In the philosophical sense} really 

"ontogenies." Primitive myths almost all tell of more or less divine heroes 

whose deeds explain the origins of the group and base its social structure 

upon traditions; one does not remake history. The great religions are of 

similar form, resting on the story of the life of an Inspired prophet who, if 

not himself the founder of all things, represents that founder, speaks for him, 

and recounts the history of mankind as well as its destiny. Of all the great 

religions Judeo-Chrlstlanity Is probably the most 11primitive,'1 since its strictly 

historicist structure is directly plotted upon the saga of a Bedouin tribe before 

being enriched by a divine prophet. Buddhism on the contrary, more highly dif

ferentiated, has recourse In its original form to Karma alone, the transcending 

law governing individual destiny. Buddhism is more a story of souls than of men. 

From Plato to Hegel and Marx, the great philosophical systems all 

propose at once explanatory and normative ontogenies. It , ls true that with 

Plato the course Is downhi 11 rather than ascending. He sees in history only 

the gradual corruption of ideal forms, and in the Republic the aim is to re

instate the past, to move backward In time. 

For Marx as for Hegal history unfolds according to an immanent, 

necessary, and favorable plan. The immense influence of Marxist ideology does 

not derive alone from its promise of liberation for man, but also, and probably 

• 
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mainly, from its ontogenic structure, the explanation it provides, sweeping 

and in detail, of past, present, and future history. However, limited to 

human history, even though decked with the certainties of 11science,11 historical 

materialism was yet incomplete. It needed the addition of dialectical materi

alism in order to become the total interpretation the mind needs: human 

history connects with that of the cosmos to obey the same eternal laws. 

If it is true that the need for a complete explanation is innate, 

that its absence begets a profound ache
0

within; if the only form of explana

tion capable of putting the soul at ease is that of a total history which 

discloses the meaning of man by assigning him a necessary place in nature's 

scheme; if, to appear genuine, meaningful, soothing, the 11explanation11 must 

blend into the long animist tradition, then we understand why it took so many 

thousands of years for the kingdom of ideas to be invaded by the one according 

to which objective knowledge is the only authentic source of truth. 

Cold and austere, proposing no explanation but imposing an ascetic 

renunciation of all other spiritual fare, this idea was not of a kind to allay 

anxiety, but aggravated it instead. By a single stroke it claimed to sweep 

away the tradition of a hundred thousand years, which had become one with 

human nature itself. It wrote an end to the ancient animist covenant between 

man and nature, leaving nothing in place of that precious bond but an anxious 

quest in a frozen universe of solitude. With nothing to recommend it but a 

certain puritan arrogance, how could such an idea win acceptance? It did not; 

it still has not. It has however, commanded recognition; but that is because, 

solely because, of its prodigious power of performance. 



· 10-

In the course of three centuries science, founded upon the postulate 

of objectivity, has conquered lts place In soclety--ln men's practice, but not 

In their hearts . Modern societies are built upon science. They owe It their 

wealth, their power, and the certitude that tomorrow far greater wealth and 

power stl 11 wt 11 be ours If we so wlsh. But there I!; this too: Just as an 

Initial "choice" in the biclogic.al evoh,tion cf a species can be blnd:r,g upon 

its entire future, so the choice of scientific practice, an unconscious choice 

In the beginning, has launched the evolution of culture on a one-way path; onto 

a track which nineteenth century scientlsm saw leading infallibly upward to an 

empyrean noon hour for mankind, whereas what we see opening before us today Is 

an abyss of darkness. 

Modern societies accepted the treasures and the power that science laid 

in their laps. But they have not accepted--they have scarcely even heard--its 

profounder message: the defining of a new and unique source of truth, and the 

demand for a thorough revision of ethical premises, for a total break with the 

animist tradition, the deflntlve abandonment of the "old covenant," the neces

sity of forging a new one. Armed with all the powers, enjoying all the riches 

they owe to science, our societies are still trying to live by and to teach 

systems of values already blasted at the root by science itself. 

No society before ours was ever rent by contradictions so agonizing. 

Jn both primitive and classical cultures the animist tradition saw knowledge 

and values stemming from the same source . For the first time In history a 

civilization Is trying to shape Itself while clinging desperately to the 

animist tradition to Justify Its values, and at the same time abandoning it 

as the source of knowledge, of truth. For their moral bases the "liberal" 

I 

.. 
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societies of the West still teach--or pay lip-service to--a disgusting farrago 

of Judea-Christian religiosity, scientistic progressism, belief in the 11natural 11 

rights of man, and utilitarian pragmatism. The Marxist societies still profess 

the materialist and dialectical religion of history; on the face of it a more 

solid moral framework than the liberal societies boast, but perhaps more vul

nerable by virtue of the very rigidity that has made its strength up until 

now. However this may be, all these systems rooted in animism exist at odds 

with objective knowledge, face away from truth, and are strangers and funda

mentally hostile to science, which they are pleased to make use of but for 

which they do not otherwise care. The divorce is so great, the lie so flagrant, 

that it afflicts and rends the conscience of anyone provided with some element 

of culture, a little intelligence, and spurred by that moral questioning which 

is the source of all creativity. It is an affliction, that is to say, for all 

those among mankind who bear or will come to bear the responsibility for the 

way in which society and culture shall evolve. 

