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			Preface

			The cultural attitudes of Americans are arguably more polarized than at any time in recent history. Whereas most secular critics are inclined to avoid explanations for this phenomenon that are focused on religion, as philosopher Terry Eagleton has suggested, a society is truly secular only when its members are no longer agitated by religion.

			Anthropologist Mircea Eliade referred to man as homo religious, indicating that expressions of what may be termed “religion” are observed in all cultures. Psychologist Carl Jung suggested that a sui generis religious impulse exists in the “collective unconscious” and cannot be eradicated. But with the advent of science and left-brained cognitive dominance, traditional expressions of religion have declined in American society, accompanied by a rise in neopaganism and immorality as defined by the Judeo-Christian ethic. As Napoleon recognized, the absence of religion tends to destabilize society.

			Despite the widespread decline in religious observance in America, Eagleton’s criterion for a secular society has not been achieved. Instead, what may be termed atheistic “functional religion” has been on the rise, primarily in the form of neo-Marxism/progressivism and its recent postmodern avatar “wokeism.” Rooted in materialism, these movements lack an intrinsic spiritual component and compensate by selectively adopting utopian notions from the Judeo-Christian tradition. Indeed, philosopher Bertrand Russell designated Marxism as a restatement of Christianity. But absent a spiritual aspect, functional religion will invariably seek expression in political goals. Unwilling to share power, it is intolerant of competition in the public square and focuses on undermining alternative expressions of theistic religion, and in so doing attacks the traditional moral underpinnings of society. The goals of progressivism include consolidating power for the state, deconstructing biblical values of family and sex, criticizing Judeo-Christian religionists for being insufficiently devoted to social justice, and attacking the rule of law.

			Christopher Lasch noted in the 1970s that a culture of narcissism has emerged in America, with an attendant increased emphasis on individual freedom. The American social movements of the 1960s focused on expanding the civil rights and freedoms of women and blacks, a trend that has increased over the last half century, together with political efforts at undermining the fabric of society. In contrast, the orthodoxies of the Judeo-Christian religions include polemics against self-centeredness and their definitions of both freedom and progress are based on the individual’s identification with a transcendent power.

			In A Godless Crusade, I will examine how reform movements in monotheistic religion, beginning with ancient Christianity, have inadvertently fostered the secularizing trends seen in today’s society. The suspension of the particularisms of Judaism by early Christianity and the emphasis on personal religion in Protestantism resulted in an insidious infiltration of secular ideas within society that have contributed to today’s culture wars. In truth, these are secularized restatements of past religious wars. As men are unable to agree on what is “moral,” only a “revealed” set of values, which the Judeo-Christian ethic has traditionally provided, can be expected to preserve the moral fabric of society.

			 

		

	
		
			Introduction

			What’s past is prologue.

			—William Shakespeare, The Tempest

			What does it mean to be free? It is impossible to define freedom without evoking the notion of slavery, as they are opposing archetypes within the human psyche. Despite this, in antiquity the prevalent social imaginary allowed free men to live in societies of slaves without experiencing ethical conflict. But post-Enlightenment Americans have been preoccupied with freedom since the founding of the nation, and its creation was marred by slavery in the agrarian South.

			Currently, America is in the midst of a cultural revolution aimed at achieving unrestrained individual freedom. As philosopher R. R. Reno (2019) has argued, since the end of the Second World War secular humanists have viewed freedom in opposition to “strong ideas”—including nation, God, religion, and a defined moral code, which has resulted in a weakening of authoritative cultural institutions. But as Americans are discovering, when “strong gods” are abandoned, the unrestrained quest for individual freedom can result in societal chaos.

			The idea of an “open society” began as a response by liberals to the twentieth-century totalitarianism that resulted in the enslavement and death of millions, and in recent years, the notion of a borderless society has made strange bedfellows of Marxists and corporate globalists, who, while differing in their attitudes towards capitalism, agree that a new world order is necessary in order to counter ultra-nationalism.

			As will be discussed, the freedom that characterizes monotheistic religion differs from both individual and political freedom, although at any given time all three notions can coexist in society, albeit with different emphases. Understanding how freedom and slavery are currently viewed in America’s polarized culture is critical to understanding the nature of the conflict between progressives and conservatives. In the 1960s, America was enmeshed in an unpopular war in Vietnam and focused on defending individual freedoms. While political freedom was widely held to be a societal “good,” the freedom that had traditionally been associated with identifying with an all-powerful “sovereign” was viewed as authoritarian and antiquated. Indeed, since the Enlightenment, sovereignal freedom was declared to be an impingement on individual freedom and identified with slavery. Nevertheless, this mode of freedom in its earliest manifestation can be seen in the book of Exodus, where Moses demands that Pharaoh free the Hebrews from slavery so they can worship God as their rightful “king” in the wilderness. Sovereignal freedom remains a behavioral goal for conservative religionists who profess belief in an almighty God.1

			Marxism was conceived as a substitute for religion, and as a system of belief that opposes all impediments to freedom. Neo-Marxists view America as an imperialist “oppressor,” i.e., as a nation that condoned slavery for the first century of its existence and that continues to subjugate marginal groups in society. They promote diversity, inclusion, and the redistribution of wealth as strategies that will transform America into a “utopia” in which all men are free to pursue their own pleasures. But in order to accomplish this, it is first necessary to convince Americans that the freedom of blacks, women, nonnormative genders, and the disabled is actively being undermined by reactionary conservatives.

