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Science Genuine and Corrupt:
Russell Kirk’s Christian Humanism

If “science” is converted into ideology, a
substitute for philosophy and religion, then
rightly men of humane and social imagina-
tion will recoil from the fraud.

— Russell Kirk?!

Among scattered essays, reviews, and book
chapters, one finds evidence that Russell
Kirk reflected a good deal on matters of
scientific interest. As a perceptive critic of
the modern scene, Kirk was compelled to
attack this ideology. Scientism is wonder-
fully diverse, takingon many distinct forms.
Characteristically, it is the attempt to de-
fend an ideological or metaphysical
position through an appeal to scientific
findings, observations, or theories. The
proponents of scientism attempt to force
science into service as a substitute for phi-
losophy and religion, or to present science
as somehow a determinant of religious,
moral, or political ends.

As early as 1954 (ten years before he was
baptized a Roman Catholic), in A Program
for Conservatives, scientism figured large in
Kirk’scritique of modernity. He denounced
itasthe chief cause of the decline of religious
belief throughout the Western world that

closed “the eyes of the masses to religious
truth.”? Scientism, Kirk believed, was the
logical outgrowth of the Baconian doc-
trine that the goal of science was to attain
power over nature. This goal, which re-
placedthe older, legitimate schemainwhich
science soughtknowledge for its own sake—
“a knowledge which reaches upward to-
ward the source of reason”—uwas ultimately
destructive. Men soon found that their in-
creased power over nature was unsatisfy-
ing, boring, and seemed “to lead nowhere”;
they thus sought to extend their power over
nature to power over man.?

In order to gain this power, Kirk be-
lieved, scientism “gnaws at the root of tra-
ditional faith.”* Genuine science had not
somehow falsified religion, but it was the
goal of scientistic intellectuals to fool the
public into believing it had. As Kirk dem-
onstrates in some of his fiction, such folk
could do real damage to religious belief and
the body politic. Several of Kirk’s villains
are scientists of this stamp. Barner, for in-
stance, the Planning Officer in “EX
Tenebris,” looks forward to the employ-
ment of “scientific methodology” to con-
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trol the weather. “But for the stupidity of
entrenched interests,” he thinks to himself,
“the thing would have been accomplished
already. Superstition!”® Significantly,
Barner meets his end at the hands of a
wraith—the parson of the defunct village
swept away by planners such as himself.
Kirk describes Dave Dawson, a naive and
stupid Peace Corps volunteer sympathetic
to the Marxist rebels in A Creature of the
Twilight, as “a science graduate of Ameri-
can University”; the Marxists, themselves
scientistic, wish to levy a “Rationality Rate”
on all religious cults.t Kirk’s consistent
message is that many of science’s apologists
will not abide the eternal and so attempt to
efface it from human cognition.’
Elsewhere Kirk linksscientism to the ide-
ology of rationalism or Comte’s positiv-
ism.2 Asin Comte’s system, scientism is an
erstwhile religion that replaced more or-
thodox beliefs, since “all men must have
some sort of religion.” Early in his career
Kirk spoke of scientism as a belief system in
decline; it was a doctrine in which serious
scientists no longer could believe, if ever
they once could.’Kirk was certain that
modern, post-Einsteinian physics had un-
done the facile mechanistic view of the uni-
verse promoted by the popularizers of vul-
garized science in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. But his optimism re-
garding the decline of scientism, so discern-
ible in Kirk’s earlier writings, was some-
what diminished in his later work, when it
became clear that scientism was not dead.
In a 1991 foreword to a new edition of
Beyond the Dreams of Avarice, Kirk reiter-
ated his belief that the “growth of the anti-
cult of scientism” was the chief reason
behind the decay of religious belief. By pro-
moting “the popular notion that somehow
the revelations of natural science, over the
past two centuries, have demonstrated the
obsolescence of religious beliefs,” scientism
allegedly “informed mankind how menand
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women are naked apes merely; have pointed
out that the ends of existence are produc-
tion and consumption merely; that happi-
ness is the gratification of sensual impulses
merely; that notions of the resurrections of
the flesh and the life everlasting are super-
stitions of the childhood of the human race
merely.”*> Two years later, in The Politics of
Prudence, Kirk elaborated on this theme:

A multitude of writers and publicists and
members of the class of persons commonly
styled ‘intellectuals’ gloomily inform us thatwe
human beings are no better than naked apes,
andthatconsciousnessitselfisanillusion. Such
persons insist that life has no purpose but
sensual gratification; that the briefspan of one’s
physical existence isthe be-alland end-all. Such
twentieth-century sophists have created in the
murky caves of the intellect an Underworld;
and they endeavor to convince us all that there
exists no sun—that the world of wonder and of
hope exists nowhere, and never did exist.*®

Significantly, this lamentation is not
accompanied with an optimistic hope that
the reign of scientism is sure to end. The
deflation of Kirk’s optimism seems war-
ranted. The social science disciplines—jpar-
ticularly psychology—remain cesspools of
scientistic belief. Openany psychology text-
book and one finds—implicitly or explic-
itly—that “scientific” psychology has ren-
dered obsolete belief not only in the soul,
but in the mind as an entity distinguishable
from the body. In Kirk’s paraphrase, “we
human beings are no better than naked
apes.” Certain evolutionary psychologists
write matter-of-factly that humans are
nothing but “self-reproducing chemical
systems, multicellular heterotrophic mo-
bile organisms.”* Though this statement is
beyond parody, it is a perfect example of
that unalloyed scientism Kirk believed so
destructive.