What ails the modern spirit is this lie gripping man 1 s moral and 

social nature at the very core. It is this ailment, more or less confusedly 

diagnosed, that provokes the fear if not the hatred--in any case the estrange

ment--felt toward scientific culture by so many people today. Their aversion, 

when openly expressed, usually directs itself at the technological by-products 

of science: the bomb, the destruction of nature, the soaring population . The 

easy reply, of course, is that technology and science are not the same thing 

and moreover that the use of atomic energy wi 11 soon be vital to mankind 1 s 

survival; that the destruction of nature denotes a faulty technology rather 

than too much of it; and that the population soars because children by the 

million are saved from death every year. Are we to go back to letting them die? 
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Confusing the symptoms of the disorder with its underlying cause, '..e~ 
this ts a superficial reply. Indeed, it merely begs the question. For be-

hind the protest is the denial of the essential message of science. The 

fear is the fear of sacrilege: of outrage to values. A wholly justified 

fear. It is perfectly true that science outrages values. Not directly, 

since science is no judge of them and must ignore them: but it subverts 

every one of the mythical or philosophical ontogenies upon which the animist 

tradition, from the Australian aborigines to the dialectical materialists, 

has made all ethics rest: values, duties, rights, prohibitions. 

i 
It he accepts this message--accepts all it contains--then man must 

at last wake out of his millenary dream; and In doing so, wake to his total 

solitude, his fundamental isolation. Now does he at last realize that, like 
I 

a gypsy, he lives 'on the boundary of an alien world. A world that is deaf 
I 

to his music, just as indifferent to his hopes as it is to his suffering or 

his crimes. 

But henceforth who is to define crime? Who shall decide what is 

good and what is evil? All the traditional systems have placed ethics and 

values beyond man's reach. Values did not belong to him; he belonged to 

them. He now knows that they are his and his alone, and they no sooner come 

into his po-session than lo! they seem to melt into the world's uncaring 

emptiness. It is then that modern man turns toward science, or rather against 

it, finally measuring its terrible capacity to destroy not only bodies but the 

soul itself. 

' 
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Where is the remedy? Must one adopt the position once and for all 

that objective truth and the theory of values constitute eternally separate, 

mutually impenetrable domains? This is the attitude taken by a great number 

of modern thinkers, whether writers, or philosophers, or indeed scientists. 

For the vast majority of men, whose anxiety it can only perpetuate and worsen, 

this attitude I believe wi II not do; I also believe it is absolutely mistaken, 

and for two essential reasons. 

First, and obviously, because values and knowledge are always and 

necessarily associated in action just as in discourse. 

Second, and above all, because the very definition of 11 true11 know

ledge reposes in the final analysis upon an ethical postulate. 

Each of these two points demands some brief clarification. 

Ethics and knowledge are inevitably linked in and through action. 

Action brings knowledge and values simultaneously into play, or into question. 

All action signifies an ethic, serves or disserves certain values; or constitutes 

a choice of values, or pretends to. On the oth~r hand, knowledge is necessarily 

implied in all action, while reciprocally, action is one of the two necessary 

sources of knowledge. 

In an animist system the interpenetration of ethics and knowledge 

creates no conflict, since animism avoids any basic distinction between these 

two categories: it sees them as two aspects of the same reality. The idea 

of a social ethic founded upon the purportedly "natural 11 rights of man reflects 

this outlook, displayed, but much more systematically and emphatically also 

in the attempts to delineate the ethics implicit in Marxism. 
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The moment one makes objectivity the conditio si,ne qua non of. true 

knowledge, a radical distinction, indispensable to the very search for truth, 

' is established between the domains of ethics and of knowledge·. Knowledge in 

itself is exclusive of all value judgment (all save that of "epistemological 

value") whereas ethics, in essence nonobjective, is forever barred from the 

sphere of knowledge. 

It is in effect this radical distinction, laid down as an axiom, that 

created science. I 'am inclined to add that if this unprecedented event in the 

•history of culture took place in the Christian West rather than in some other 

civilization, it was perhaps thanks, in part, to the fundamental distinction 

drawn by the Church between the domains of the sacred and the profane. Not only 

did this distinction allow science to pursue its own way (provided it did nut 

trespass upon the ' realm of the sacred); it prepared the mind for the much more 

radical distin~tion pdsed by the principle of objectivity. Westerners often 

have trouble understanding that for certain religions there neither is nor can 

be any distinguishing between sacred and profane: for Hinduism, everything 

comes within the bounds of the s"t~cred; the very concept of "profane" is incompre

hensible. 

Let us, however, return to our main point. The postulate of objectivity, 

denounc;i.ng the "old covenant," at the same stroke prohibits any confusion of 

value Judgments with judgments arrived at through knowledge. Yet the fact 

remains that these two categories inevitably unite in t~e form of action, dis-
, 

course ~ncluded. In order to abide by our principle we shall therefore take 

the position that no discourse or action is to be considered meaningful, authentic, 

unless--or only insofar as--it makes explicit and .preserves the distinction 
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between the two categories it combines. Thus defined, the concept of authen

ticity becomes the common ground where ethics and knowledge meet again; where 

values and truth, associated but not interchangeable, reveal their full signifi

cance to the attentive man alive to their resonance. In return, inauthentic 

discourse, where the two categories are jumbled, can lead only to the most 

pernicious nonsense, to perhaps unwitting but nonetheless criminal lies. 

(It is in "political" discourse, clearly, that this hazardous amalga

mation is most consistently and systematically practiced. And not by professional 

politicians alone. Scientists themselves, outside their field, often prove 

dangerously incapable of distinguishing between the categories of values and 

of knowledge.) 

Animism, we said earlier, neither wants nor for that matter is able 

to set up an absolute discrimination between value judgments and statements 

based upon knowledge; for having once assumed that there is an intention, how

ever carefully disguised, present in the universe, what would be the sense of 

such a distinctionu In an objective system the very opposite holds; any 

mingling of knowledge with values is unlawful, forbidden. But--and here is the 

crucial point, the logical link which at their core weds knowledge and values 

together--this prohibition, this "first commandment" which ensures the founda

tion of objective knowledge, is not itself objective. It cannot be objective: 

it is an ethical guideline, a rule for conduct. True knowledge is ignorant 

of values, but it cannot be grounded elsewhere than upon a value judgment, or 

-
rather upon an axiomatic value. It is obvious that the positing of the prin-

ciple of objectivity as the condition of true knowledge constitutes an ethical 

choice and not a judgment arrived at from knowledge, since, according to the 

postulate's own terms, there cannot have been any "true" knowledge prior to 

this arbitral choice. In order to establish the norm for knowledge the 

objectivity principle defines a value: that value is objective knowledge 



itself· Thus, assenting to the principle of objectivity one announces one's 

adherence to the basic statement of an ethical syst~m, one asserts the ethic 

of knowledge. · 

Hence it is from the ethical choice ,of a primary value that know

ledge starts-. The ethic of knowledge thereby differs radically from animist 

ethics, which all claim to be based upon the "knowledge" of immanent laws, 

religious or "natural," which are .supposed to assert themselves over man. 