			The 1960s and ’70s were characterized by protests for social justice inspired by Marxist ideas. When comprehensive civil rights legislation was passed by Congress, and the Vietnam War came to an end, most Americans naively imagined that the protests were at an end. But instead, the radicals of the ’60s simply abandoned their revolutionary goals, and instead opted to continue the “revolution,” not by violent means, but via the systematic infiltration of Marxist ideas into the culture. By the twenty-first century, they had succeeded in injecting neo-Marxist progressive ideas into the workings of the Democratic Party, government bureaucracies, the educational system, the news media, and large corporations. The culture had been “captured.”

			The goal of an “open society,” however, was not limited to Marxists; others were also clamoring for increased freedoms. Western scholars adopted a postmodern philosophy that opposed “strong truths” that might impinge on the freedom of the individual, and in its place they promoted moral relativism and nonjudgmentalism as bulwarks against externally imposed limits. As a result, many Americans today labor under the illusion that freedom can only be achieved by opposing all limitations. They have naively embraced this idea without realizing that it will not guarantee their freedoms. Today, repackaged as “woke” progressivism, the revolutionary Marxism of the 1960s is well on its way toward dismantling America’s institutions, and is waging ideological and political war on all authority, including God and morality. This “Godless Crusade” to rid the world of religion in pursuit of untrammeled freedom has already borne bitter fruit.

			While bicoastal secular elites in America have materially benefited from the victories of progressive ideology, much of America has suffered. As sociologist Charles Murray argued in Coming Apart, the differences in elite “Belmont” and working-class “Fishtown” neighborhoods are not only material. Rather, the imposition of postmodern ideas by elites has wreaked havoc on the social fabric of America’s working class, while elites quietly continue to adhere to “strong” values in rearing their own families, remaining largely immune to the consequences of the dystopia they have forcefully imposed on others (Murray 2012).

			 

			

			
				
					1 Here allow me to acknowledge my debt to Orlando Patterson, who laid out the tripartite division of freedom into personal, civic, and sovereign in his Freedom in Western Culture (Basic Books, 1991).

				
			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Truth

			God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him. How shall we comfort ourselves, the murderers of all murderers? What was holiest and mightiest of all that the world has yet owned has bled to death under our knives: who will wipe this blood off us? What water is there for us to clean ourselves? What festivals of atonement, what sacred games shall we have to invent? Is not the greatness of this deed too great for us? Must we ourselves not become gods simply to appear worthy of it?

			—Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science

			Beauty is truth, truth beauty—that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.

			—John Keats, “Ode on a Grecian Urn”

			“The world today speaks for itself: by the evidence of its decay, it announces its dissolution. The farmers are vanishing from the countryside, commerce from the sea, soldiers from the camps; all honesty in business, all justice in the courts, all solidarity in friendship, all skill in the arts, all standards in morals all are disappearing” (Dodds 1963, 12).

			These are the words of Cyprian, a third-century bishop of Carthage, but they describe what is transpiring in America today. The American economy is currently plagued by debt and inflation; commerce is beleaguered by opposing goals of globalism and protectionism; the military is stretched to its limits, its mission undermined by irrelevant social issues, and the justice system is tainted by partisan politics. America is in the midst of a “mostly peaceful” civil war that reflects its deep philosophical conflicts. Battle is being waged on authority, God, transmitted morality, and law and order, by “woke” secular humanists intent on transforming America into Godless society, one devoid of physical borders and cultural boundaries.

			The West has been on a course toward denying God and meta-physical claims for centuries. In the eighteenth century, Enlightenment philosophers declared victory over the peripatetic scholastics of the medieval universities, whose raison d’etre was to reconcile reasoned metaphysical arguments for God’s existence with Christianity. Today, we consider those scholastics to be benighted deniers of rational science. But some modern scholars continue to argue that the Enlightenment’s claims against God and metaphysics were framed incorrectly (Burtt 2016). In the seventeenth century, the world was in the midst of a cognitive revolution, in which the metaphysical explanations for man’s relationship to God were being challenged by a materialistic philosophy, one aimed at reframing man’s role in the world. The prescientific Ptolemaic worldview was anthropocentric; it positioned man at the center of the cosmos, with the sun, moon, and planets all revolving around him (Hecht 2003). This cosmology situated man between God and nature, with the purpose of interrogating the mind of God in order to discern His reason for creation.