Although scientism is alive and well, le-
gitimate science still exists, and Kirk was
nearly always careful to distinguish the two.
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Scientismisthe vulgarization of science, the
work of popularizers, and, he noted, is
therefore often rejected by serious scien-
tists. The genuine scientist is aware of the
limits of hisdisciplineand does notaspire to
the role of priest, ruler, or artist.™> Nor can
the genuine scientist be misled into think-
ing it his duty to evangelize the world with
the gospel of skepticism. On the contrary, it
is only in accepting the existence of a tran-
scendent order and an objective reality that
the scientist finds an anchorage for his
work?®® and can pursue pure science, which
is “the pursuit of truth, with no end except
the apprehension of the truth.”!” Kirk
praised Loren Eiseley, Michael Polanyi, and
Stanley Jaki as humane scientists and com-
mended the science writings of Alfred North
Whitehead, Simone Weil, and Arthur
Koestler.!®

Far from holding to a principled anti-
scientific position, then, Kirk recognized
the merit of genuine science. He conceded
that he personally found itadifficult field of
study—"“[T]o study Newton is a chore,
though to keep company with Swift is a
delight”—and that other literary-minded
people had similar difficulties, but he in-
sisted that the natural and physical sci-
ences, “[e]xciting and mysterious,” were
“anintegral part of liberal education, rather
than a presumptuous substitute for reli-
gion, politics, and humane studies.” In-
deed, “[i]n our time, the principal contri-
butions to knowledge have been made in
the physical and natural sciences; to be
ignorant of science, therefore, is to neglect
whatever the men of the past hundred years
and more have added to human wisdom.”
For this reason, and because the humani-
ties had become largely unimaginative and
pedantic, “science now attracts a dispro-
portionate share of the more active intel-
lects of the rising generation.”®

Kirk disagreed, of course, with C. P.
Snow’s imperialistic intellectual program
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that would make the humanities subservi-
ent to science. But he allowed that both the
humanities and the sciences were necessary
for an adequate understanding of truth
and for a just ordering of society. For their
advancement the sciences depended upon
the imagination, which was greatly
strengthened by studies in the humanities,
while the humanities could benefit from
“the vitality and reality of scientific in-
quiry.”® Kirk felt it was also essential that
scientific study always be considered in re-
lation to philosophy.?

Perhaps surprisingly, given his efforts in
unmasking the religion of scientism, Kirk
held out hope that science could be used to
revitalize religiousfaith. In the vistas opened
by the new, post-mechanical physics, he
saw a world in which, for instance, the
resurrection of the flesh no longer seemed
an impossibility. Repeatedly, and with only
minor variations, he stated that

physicists instruct us that we of this seemingly
too-solidfleshactuallyare collections of electri-
cal particles, held in an ephemeral suspension
and arrangementby some ‘laws’ thatwe do not
understand in the least. We are energy—and
energy, whichwe can neither create nor destroy,
incessantly is being transmuted into new forms.
No longer need we say, with Tertullian, credo
quia absurdum est. For the science of quantum
mechanics has undone nineteenth-century
concepts of matter, and it becomesconceivable
thatwhatever power hasassembled the negative
and positive charges composing us may reas-
semble those electrical particles, if it chooses.?

This speech even finds its way into the
mouths and minds of many of Kirk’s fic-
tional characters,?® suggesting, since it is
within his fiction that the essentially moral
character of Kirk’s social criticism is re-
vealed, the fundamental place this insight
had in Kirk’s thought.

Kirk also believed that scientific analysis
of the Shroud of Turin might eventually
“undo the reductionist notion of the hu-
man condition and restore general aware-



ness of the transcendent.”?* Toward the
latter part of his life, Kirk manifested a keen
interest in the Shroud, coming to believe its
mysterious image to be that of the crucified
Christ. At a conference on the Shroud held
atElizabethtown Collegein 1986, Kirk spoke
of the Shroud as a “spiritual and archaeo-
logical time bomb” and attributed to it
immensesignificance:

The Shroud, if in-
deed itisa[sic] artifact
of the time of the death
of Jesus, is a confirma-
tionofthe Synoptic Gos-
pels and indeed of the
whole Christian story;
but particularly of the
lifeand death of Jesus of
Nazareth. Also there
may besomethingmore
than that. If it is pro-
duced by a miraculous
means—that is, using
the word ‘miraculous’
to mean an occurrence
orprocesswhichissome-
thing beyond the ordi-
nary operation of what
we used to call the laws
of nature, an excep-
tional, most extraordi-
nary event—if indeed
the image on the Shroud is the product of a
miracle, then Christian dogmas seem to be
confirmed; and we may return to the Ages of
Faith.?