The ethic of knowledge does not obtrude itself upon man; on the contrary, 

it is he who prescribes it to himself, making of it the axiomatic condition 

of authenticity for all discourse and all action. The Discours de la Methode 

proposes a normative epistemology, but it must also be read above all as a 

moral meditation, as a spiritual exercise. 

Autl;ientic discourse in its turn l 'ays the foundation of science, 

and returns to the hands of man the immense powers that enrich and imperil 

him today. Modern societies, woven together by science, living from its 

products, have become -as dependent upon it as an addict on his drug. They 

owe their material wherewithal to this fundamental weakness to those value

systems, devastated by knowledge itself, to which they still try to refer. 

The contradiction is deadly. It is what is digging the pit we see opening 

under our feet. The ethic of knowledge that created the modern world is the 

only ethic compatible with it, the only one capable, once understood and ac

cepted, of guiding its evolution. 

Understood and accepted~-could it beu If it is true, as I believe, 

that the fear of solitude and the need for a complete and binding explanation 

are inborn--that this heritage from the very remote past is not only cultural 

., 
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but probably genetic too--can one imagine such an ethic as this, austere, 

abstract, proud, calming that fear, satisfying that needu I do not know. 

But it may not be altogether impossible. Perhaps, even more than an ex

planation which the ethic of knowledge cannot supply, it is to rise above 

himself that man craves. The abiding power of the great socialist dream, 

still present in men's hearts, would indeed seem to suggest it. No system 

of values can be said to constitute a true ethic unless it proposes an ideal 

reaching beyond the individual and transcending the self to the point even 

of justifying self-sacrifice, if need be. 

By the very loftiness of its ambition the ethic of knowledge might 

perhaps satisfy this urge in man to project toward something higher. lt sets 

forth a transcendant value, true knowledge and invites him not to use it self

servingly but henceforth to enter into its service from deliberate and conscious 

choice. At the same time it is also a humanism, for in man it respects the 

creator and repository of that transcendence. 

The ethic of knowledge is also in a sense "knowledge of ethics", 

a clear-sighted appreciation of the urges and passions, the requirements and 

limitations of the biological being. It is able to confront the animal in 

man, to view him not as absurd but strange, precious in his very strangeness: 

the creature who, belonging simultaneously to the animal kingdom and the 

kingdom of ideas, is simultaneously torn and enriched by this agonizing 

duality, alike expressed in art and poetry and in human love. 
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Conversely, the animist systems have to one degree or another 

preferred to ignore, to dinigrate or bully biological man, and to instill in 

him an abhorrence or terror of certain traits inherent in his animal nature. 

The ethic pf knowledge, on the other hand, encourages him to honor and assume 

this heritage, knowing the while how to dominate it when necessary. As for 

the highest human qualities, courage, altruism, generosity, creative ambition, 

the ethic of knqwledge both recognizes their sociobiological origin and affirms 

' their transcendent value in the service of• the ideal it defines. 

Finally, the ethic of knowledge is, in my view, the one at once 

rational· and resolutely idealistic attitude upon ·which a real socialism might 

be built. To the young in spi~i~ that great vision of the nineteenth century 

continues to beckon with grievous intensity. Grievous because of the betrayals 

this ideal has suffered, and because of the crimes committed in its name. It 

is tragic, but ~as perhaps inevitable, that this profound aspiration had to 

find its philosophical doctrine in the form of an animist ideology. Looking 

back, how well one sees that, from the time of its birth, historical messian

ism rests upon a total confusion, of the categories of value and knowledge. 

This very confusion permits it, in a travesty of authentic discourse, to 

proclaim that it has "scientifically" established the laws of history, which 

man has n,o choice or duty but to obey if he does not wish to sink away into 

nothingness. 

This illusion, which is merely puerile when it is not fatal, must 

be gfven up once and for all. How can an authentic socialism ever be constructed 

.upon an ideology inauthentic to the marrow, ludicrous parody of that very science 

upon which it claims to stand--most sincere~y, in the minds of its adepts. 

Socialism's one hope is not in a "revision" of the ideology inauthentic to the 

J 
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marrow, ludicrous parody of that very science upon which it claims to stand-

most sincerely, in the minds of its adepts. Socialism's one hope is not in a 

"revision" of the ideology that has been dominating it for better than a century, 

but in completely throwing that ideology over. 

Where then shall we find the source of truth and the moral inspiration 

for a really scientific socialist humanism, if not in the sources of science 

itself, in the ethic upon which knowledge is founded, and which by free choice 

makes knowledge the supreme value--the measure and warrant for all other values, 

An ethic which bases moral responsibility upon the very freedom of that axiomatic 

choice. Accepted as the foundation for social and political institutions, hence 

as the measure of their authenticity, their value, only the eth i c of knowledge 

could lead to socialism. It prescribes institutions dedicated_ to the defense, 

the extension, the enrichment of the transcendent kingdom of ideas, of knowledge, 

and of creation--a kingdom which is within man, where progressively freed both 

from material constraints and from the deceitful servitudes of animism, he could 

at last live authentically, protected by institutions wh ich, seeing in him the 

subject of the kingdom and at the same time its creator, could be designed to 

serve him in his unique and precious essence. 