			The emerging scientific worldview espoused by Galileo and Newton in the seventeenth century shifted this frame of reference. Man’s role was now to investigate nature directly. As a consequence, Aristotle’s metaphysical notions of purpose (telos)2 and causality were replaced by mathematical descriptions of matter in motion (Burtt 2016). See Figure 1.
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			Although the functional explanations of nature by the scholastics were unquestionably incorrect, their metaphysical arguments for God and teleology could not be discredited by rational proofs, despite what later generations of students were led to believe. Instead, when the Enlightenment philosophers dismissed the search for God, meaning, and purpose as unscientific, they were expressing an emotional wish to rid the world of belief in divine intervention. With metaphysics out of the way, man would then be free to determine the nature of things and, as the fifth-century-BCE Greek Sophist Protagoras suggested, man would now be “the measure of all things: of the things that are, that they are, of the things that are not, that they are not” (Smith, Allhoff, and Vaidya 2008). To achieve this goal, metaphysical ideas were suppressed, and have rarely been revisited by scholars. With this shift in the philosophical frame of reference, the locus of worldly authority shifted away from God and religion to man and science, a change that profoundly affected the direction of Western civilization. According to philosopher of science W. T. Stace:

			The real turning point between the medieval age of faith and the modern age of unfaith came when the scientists of the seventeenth century turned their back on what used to be called “final causes.”…This though silent and almost unnoticed was the greatest revolution in human history, far outweighing any of the political revolutions whose thunder reverberated through the world.… The conception of purpose in the world was ignored and frowned upon. The world according to this new picture is purposeless, senseless, meaningless. It came to be believed that moral rules must be merely an expression of our own likes and dislikes.… Therefore, morals are totally relative (Feser 2008, 225–26).

			Unfortunately, this has misled generations to believe that no meaning can be found in life.

			Secular humanists in the nineteenth century championed naturalist Charles Darwin’s ideas concerning evolution, believing they provided proof that metaphysics can rationally be ignored, as Darwin’s theory opposes not only creationism but teleology as well. But as philosopher Edward Feser (2019) argues in Aristotle’s Revenge, all science relies on metaphysical assumptions. As man is apparently hardwired to think in terms of causality and purpose, metaphysical ideas cannot be expunged.

			As the secular humanist project of discrediting God was slow to unfold, science and religion managed to coexist uncomfortably for centuries. But in its most recent iteration as progressive “woke” neo-Marxism,3 secular humanism has adopted a militant stand, one that actively crusades against God and morality as symbols of “strong” authority that oppose freedom. In the late nineteenth century, German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (2012) proclaimed that “God is dead,” and warned that being freed from authority would leave man with no moral compass with which to navigate the world. Nietzsche’s warning has now been fulfilled, as Americans find themselves facing moral challenges with few available tools to address them.

			The “Judeo-Christian ethic” has been the basis of American morality since the nation’s founding, and together with the capitalist free-market economy, it has contributed to America’s “exceptionalism.” Yet few are aware that the Judeo-Christian ethic is a recent concept. The term “Judeo-Christian” was coined in 1939 by English writer George Orwell (1968) to describe the moral vision shared by the two great Western monotheistic religious traditions. But the moniker ignores their critical differences. Judaism is based on a divinely revealed command morality. It is authoritarian by design, a clear example of philosopher Rusty Reno’s “strong gods” (2019). Christianity, on the other hand, is a syncretism of Jewish revelation, Greek philosophy, and Roman law, and its increased emphasis on rationality and individual salvation inadvertently opened the door for “weak gods” to enter, during the Protestant Reformation (Wallis 1972).

			Since the Enlightenment, secular humanists have claimed that morality is the product of human reason, not divine revelation. By the twentieth century, “postmodern” philosophers were insisting, in line with Enlightenment philosopher David Hume, that morality is both subjective, and relative—that it is impossible to define objectively and cannot credibly be imposed by consensus—a distinctly “antiauthoritarian” stance favoring the uninhibited freedom of the individual. Consequently, the Judeo-Christian ethic is viewed as biased and aimed at preserving the status quo of conservative elites. In a pluralistic society, shared moralities are now judged as unwelcome impositions on the freedom of the individual, whereas moral stances that are nonjudgmental and favor diversity and inclusiveness are seen as fostering freedom. From this perspective, immorality cannot be defined except as a social construct that opposes the freedom of the individual. But such reasoning runs counter to the very purpose of morality, which is to provide a guide for how men are to behave with one another in a society. As philosopher Harry Frankfurt (2006b, 47) opines: “It is sensible to insist that moral truths are and must be stringently objective. After all, it would hardly do to suppose that the requirements of morality depend upon what we happen to want them to be, or upon what we happen to think they are.”