A utopia. Perhaps. But it is not an incoherent dream. It is an 

idea that owes its force to its logical coherence alone. It is the conclusion 

to which the search for authenticity necessarily leads . The ancient covenant 

is in pieces; man knows at last that he is alone in the universe's unfeeling 

immensity, out of which he emerged only by chance. His destiny is nowhere 

spelled out, nor is his duty . The kingdom above or the darkness below : it is 

for him to choose. 
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Why should people care? 

- by Elie Wiesel -

A disciple came to Rebbe Israel Baal-Shem-To. for advice: many 

learned scholars clai~ to be Kasters--h~w is one ~o distinguis11 between 

the authentic and the f~ke? - When in doubt, said the Rebbe, ask them 

a certain question about the way to attain purity of thoutiht; he who 

claims he has all the answers--is a fake. 

Since the same detection-device could also be used on novelists, 

I shall be quick to state that not only do I not possess all the answers 

I don't even know all the questions. 

I admit, thoutih, _ that I do know some--and the one before us is 

amo .. 0 thwm: whetuer people suould--or should not--care, is surely one 

of the questions essential to men and women of my Generation, and perhap 

of all generations. 

Had Adaw shown more interest in the crowth and welfare of h is two 

sons, he ~ibht have saved one from beco~in u the first murderer and uhe 

other the first victim in uistory; but he was too busy with his own 

problems--such as wo111en, t:colo~y, knowledge, God--too busy with himsell. 

t o care about o t 11 e r •• u 1,1 an be i II gs . T u e f i rs t gen o c i d e was no t hi n L }nl t i f 

not the result of indifference. 

In morality as in literature--or in any field of hu~an creati.ity-

indirfereuce is the enemy; indi f ference to evil is worse than evil for 

it is sterile as well. T,1is is true o f both individuals and communities. 

~he opposite of art is not hete but apathy. Uevolutionary movements 

cease to be revo.1.utio11ary when they cease to be movements. Sub,.,i c sivenes 

inevitably leads to decade nce. If both the Cati.olic ::hurch ano the 

Co~munist closed-society go throubh unprecedented crises and upheavals, 

it it not because the younger generation resents the formal and self

centered faith of its parents'! l!ad t1,ese parents cared more about societ 

at large when tl1ey were younb , mankind today would be less threate n ed 

by an anger it seems unable to contain, let alone co ·:trol. 

Exawples t The history of my peopl e is full of thcra. Uhilu c0untless 

men and wo~en were beinb crucified, ~ontus Pilatus refused to l~t his 

e ~otions intertere . Scores of co~muniti e s were wiped out by Crusaders-

yet theirs leaders are to this day revered as saints. Or, in more recent 

times: Jassy 1941. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of men, wowen and childre 
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are being massa~red in the streets. The atrocities perpetrated durine 

the poffrom manage to outrage even the German authorities. People are 

literally butchered. Others are loaded onto frei~ht-trains wit ~ouL food, 

water or air; they lose i.hei r minds be fore they find their dea ti,. Tuough" 

all had been nonest citizens, good neighbours and loyal business asso

ciates, they had not one friend in the christian cowmunity--not one 

acquaintance--who felt it necessary to warn them. For several days 

most adult Christians had been aware of what was beins planned--and not 

one cared enou~h to break the silence. 

riore exa111ples? Transylvania 1944. Spring. A few weeks before or

mandy. The war is virtually over. The ~ed Army has reached the nenrby 

Carpathian mountains. Tuere is not a single cnpital in the free world 

where the existence of death-factories is unknown. Yet--no one bot!,ereli 

to inform--Llucu less help--six uuudred thousand Jews who111 i::icii::iann and 

his units are rounding up in towns like ~ine. ~verybody knows--except 

the Jews. c:verybody knews that .\ uschwi tz ••• is more tuan a naue--except 

the Jews who are destined to be ship9ed off to Auschwitz. Ead ~hey been 

warned, they may have escaped into the mountains surroundin~ my town. 

Tne t~uth~ Let's face it: the world didn't care, nankind was 

unconcerned. ·Jews were expendable. l1itler understood it. tin decision to 

imple~ent his so-called Final S ~ l ution was not a sudden one. I~ wns 

preceded by numerous plans, smaller in scope, desicned to measure their 

impact on the free world. After each blow, he waited. Only when he 

realized that no one would do more than pay lip-ser~ice, did he give 

the C:ichmann' s the green liuht. And ten thousand hu .. ,nn beings peri si:ed 

daily. 

Hitler 111ust have k •,own t hat FDR had reJected the ridiculously 

modest pleas frow Jewish leaders to bomb the railways lcndinG to 

Auschwitz. The pretext: not a sinble bomb could be diverted frow tne 

over-all war-effort. Wnile t DR justified his de~ision, Jeus frow more 

villages entered the kingdom of night. 

Had Hitler been coutent with fulfilliitg !1is pledt;es relating to 

tne Jewish question--in other words: had he stayed in polono and exter

minated its Jews, wituout invadints Belgium and l•'rauce, would the free 

powers have waged war a ~aiust ~he Third Reich~ In this li-ited respeut, 

z, itler•s intuition did not mislead him. As far ns Jews were concerned, 

his hauds were untied. 
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In a broader ,ense, Nazi idaology was built on the gruesowe concept 

that man can be conditioned by and reduced to total apathy. In its land, 

as epitomized in Auschwitz, individual ~urvival was linked to the loss 

of identity. Upon their arri.al, the in-ates were told to forget who 

they were--to forget pare1Lts and f.1.ieuds and comrades--and obey one 

single law: everyone was on his own. Tue sli~htest inclination toward 

selflessness was the surest and shortest way to death. 

But, strauge as it may seem, the experi-ent failed. ~e nave learned 

from witnesses and Holocaust-chroniclers that tnose vi~tims who main

tained their identity and found enou~h strength in the1.1selves to cnre 

for a fellow-prisoner, hau a better chance to survive both physically 

and morally. To stay alive, one had to save others 1row despairint . ~o 

preserve one's sanity, one had to help others resist madneso. ~ her~ 

care'! If so, it is an answer gi. ven "en desespoir de cause". '.· he raotiva

.. ion is not pure enough for you? !Jorry-- l belouc; to a generation th11t 

asks little froc man--and expects e.en less. 

:Junt do we--chi.1.dren of the olocaust--uave to 01fer'f Our e>:pe

rience, our memory. The trouwle is that we have lived beyond tirae 

and therefore find it di1ficult to distin buioh between past and present. 

I remember what I see now; today's reality reflects yesterday's. 

Did the war end in 1945? If so, why are so many youngsters falling 

week after week on battlefields all o er Lhe mm worldY One war has 

ended but otuers, many ot .. ers, have replaced it. Political wars, 

religious wars, tribal wars: a bizarre combination of the middle ages 

and the nuclear era. Social conflicts, racial tensions, economic up

heavals: our society has never been as divided, as torn from within. 

The vocabulary sounds farniliar: ITHettos, discri. .. ination, huncer, 

gestapo-tactics, resistance, indifference, exteruination. Hasn't man 

learned anything'! Hasn't he made any step forward·t lie walks on the moon, 

but hasn't manaeed to come closer to uis neighbour or to himself; he 

tries so hard to pus11 back 1.he horizon, that he now lives with no 

horizon at all. In conquering space, he forgets his soul. He thi11ks 

his mind dominates matter, whereas it is dominated by it. 

The war ended in 1945--but who won it~ Anda are all its vi~tims 
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buried':• Wnat about those of today and tomorrow·t tow many of UE: display 

some awareness of the nuclear menace? We have becobe indifferent to 

our own death. 

Our elders were indifferent a generation a c o--and we were indif- • 

ferent to the tragedies in Dia1ra and East-Pakistan. But indifference 

today is no longer a sin--it is punisnment in it-elf. This planet may, 

at any mowent, a~ a result of madness or stupidity, explode in the face 

of God--and we don't even think about it. We don't even care, we are not 

even coucerned. The ! ,essiah may come by accident, said a !lasidic !.aster, 

huudred-fifty years aao. Today he would say: the end of the world may 

come by accident. Dow can it be saved ~ That's not for the novelist to 

say. T11ere is a " ~aviour• for that 'Particular purpose. ~ut the Saviour, 

according to tne tradition of my people, is not one person; he is in all 

of us. l·/hich means: we can--we 1,1ust--help hilil help us. Wuich :ne::ans: 

we must appeal to our collective me~oLy: only the tale of what was 

doue to my people can save mankind fJ.om a similar fate. ihich 111eans: 

we must care--lest we fall victims to our own indifference. 

Could this be the answer? !,o. Bu t--i t is the question. 

Elie Wiesel 
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"WHY SHOULD PEOPLE CARE?" 

BY 

JEAN VANIER 

One day I was walking in the valley. The wind was blowing 

gently. It was a peaceful, wakeful Spring day. And, as I 

passed through the fields, looking over the flowers, I came 

upon a little child sitting with his dog! The child looked up 

at me and grinned. His face was distorted and ugly, and yet 

his smile broke through the barriers of my being and awoke in 

me some depths of tenderness. The week before I had been 

struggling with problems that I had at work and in life in 

general, and in the depths of my being I was in some way 

disturbed; a feeling of loneliness, a sort of despair had been 

creeping up. Then this smile which broke through the barriers 

of my being awakening in me some deep tenderness and hope. The 

child seemed to have taken refuge in the flowers and the field. 

He seemed at home gambolling with his dog amid the flowers. He 

was obviously rejected by those around him who were disturbed by 

his ugliness and incapacity. The flowers, their quiet perfume, 

were so like him in many ways. His tranquil stutterings were 

like a call, a reminder ••••• a calling forth to me to break down 

the walls of solitude, to open my heart and to become a com-
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passionate friend ••••• and a reminder that man is not called to 

live in hardness and competition but is called much more to 

tenderness and compassion, to love and communion. 

I have had many occasions to visit psychiatric hospitals 

and asylums, to enter into prisons, to visit people who are 

dying, to go into slum areas and ghettos, to have contact with 

boya and girls on drugs or with those who are called ''hippies" 

or "Jesus freaks." I am called also to live day by day with men 

and women who have been wounded in their minds and who have been 

labelled by society "mentally deficient." 

At the same time, I am called to meet men in industry and 

in the world of commerce, banking and administration ••••• men and 

women who have city apartments and country homes ••.•• who have 

wealth and power ••••• who are worried about the size of their cars 

and their bank accounts ••••• people struggling for social esteem. 

The image the rejected have of themselves is frequently one 

of disguat ••••• paychotic children sometimes se~ themselves as 

excrement to be flushed down a toilet or garbage to be thrown 

away. They have been looked down upon, laughed at, rejected, 

considered as useless or as objects of pity to be looked after 

by charitable people. Their suffering is to feel that they are 

not really persons, that they are marginal to society, that they 

are useless. 
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All of us, at one time or another in our existence, have 

moments of discouragement. During these moments of depression 

or pre-depression, we feel our worthlessness, our incapacity and 

we are sad. For a few momenta our mask has dropped and we seem 

to be flooded with our intrinsic poverty. 

But then something happens and we forget our poverty. We 

regain confidence in ourselves and sometimes even become inflated 

with our capacities, thinking we are the source of all action and 

efficiency. we put our mask on again. 

lt is a terrible thing for some people to be in a permanent 

state of depression, of feeling worthless because people in our 

society have condemned them to a category due to the color of 

their skin or the sickness affecting their intelligence that 

wounded them when they were young. The eyes of so-called "normal" 

people are sometimes so terribly condemning or paternalistic 

("poor little tning"), or so terribly fearful and rejecting. 