			No society can function effectively based on the idiosyncratic values of individuals, and the absence of a shared morality undermines political freedom. When morality is determined solely by self-interest, it can only function effectively if there is uniform conformity without opposition, or when imposed by the power of a state apparatus. When postmodern morality is imposed by the state, tolerance is extended only to like-minded individuals, while those who take issue with the elite/state consensus will be judged as “evil.” Those who decry the current unequal administration of justice that appears to favor progressives while targeting conservatives must recognize that postmodern progressive ideology cannot be expected to extend tolerance to those who do not conform to its ideas and that it views punishment of dissenting conservatives as justified.

			The present cultural revolution can be framed as pitting those whose values are rooted in postmodern moral relativism against those who adhere to the Judeo-Christian ethic.4 But more accurately it is a conflict between those who imbue man and the state with the highest powers and those who remain loyal to a transcendent notion of sovereignal freedom. Sovereignal freedom is achieved by identifying with a power greater than oneself, be it the God of monotheism or a monarch imbued with divine powers, as ancient kings often were. The conservative adheres to a combination of sovereignal, political, and individual freedoms, whereas the progressive materialist splits the metaphysical category of sovereignal freedom and unconsciously confers its transcendental qualities onto the individual and the state (Patterson 1991). See Figure 2 on page 11.

			Freedom never exists as a concept on its own; instead, the notion of freedom always evokes slavery, and vice versa. The championing of absolute personal freedom endows progressivism with the feeling-tone of a religion. However, the notion of unlimited personal freedom is an illusion that necessarily leads to unexpected modes of enslavement. The “free” individual who during the Covid epidemic insisted on the need for the universal wearing of face masks or vaccine mandates was enslaved to rules that encroached on individual freedom.

			Since the French Revolution, the conflict between those who demand unlimited personal freedom and those who recognize its limits has been the core ideological difference between liberals and conservatives (Kirk 1953). For the last hundred years, liberalism in its various avatars—all motivated by a Dionysian impulse in the collective psyche toward unrestricted individual freedom—has dominated America’s culture, including its art, laws, and habits. That domination was reflected in the post–World War II consensus that “openness” is the antidote to authority and totalitarianism, by favoring diversity over homogeneity, inclusiveness over exclusion, and open borders over closed ones.
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			This mindset was an emotional overreaction to the horrors of the last European world war. Yet it is questionable whether such thinking is the antidote to “fascism.” Evidence against the open-versus-closed dichotomy is found in nature. All living forms must be permeable to the environment in order to obtain the elements required to sustain life and to excrete metabolites, but they must also establish effective barriers against potentially hostile environments. Finding the optimal balance between an open and closed system is the challenge, as the polar extremes of openness and closedness are incompatible with life. In this regard, a living society is no different from a living organism. An “open” society is no better equipped for success than one that is rigidly “closed.”

			While American society has prided itself on its relative openness, in recent years progressives have increasingly rejected the notion of any boundaries. As philosopher Terry Eagleton (2014) opined, the goal has increasingly been to replace “hard” religious values with “soft” secular ones. Neo-Marxists and globalists have recognized that changing a nation’s political system is most effectively achieved by first capturing its culture (Corsi 2023). So the opening battles in the “Godless Crusade” have been fought under the banner of a “Culture War.”

			In his evaluation of the new American nation, nineteenth-century French observer Alexis de Tocqueville (2000) concluded, “Liberty cannot be established without morality, nor morality without faith,” and he was referring to an authoritative morality, not the postmodern subjective one. But “strong” beliefs are waning in twenty-first-century America, as a 2022 Gallup poll reports:

			Belief in God has fallen the most in recent years among young adults and people on the left of the political spectrum (liberals and Democrats). These groups show drops of 10 or more percentage points comparing the 2022 figures to an average of the 2013–2017 polls. Most other key subgroups have experienced at least a modest decline, although conservatives and married adults have had essentially no change.

			The groups with the largest declines are also the groups that are currently least likely to believe in God, including liberals (62%), young adults (68%) and Democrats (72%). Belief in God is highest among political conservatives (94%) and Republicans (92%), reflecting that religiosity is a major determinant of political divisions in the U.S. (Gallup 2022).

			While interest in religion has diminished, the desire to be viewed as “virtuous” by others has apparently increased. However, culturally determined virtue is rarely motivated by deeply held beliefs. Instead, it is often the result of peer and political pressures. This fosters conformity and leads to shared perceptual distortions, as Hans Christian Andersen suggested in the tale of “The Emperor’s New Clothes.”