Rarely are they couched in compassion and understanding. Yet it 

is this compassion and understanding that is necessary for the 

rejected ones to regain confidence in themselves, to help them 

understand that they are really people capable of growing in 

life and in love. 

The wounded and the marginal ones of society, be they 

mentally handicapped, delinquent, prisoners, those living in 

slum areas, or those who are condemned to be marginal because 
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of the color of their skin, live frequently in a deep state of 

insecurity. They are pushed around because they are considered 

as not having a voice. They have difficulty finding work, a 

livelihood. They have few friends and nev~r influential ones. 

This insecurity engenders in them an anguish which itself can 

jagger out into despair and violence. 

On the other side of society, you have those who are in 

"a position, 11 who could always find work, who have money either 

through heritage or labor, who have possessions, who have 

influential friends. They do not live in insecurity. On the 

contrary, they have deep confidence in themselves, and their 

power. Their security is in their riches and power and friends. 

They have the money to see that they are always taken care of when 

they are sick. They have the means to take a rest and be quiet. 

They are satisfied with their lot even if they are striving for 

better. 

The world is divided between those who have power and 

possessions and who live in the security engendered by these, 

and those who are living in deep insecurity because of physical 

mental or emotional wounds, or because of the color of their skin, 

or because of lack of wealth or of being abandonned at old age. 

They are insecure and frightened; frequently they do not know 
• 

what the morrow will be; they cannot • plan ; t~ey live from day 
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to day, deeply sad and miserable, sometimes on the edge of 

revolt and hatred. 

"Those who walk on the path of pride, 
crushing the lowly life under their tread, 
covering the tender green of the earth 

with their footprints in blood, 
Let them rejoice and thank you, Lord, for the day is theirs. 

But I am thankful that my lot lies with the humble 
who suffer and bear the burden of power, 
and hide their faces and stifle their sobs in the dark. 

For every throb of their pain has pulsed 
in the secret depths of your night, 
and every insult has been gathered into your great silence. 

And the morrow is theirs. 

0 Sun, rise upon the bleeding hearts, 
blossoming in flowers of the morning, 
and the torchlight revelry of pride shrunken to ashes." 

(Tagore, "Fruit-Gathering" 
LXXXVI) 

Those who are satisfied with their lot, when they discover 

the vast number of those in the univ~rse who are suffering and 

feeling lonely and miserable, can either open their hearts and 

begin to dispossess themselves of their time and wealth in order 

to create happier situations for others, or they can close 

themselves up. 

The closing up of sale, equivalent to hardness of heart, 

( a "heart of atone", says Ezechiel), comes through fear. Seeing 

the suffering and wounded ones of humanity, one realizes that 
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if one gets close one will have to change one's life-style, 

maybe lose money and maybe even friends. Or else, he must 

create barriers, convincin6 himself that the hardness of heart 

is justified. These barriers, oft~n called technically 

"prejudices" are revealed by the inferiorization of others, a 

rationalization by dividing the world into the elite and the 

damned, the worthy and the worthless: the "others"~ 

inferior people, not real people, not normal and certainly 

not my brothers! 

If, on the other hand, a person who has been fortunate 

enough to possess friends, money and power, becomes concerned 

with suffering humanity around him, his heart opens, becoming 

a heart of flesh. Not only does he want to give money and 

possessions to the wounded to make them more comfortable, but 

he desires meeting them, listening and talking with them, 

concerned by their welfare and gradually becoming identified 

with them, sharing their lot. 

The world is divided into a culture of the rich who tend 

quickly to disdain, and a culture of the impoverished and the 

despised. -And, there is a chasm or an immense wall which 

separates the two cultures. This chasm or wall, sometimes called 

"ignorance", is pretty well always called "fear." It was fear 

that prevented the rich man from seeing Lazarus. This wa1i or 

chasm can be the bars of psychiatric hospitals; it could be the 
,. 
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river which separates North Cleveland from South Cleveland or 

the division· between the "Gold Coast" of Chicago and the ghetto, 

or it can simply be those walls of fear around my heart which 

prevent me from holding tenderly the hand of the wounded child or 

the handicapped adult. 

Of course, the satisfied have the power to choose. They can 

scorn the feeble, laugh at the ignorant, reject the ugly, despise 

the emotionally disturbed, or simply disregard completely their 

lot. Their hearts can say: "You ignorant fool" or 11You lazy 

bastard." 

Those vhom they disregard, scorn, despise and laugh at will 

feel deeply the wounds of rejection, crampled under the boots of 

injustice and scorn. They will frequently be obliged to remain 
I 

silent, storing up in their hearts a feeling of despair, of death 

and suppressed hatred. 

The rich and the powerful squander and revel in luxuries 

whilst across the street, others are closed in an old people's 

home or in a hospital, or in an asylum, or in the ghetto, or 

in 'the slums, nurturing their sadness, their lack of hope. 

And yet, those who scorn and despise today may be in an 

accident tomorrow which will render them parapelegic. Have tney 

forgotten that fortune might turn, that their child might be 

handicapped, that they too will grow old and will die? Maybe 

their hardness of heart is just a cover-up of their real selves, 

of their own inadequacy, of their fear of seeing who they are: 
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an escape from discovering that they also are weak and poor and 

called to sickness, accident and death, that they too,. one day, 

will have a distorted face and will no longer speak. They do 

not dare look at this truth. 