			Formulating accurate assessments of reality depends on access to facts. Unfortunately, few people have contact with facts that occur at a distance, and consequently most of us depend on others entrusted to provide us with them. In the past, this was the role of the “free” press. A good journalist was expected to dispassionately report facts and then leave it to the public to interpret them. While this ideal was rarely achieved, it was in theory the goal. But during the recent Covid-19 pandemic, not only the public but medical professionals as well found it impossible to discern what was true about the disease because the “facts” being provided were more often propaganda than truth.

			Today, rather than attempting to provide facts, many journalists work to conceal facts that do not support the progressive ideological narrative, justifying their ill-conceived effort as virtuous opposition to “reactionary authoritarian forces” in society. As a result, Americans today are ill-informed and inundated with more false “facts” about what is transpiring than at any time in recent history. The little-discussed truth is that journalism has long been the propaganda arm of the state. An insight into how it is manipulated by political forces was recently offered by Ben Rhodes, a Deputy National Security Advisor during the Obama administration, in a statement to the New York Times: “‘All these newspapers used to have foreign bureaus,’ Rhodes told the Times in May. ‘Now they don’t. They call us to explain to them what’s happening in Moscow and Cairo. Most of the outlets are reporting on world events from Washington. The average reporter we talk to is 27 years old, and their only reporting experience consists of being around political campaigns. That’s a sea change.… They literally know nothing’” (Samuels 2016).

			What Is Truth?

			What is truth? This age-old question cynically posed by Pilate during the trial of Jesus has in recent years been revived by postmodern philosophers and those who purposefully choose to distort truth for political advantage. In the fifth century BCE, Plato (2001) argued that Truth was a supernal Form, an eternal and unchanging archetype. In the Republic he described man’s grasp of the truth as a shadowy approximation of Truth and argued that it was the philosopher’s task to seek beyond the obvious to encounter Truth itself. Plato insisted that only the immutable Truth is “real,” whereas all that is subject to change is “false”—a perspective that modern philosophers term realism. Like the monotheistic religionists, Plato equated Truth with a supreme Being. But this notion of Truth has been rejected by postmodernists as excessively “strong,” as it lacks the relativistic ambiguity required to appease their desire for unlimited personal freedom.

			The Enlightenment philosophers believed that truth exists, but unlike the scholastic philosophy and the traditional Christianity that they were rebelling against (and also unlike Plato and Aristotle), they also believed that truth was limited to the material world and could only be discerned through empiric observation. This denial of metaphysical truths, known as “nominalism,” is the basis of Western materialistic science. But as Feser argues, the nominalist worldview is fraught with rational inconsistencies, and abandoning Platonic “realism” may have been the “single greatest mistake ever made in the history of Western civilization” (Feser 2008, 51).

			Beginning in the early twentieth century, scientific rationality was challenged by the probabilistic uncertainties of the quantum world. Schrodinger’s wave equation indicated that particles were located probabilistically in space rather than in discrete locations, and Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle demonstrated that participation in the act of observation ultimately affects what is being observed and that we live in a universe in which outer reality cannot be clearly separated from subjectivity. But at the scale of everyday reality, quantum rules needlessly complicate the assessment of the physical world. One does not require quantum mechanics or relativity theory to describe the behavior of objects in motion in the everyday world. Instead, these activities are well described by Newtonian mechanics, which assumes that objects are discrete and unaffected by observation (Feynman 2011). The postmodern inclination to challenge the obvious harkens back to the ancient Sophists who challenged the institutions of ancient Athenian society rhetoric, for which Plato denounced them as more concerned with words than truth (Rommen 1998). In response to postmodern nihilism, Frankfurt (2006b) insists, “Truth-seeking and truth-telling must be rewarded, and their inverse must be punished. Truth is truth whether or not anyone believes it or even knows it.” Cultural critic John Gray (2003, 55) concurs and has opined that “the postmodern denial of truth is the worst kind of arrogance. In denying that the natural world exists independently of our beliefs about it, postmodernists are implicitly rejecting any limit on human ambitions. By making human beliefs the final arbiter of reality, they are effectively claiming that nothing exists unless it appears in human consciousness.

			The current cultural revolution pits the postmodern philosophy of progressives against conservatives who continue to believe that truth exists and is worthy of pursuit. Nietzsche recognized that this controversy posed a choice between living with a sense of meaning and nihilistic chaos. Postmodernism discounts man’s innate inclination to seek meaning, ignoring the fact that this impulse cannot be suppressed. It is an opus contra naturam and as such is ultimately doomed to fail, because nature imposes real limitations. Nor can man’s thirst for meaning be expunged. But the archetypal reaction against authority and the irrepressible impulse toward unachievable freedom in the human psyche is also real and cannot be eradicated. As such they are fated periodically to reemerge. The demise of postmodernism may not occur in the immediate future, but ultimately Dionysian impulses must give way to Apollonian ones that strive for truth and order.

			Identifying truth requires both the will to pursue it and hard work. Today many view truth-seeking as excessively arduous, as the collective will of the present culture has been eroded and now values convenience over truth. As the conservative educator James Wilson (2017, 321) has opined, “The relentless hum of goodwill serves to distract us from the fact that we no longer believe the truth could be anything greater than the crude intractable matter we seek to control in the name of bodily comfort; we begin to suspect, as it were, that if silence should fall upon our mind and our hearts for a moment, we might awaken to discover the world and ourselves are alike devoid of meaning.”

			Lies

			Lies oppose truth, and virtually all religious traditions view lying as immoral. But as journalist Ralph Keyes (2004) suggests in The Post-Truth Era, truth today is increasingly viewed as flexible, and lying as acceptable. According to a 2023 New York Post article, lying is commonplace among America’s youth: “A new survey found that of all generations, those born between 1981 and 1996 are the biggest culprits of lying in the workplace and on social media.… The findings showed that millennials were the worst offenders, with 13% copping to being dishonest at least once a day. By contrast, only 2% of baby boomers, those born between 1946 and 1964, fibbed once per day” (Lefroy 2023).

			This is what can be expected from a culture that embraces moral “relativism,” in which lying is tacitly sanctioned, and few are held accountable. While the Judeo-Christian ethic views truth-telling as critical for personal integrity and lying as a serious character flaw, neither character nor integrity have meaning for those who reject truth as excessively “rigid.” But as Nietzsche (2003) recognized, lying erodes one’s ability to trust others. As he stated in Beyond Good and Evil, it is “not that you lied to me but that I no longer believe you [that] has shaken me.”

			When truth is relative and relationships are conducted at a distance on social media, the need to trust others is diminished. Nevertheless, the quest for truth has sustained Western civilization, and in its absence it must be expected to decline.

			The Neurobiology of Truth

			The mind has a propensity to distort reality to accord with preconceptions and emotional biases, a phenomenon that has been termed “truthiness.” This tendency allows a person to ignore facts that “feel” wrong. It is a widespread phenomenon, and it is common today to hear people claim that something is true simply because it “feels right.” But when truthiness replaces truthfulness, constructive dialogue is impossible.

			Psychologists attribute this to “confirmation bias,” the tendency to interpret reality in a way that is consistent with one’s preexisting beliefs, and to seek only information that confirms them. But this begs the question as to why this should be the case. In The Master and His Emissary, neuropsychiatrist Iain McGilchrist (2018) details how information is normally processed differently by the right and left cerebral hemispheres of the brain. The right hemisphere grounds sensory experiences in the body, orients the person in space, and generates mental images rooted in sensations. It also mediates intuition and contributes to the construction of metaphor and to mythopoesis. Much of what is termed the “unconscious” can be attributed to activities mediated by the right brain (Joseph 1992). The primary role of the left hemisphere, on the other hand, is to re-present images generated initially by the right brain and then “translate” them into conscious language-dependent cognitions that are the bases of speech and the written word.

			While the left hemisphere can re-present information from the right hemisphere accurately, at times the functional cooperation between the two hemispheres is skewed. Bi-hemispheric cooperation can be biased by excessive intellectualization or conversely by imaginings, or by drugs and disease. In the laboratory, when the activity of the right hemisphere is experimentally silenced by inhibiting neural transmission across nerve bundles that connect the hemispheres, the left hemisphere continues to autonomously create narratives divorced from physical reality. When confronted with facts that do not align with this fabricated narrative, the unopposed left brain will resist this information and instead continue to insist on its version of reality (McGilchrist 2018).

			This propensity to create narratives divorced from reality is termed “confabulation,” a phenomenon classically observed in Wernicke’s syndrome, a form of brain damage due to nutritional deficiency often seen in chronic alcoholism, and with other forms of brain injury. Damage to the right frontal lobe is a constant feature in these cases. Confabulation is distinguished from lying, as it is not purposeful deception. But confabulating individuals will present blatantly false information, although their narratives may appear coherent, internally consistent, and plausible to an unbiased observer (Damasio 2000). And they themselves believe them.

			The conclusion to be drawn from this is that left-hemispheric dominance favors the construction of false narratives that are rigidly adhered to. Might this account for “truthiness” and abstract narratives that do not jibe with reality? The answer is uncertain, but the question merits consideration.

			Truthiness and Immaturity

			As noted, “truthiness” reflects a dissociation between rationality and feeling-toned imaginings. While observed in all age groups, it is most often seen in childhood, where it reflects the immaturity of the developing brain. In contrast to the development of other mammals, human brain maturation occurs predominantly ex utero and continues for the first three decades of life (Sapolsky 2017). As a 2017 bulletin of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry states, “Pictures of the brain in action show that adolescents’ brains work differently than adults when they make decisions or solve problems. Their actions are guided more by the emotional and reactive amygdala and less by the thoughtful, logical frontal cortex. Research has also shown that exposure to drugs and alcohol during the teen years can change or delay these developments.” While this does not mean that teenagers should be excused for their actions, it does suggest that they are not well positioned to make important decisions.