A society which does not care for its weaker members is a 

society which lives in illusion, pretending that man is just an 

intelligent, active, forceful, powerful, being. It is dismally 

forgetting that if man is powerful, he is also a being who was 

conceived in a womb, grew slowly in fragile circumstances; that 

he possesses a body essentially prone to sickness and called to 

death; that he is a being frequently mixed-up and confused, filled 

with prejudices and deeply handicapped by his ignorance and incap

acity to love: the terrible aspects of the human condition, a 

heart and mind questing for the Infinite but continually held down 

by limits of the body, in space and time, and by limits of his 

shriveled heart and one-track mind, and by his prejudices and fears. 

The world of today is entering into its final stage, a stage 

of unity. Is this unity a Utopia or a real possibility? What has 

been realized on a technical plane must gradually become an economic, 

political and human reality. For, if this unity does not come to be, 

if prejudices and hatred augment and continue, then our world will 

be shattered. If men do not let fall the barriers of fear and 

aespisal whicn separate them from other cultures, if their desire 

to possess does not give way to a desire to share, then 
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aggressivities will continue to rise and explode in violence and 

death. Man cannot ignore, disdain, reject and throw out the weak 

without destroying his own inner self. A society which rejects 

the weak is a society committing suicide. 

The rejected and despised ones, precisely because they are 

not interesting, frequently have fewer barriers for they have 

notning to defend, unless they have entered into the world of 

violence and revolt. But, if they have not entered this world of 

revenge, their hearts art much more open. Their exterior poverty 

and insecurity can incite them towards more interior riches; a 

deep tenderness, deep faith in Divine Providence, a deep gentle-

ness. In their misery, they have kept in the depth of their 

hearts some confidence, that peace which one often sees in wounded 

people. I am thinking of the faces of some of the handicapped 

children I have seen in many countries of the world. This peace 

can only come from the fact that they are no longer seeking 

exterior security but some inner life of love and confidence. 

Their hearts are closer to their faces; there is a smaller gap 

between what they say and what th~y think or feel; there is 

greater unity in their being. They do not play a certain per

sonnage. There is little discrepancy between the person and 

his function. They have a simplicity which radiates in some 

quiet love. Oh, certainly, this is not always immediately 

evident if the tempests of hatred and fear have not been quelled. 
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Hut when fear is alleviated, their eyes begin to shine with 

tranquil love calling forth love and tenderness in others around 

them. The weak of humanity have a most important role to play: 

to call forth tenderness, innocence and love in the hearts of 

all men, to help break down barriers benind which we are hiding, 

to call forth what is most pure, most real in our person, that 

is, that latent dormant powers of self-giving, of love and of 

sharing which are so frequently hidden behind the mask of power, 

egoism, vanity and pride. 

The weak have a strange power to cali ing forth tenderness, 

.. 

like the eyes of a child who creates unity amongst all in a group ~ 

with his sweet radiant smile, calling forth the child that is 

in each one of us. 

Each man personally, each city, each society, and the world 

in general, is before a choice: to seek unity amongst diverse 

members by working together for the weaker members of society, 

or to excite division through rivalry which quickly turns to 

scorn and hatred, and finally to death. 

11The dove descending breaks the air 
with flame of incandescent terror 
Of which the tongues declare 
The one discharge from sin and error, 

Lies in the choice of pyre or pyre 
To be redeemed from fire by fire. 

"Who then devised the torment? Love. 
Love is the unfamiliar Name 
Behind the hands that wove 
The intolerable shirt of flame 
Which human power cannot remove. 

We only live, only suspire 
Consumed by either fire or fire. 0 

(-T.S. Eliot, 0 Little u-iaJings 11 ) 

... 
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Spirit of God, before it is too late, melt our nearts under the 

delicate and burning touch of your love. Open our 

hearts to the afflicted ones of our universe. 

Spirit of God, before mankind succombs to suicide under the clashes 

provoked by fear, revenge and hatred, teach us to 

dispossess ourselves, share our wealth and beings 

with those in affliction. 

S~irit of God, before it is too late, lead us into the world of 

compassion and communion. Give us the strength to 

struggle against all discrimination; strength to 

help each man, no matter what his race, religion 

or handicap, attain to that human dignity that is 

his, and, above all to discover that he is a child 

of God called to be clothed in the wombs of His 

eternal Father. 
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"Choices on our Conscience:" THE JOSEPH P. KENNEDY, JR. FOUNDATION 

INTERNATIONAL SYMPOSIUM ON HUMAN RIGHTS, RETARDATION, AND RESEARCH -

Discussion on Panel 6 - ''Why Should People care" 

Brain deficiency and the human person 

J. c. Eccles 

Department of Physiology, School of Medicine, State University of New York 
Buffalo, New York 14214 

I would like to start by considering the question that has been raised 

in the Introduction to Panel 6: ''Why should people care?" This question 

is: "What is the situation of man that is appropriate for people to 

respond with care for their fellow human beings?" I will respond to this 

question by first of all stating that we should consider man not in the 

abstract or in a collective way. On the contrary, each of us should 

really consider one human person, namely, each of us, himself. So the 

question "What is man?" should be turned into the question "What am I?" I 

make this change because I believe it to be essential in this Panel for 

each one of us to try initially to put ourselves in the position of what

ever human being we are considering. We must do that because each of us 

has the unique opportunity to study and experience one human person from 

the inside, namely, one's self. Each one of us has this amazingly privileged 

and private position only for one's self. I know myself as a primary reality 

and to be a unique experiencing being with a unity that derives from my 

stream of memories dating from my earliest remembrances right up to the 

present time. From that of course flows the inference that other human 
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beings are like me, each a self with a rich and unique inner experience. 

In this manner you can enter into a vivid appreciation of humanity 

which is seen as a multitude of selves, each with a private and unique 

inner self-consciousness such as you know directly only for yourself. 

The uniqueness of the individual that I experience myself to have 

cannot be attributed to the uniqueness of my genetic inheritance, as I 

have already argued in my recent book, "Facing Reality." Our coming-to-be 

is as mysterious as our ceasing-to-be at death. can we therefore not 

derive hope because our ignorance about our origin matches our ignorance 

about our destiny? cannot life be lived as a challenging and wonderful 

adventure that has meaning to be discovered? 