			The capacity of the left brain to represent reality depends on “instruction” of the nervous system via a strategy that Nobel laureate Gerald Edelman (1987) termed “neural Darwinism.” According to this theory, the brain includes a “primary” neural repertoire at birth that subsequently undergoes experiential postnatal “pruning” in which selected neural pathways are strengthened via repeated use while others drop out through disuse. The end result is a mature adult brain with a “secondary” neural repertoire that exhibits limited plasticity throughout life.

			The nervous system’s ability to assess reality depends on experience-based neural instruction by parents, teachers, and caretakers. But when children are encouraged to accept fantasy over reality, or when their experience is constrained by overly protective caretakers, normal mental maturation may be impeded. Sheryl Wilson and Theodore Barber (1983) examined the childhood antecedents responsible for fantasy-proneness in later life and found them to include “a parent, grandparent, teacher, or friend who…reinforced the child’s fantasies.”

			Progressive pedagogues promote mental immaturity by indoctrinating impressionable youth with false notions of unrealistic potential and by censoring uncomfortable truths that conflict with these narratives. Neurotically fearful parents limit their child’s exposure based on what they misperceive as the “harmful” effects of reality. Unfortunately, as developmental milestones are time-dependent, once critical maturational time points have passed, it may be impossible to reverse deficits fully. In this regard, adults subjected to “brainwashing” as children in Communist China and who subsequently emigrated to free societies have reported substantial difficulties accepting truths that conflicted with their early indoctrination (Lifton 2014).

			The response of college students to the recent terrorist attacks on civilian Jews in Israel provides a cogent example of how difficult it may be to assess reality properly in the face of ideological indoctrination. Israel was founded as a Jewish state in response to the destruction of six million European Jews in the last century, an event that culminated two millennia of European anti-Semitism. Israel’s statehood was approved by a majority vote of the United Nations at a time when the world recognized that it was impossible for Jews to live safely as a minority either in Christian Europe or in Islamic countries.5

			Nevertheless, progressive ideologues insist on labeling Israel a “colonial power” that “oppresses” Palestinians, while ignoring the reason for its founding. Its critics also discount the facts that Israel has not occupied Gaza or the West Bank since the early 2000s and that Palestinians have consistently refused to accept Israel or the presence of Jews in what they insist is the Islamic world.6 Progressives ignore the multiple attempts by Palestinians and surrounding Arab states to destroy Israel through unprovoked wars and terrorism, as well.

			In the October 2023 terrorist attack on Israelis, Hamas Islamists barbarically raped and massacred over one thousand Israeli men, women, and children, including babies, with no other goal than to rid the land of Jews, and they did so with the approval and assistance of noncombatant Palestinians, including employees of the United Nations working in Gaza. Indeed, the notion that Hamas and the Palestinian people are distinct is a fantasy, one apparently shared by the progressive Biden administration, which continued to insist on an unrealistic “two-state solution.”7

			Despite these documented facts, many college students on progressive university campuses have been indoctrinated to believe that Israel is a “colonizing oppressor” state composed of “privileged whites” who are persecuting people of color—despite the fact that dark-skinned Sephardic Jews of Middle Eastern and African descent make up 55 percent of the Israeli Jewish population, and are physically indistinguishable from Palestinians. Sheltered from reality and indoctrinated into a culture of moral relativism, these elite students are unable to recognize the lack of moral equivalency between barbaric acts of terrorism directed at innocent citizens and the response of a beleaguered nation-state charged with defending its citizens. This is sobering evidence of how distorted the conceptions of reality have become for many of America’s youth.

			When, following the October 7 massacre, the presidents of Harvard, M.I.T., and the University of Pennsylvania were questioned before Congress and asked to explain the anti-Israeli and anti-Semitic activities on their campuses and why they were unwilling to condemn terrorism, murder, rape, and infanticide or to acknowledge the scapegoating of Jewish students on their campuses, they refused to provide an acceptable answer. The subsequent outrage in response to their perceived moral bankruptcy on the part of the public and many large donors rapidly forced the white female president of the University of Pennsylvania to resign. But the Harvard president, a progressive black woman, continued to receive the support of the Harvard faculty for over a month, until she too was forced to resign, not on account of her responses to Congress but because she was found to have committed serial instances of plagiarism in her publications. When she did finally step down, she attributed her resignation to “racism,” and the board of the Harvard Corporation offered no apologies for its delayed and weak response to public accusations of institutional anti-Semitism.