It is argued in the book that man differs radically i-E_ kind from 

other animals. As a transcendence in the evolutionary process there 

appeared an animal radically differing from other animals because he had 

attained to-linguistic expression, to abstract thought and to self

consciousness, which are all signs that a being of transcendent novelty 

had appeared in the world -- creatures existing not only in the material 

world, but realizing their existence in the world of self-awareness and 

so having in the religious concept, souls. And these humans began 

utilizing their conscious experiences to create another world, the world 

of the objective spirit, as Sir Karl Popper calls it, which is the world 

of culture. This world of culture provides the means whereby man's 

creative efforts live on as a heritage for all future men, so building 

the magnificent cultures and civilizations recorded in human history. 

However the growth of culture cannot be considered in isoiation from the 

developnent of man as the unique self-conscious being that he is. There 
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has been constant interaction between men at all stages of civilization 

and the culture they are born into. In this way there has been a con

current emergence both of humanity and of culture. Do not the mystery 

and the wonder of this story of our origin and nature surpass the myths 

whereby man in the past has attempted to explain his origin and destiny? 

The story of man's thoughts on the meaning of life and on the ultimate 

human destiny in death provide a poignant testimony. Myths and religions 

and philosophies have been concerned with this tragic enigma of "ultimate 

concern" that faces each one of us. Is human destiny but an episode 

between two oblivions? or can we have hope that there is meaning and 

transcendent significance in the wonderful, rich and vivid conscious 

experience that is our birthright? Mankind would be cured of his aliena

tion if that message could be expressed with all the authority of 

scientists and philosophers as well as with the imaginative insights of 

artists. In my recent book I have expressed my efforts to understand a 

human person, namely myself, as an experiencing being. I offer it in the 

hope that it may help man to discover a way out of his alienation and to 

face up to the terrible and wonderful reality of his existence -- with 

courage and faith and hope. I pray that man may develop a transforming 

faith in the meaning and significance of this wonderful, even unbelievable, 

adventure that each of us is given on this lovely and salubrious earth 

of ours, that is itself a mere grain in the infinite cosmos of galaxies. 

Because of the mystery of our being as unique self-conscious existences, 

we can have hope as we set our own soft, sensitive and fleeting personal 

experience against the terror and immensity of illimitable space and time. 

Are we not participants in the meaning, where there is else no meaning? 
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Do we not experience and delight in fellowship, joy, harmony, truth, love 

and beauty, where there else is only the mindless universe? 

Let us now return to the subject of our innnediate concern, namely, 

the right to life of some living being which has been born with a defective 

brain and consequently with a very low intelligence as judged by our 

ordinary testing procedures. I would agree with Professor Monod that 

perhaps the best criterion to be used in attempting to decide whether such 
to 

a living being is hunan or not is/apply a test based on culture. If this 

living being can even in a primitive degree appreciate and participate in 

the human cultural heritage,then it certainly is human. 

An anencephalic being has no cerebral cortex and completely fails in this 

test. It can be regarded as an animal and not as human. On the other 

hand, all mongoloids certainly qualify as human beings and have to be 

treated with exactly the same ethical considerations as human beings 

endowed with the highest intelligence. Admittedly there can be many 

doubtful borderline cases, even with such a test as this. This present 

conference provides one of the ways in opening for discussion the various 

levels of mental and brain inadequacy and in attempting to fonn some kind 

of judgment about how to recognize human qualities even in the most 

primitive form. 

There are many approaches to this problem of what we can do to help 

in this most heartrending problem of cerebral and mental deficiency. It 

is of course very proper that everything be done here and now to give 

these unfortunate beings the best possible life and training so that 

their chance of existence, unfortunate as it is for them, can at least 

give them a life which has its values and satisfactions and happiness. 
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There is however another way to consider the problem of mental retardation. 

From the time of the fertilized ovum to the creation of the fully formed 

individual there is the most wonderful process of brain deveiopnent. The 

more one knows about the complexities of the brain structure that is built 

biologically in a few weeks, the more amazing it is that this structure is 

so effectively built with so few mishaps. All of you who are here have 

been the lucky recipients of a genetic inheritance supported by a favorable 

environment that has built you good brains. This should make us all the 

more ccmpassionate to those unfortunate beings who in the genetic lottery 

or in the later hazards of brain formation did not win out like we did, 

but suffer from some kind of brain inadequacies. In this context it is 

important to recognize the scientific research that is devoted to the 

understanding of the genetic process and of the manner in which it works 
of 

to create the sequences/living cells in the developing embryo and eventually 

the most marvellous organized structure in the universe, namely the human 

brain. Professor Monod, who shares this panel with me, is one of those 

who is intensively involved in the scientific attempt to understand the 

way in which genetic coding expresses itself in the building of living 

structures. Then there is a canplementary aspect of science, namely the 

attempt to understand the structure and mode of operation of the brain 

that has been built in this amazing manner and to study earlier and 

earlier stages of brain developnent in the effort to understand the 

manner in which nerve cells are formed and developed and connected in the 

marvellous process of neurogenesis and morphogenesis that gives a human 

brain. 
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When I saw that most moving film this morning I had the feeling as 

I looked at that unfortunate mongoloid child that was expressed so well 

by John Bunyan, "There but for the grace of God go I." I think in all 

these cases we have to try to imagine ourselves in the position of the 

unfortunate handicapped children and in that way we can achieve I think 

a truly htnnan sympathy and this must motivate us to be compassionate and 

to care. In other words, to go back to the title of this panel, "Why 

should people care?" my answer can be simply that we should care because 

we share htnnanity with these unfortunate beings and we have been the 

fortunate ones. 