			Mob Mentality

			In recent years, America has witnessed numerous political protests by progressives in which people have been killed and private property damaged. While Americans have a constitutional right to assemble, they do not have the right to kill or destroy property in doing so. Nevertheless, these protests were perceived as morally justified by local progressive lawmakers and those in Washington, DC, ostensibly on account of their support of “social justice,” and there were few legal repercussions for protesters who committed criminal acts. On the other hand, many conservatives who participated peacefully in the January 6, 2021, election protests at the Capitol routinely received lengthy jail sentences for simply being on the wrong side of the cultural divide, raising serious concerns about a two-tiered criminal justice system.

			Regardless of whether protests occur on the left or right of the political spectrum, what is unquestionably true is that people in groups show a diminished capacity to assess situations rationally and to curb violent behavior (Le Bon 1899). This phenomenon was described in the nineteenth century by the French philosopher Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, who termed it “participation mystique” and attributed it to a collective lowering of rational consciousness.8 According to Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Jung (1976), “A group experience takes place on a lower level of consciousness than the experience of an individual. This is due to the fact that, when many people gather together to share one common emotion, the total psyche emerging from the group is below the level of the individual psyche. If it is a very large group, the collective psyche will be more like the psyche of an animal, which is the reason why the ethical attitude of large organizations is always doubtful. The psychology of a large crowd inevitably sinks to the level of mob psychology.”

			Mistrust of mobs runs through the history of political philosophy. Plato criticized Athenian democracy9 because of the propensity of a numerical majority to ignore the rights of others and to embrace policies that are not necessarily in the best interests of society.10 This mistrust of direct democracy was shared by America’s Founding Fathers, who opted to create a democratic republic rather than leave the fate of the new nation to the whims of the majority. As Polybius suggested in the second century BCE, oligarchy inevitably tends to change to democracy, democracy to mob rule, and mob rule to tyranny (Fox 2006). In the nineteenth century, Tocqueville (2000) remarked that “I know no country, in which, generally speaking, there is less independence of mind and true freedom of discussion than in America.” Indeed, the group experience of democracy can lead to the suppression of free discourse and the negation of personal liberties, as it did during the French Jacobin revolution, which began as a democracy but quickly devolved into a Reign of Terror and finally into Napoleon’s tyranny.

			Censorship

			In the fifth century BCE, Socrates introduced dialogue as a path toward seeking truth (Waterfield 2023). Freedom of speech was guaranteed by America’s Founding Fathers and it has undoubtedly contributed to American “exceptionalism.” But the recent demands for increased “democracy” by progressives have been accompanied by concomitant calls for censoring dissenting speech. Convinced of the superiority of their ideas, progressives do not believe that those who disagree with their agenda should be allowed to voice their opinions publicly. This has been most evident in America’s higher educational facilities, which in the past were the guardians of free speech: “A new nation-wide survey found that 80% of students self-censor on their university campuses, with a significant portion feeling intimidated to speak on controversial topics in class or to a professor. A large percentage of students believe that it is acceptable to ‘shout down’ and silence speakers on campus that hold opposing views” (Camp 2022). This rise in censorship reflects an emerging totalitarian impulse in American society that has resulted from progressive ideas of “freedom.”

			Government Lies

			Lying to the public has always been part of how leaders govern. In Renaissance Italy, the courtier Niccolò Machiavelli (1847) advised rulers to mask their true intentions and to “act against mercy, against faith, against humanity, against frankness, against religion, in order to preserve the state.” While it is a long-standing strategy, deception reached new heights in the twentieth century, when totalitarian governments implemented propaganda to manipulate citizens.

			In 1984, George Orwell presciently described the unscrupulous manipulation of truth. Orwell was a left-wing journalist who grew disenchanted with communism when he recognized that Stalin had betrayed the socialist cause in the Spanish Civil War. In 1984, the state interrogator O’Brien informs Winston, the ill-fated protagonist, “We are not interested in the good of others, we are interested solely in power.” He goes on to explain how truth and reality can be bent in any direction that the state decides: “You believe that reality is something objective, external, existing in its own right.… When you delude yourself into thinking that you see the same, you assume that everyone sees the same thing you do. But I tell you, Winston, that reality is not external. Reality exists in the human mind, and nowhere else. Not in the individual mind, which can make mistakes, and in any case soon perishes: only in the mind of the party, which is collective and immortal. Whatever the party holds to be truth, is truth” (Orwell 1983, 118). O’Brien’s argument illustrates how postmodern philosophy has provided the intellectual justification for totalitarianism.

			In Live Not by Lies, Christian journalist Rod Dreher argues that totalitarian governments prefer to achieve their goals by manipulating minds, tending to use force only as a last resort. To control their citizenry, totalitarian governments depend on the assistance of the news media to censor truth and to disseminate pro-government propaganda. In progressive culture, truth is viewed as fluid and relative, meeting the “weakness” criterion that Reno has laid out (Reno 2019). When citizens cannot reconcile their experience with what their governments are telling them is true, they may become demoralized and placid, which is precisely what is currently occurring in America, where an increasingly
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