This seems over-confident, to say the
least. Asthe conference’s participants them-
selves pointed out, science itself could never
confirm the Shroud’s authenticity, but
could only disconfirm it.?® Perhaps Kirk’s
aim was to discomfit the secularists in the
audience with bold claims pronouncing
the possible confirmation of ancient reli-
giousdoctrine. “Peoplewho have builttheir
careersupon theassumptionsof nineteenth-
century materialism and mechanism are
dismayed” by the Shroud, Kirk proclaimed,
because they “fear the influence of religion,

Russell Kirk
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and...the Christian religion in particular.”
And for dogmatic skeptics he had little use.
As he had scrawled in large capital letters on
his preparatory notes, “Newman: Better to
believe all things than to doubt all things.”
If God were to use “scientific speculation,”
so disastrous to religion since the Enlight-
enment, to lead society back to belief—
well, Kirk, the man of
letters, must have
thought that this
would be a touch of
irony worthy of fic-
tion.

As fond of natural
and physical sciences
as Kirk could be, he
nevertheless detested
most of what passed
for modern sociology
and the “social sci-
ences.” He denied the
social sciences a place
in his model college
curriculum:;?  he
cited approvingly Ri-
chard Weaver’s view
that social science re-
searchsuffered from “pedanticempiricism,”
needless jargon, and meliorism;? he criti-
cized positivistic “sociological postulates
which promise us an earthly paradise but
promptly deliver usat the gates of an earthly
hell”;® and he described the typical soci-
ologist as the “Benthamite charlatan, the
counter of noses...willing to pander to the
modern affection for quantitative judg-
ments, which everyone can understand
precisely because they contain no real mean-
ing,” accomplishing little but to convert his
students “into an inferior order of statisti-
cians.”

The problemwith modern sociology was
that, in a pathetic attempt to copy the
methods of the natural sciences, it treated
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man as a soulless object not fundamentally
different than any other material or bio-
logical entity. For Kirk, the work of Alfred
Kinsey was particularly objectionable in
thisregard.®* Behavioralists such as Kinsey,
just beginning to make serious headway in
the fifties, could not by their very premises
treat man as possessing free will, but only as
ananimal. Kirk insisted that this procedure
was impossible and irrational; man is liv-
ing, erratic, largely unpredictable, and ex-
ists not only within the physical realm but
within the spiritual realm of value and
meaning.® Society will eventually pay
dearly, Kirk warned, for the substitution of
the behavioralist sociologist for the hu-
mane scholar, “who looks upon men as
persons, not units.”

Kirkrefused tograntthatsociology could
proceed on “value-free” grounds, and in
this belief he may have been influenced by
Eric Voegelin. In The New Science of Politics,
published in 1952, Voegelin delivered a
withering critique of the positivist attempt
to develop a “value-free,” perfectly neutral
social science. Whether or not Voegelin’s
argument directly influenced Kirk, he was
surely sympathetic to it. A piece published
in 1961 in the New York Times Magazine is
a good example of the approach Kirk typi-
cally took. Kirk does not mention VVoegelin,
nor does he summarize Voegelin’s or any-
oneelse’s case for the impossibility of value-
freesocial science. Instead, he givesexamples
of value-judgments intruding upon socio-
logical studies in scientific guise; he appeals
to the practical value of normative judg-
ments in sociology. “What social studies
need more than anything else, I suspect, is
the recovery of norms: a restoration of
normative disciplines, areturntothe knowl-
edge of standards for human personality
and for the just order.”%

This appeal—especially as presented by
Kirk, unencumbered by an argument for
theintrinsic necessity of value-judgments—
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must have seemed even more quixotic in
1961 than now. Kirk’s article certainly elic-
ited the attention of some eminent sociolo-
gists, all of it negative. Robert K. Merton
published an article-length rebuttal,® and
V. O. Key, Jr., Paul Hollander, and Paul
Lazarsfeld, among others, wrote condem-
natory letters to the editor.%

Seventeen years later Kirk would repeat
his criticisms, noting this earlier response
and dismissing itas “the mark of men cutto
the quickand uneasy inconscience.” “I have
sinned against the Holy Ghost of Comte,
and am a fit subject for the Holy Sociologi-
cal Inquisition.”® But again, without mak-
ingexplicitoreven citingargumentsindict-
ing attempts at value-neutrality, Kirk made
suggestions for the improvement of social
science that probably left the vast majority
of his readers puzzled. Just as Comte and
Bentham had consciously aimed at using
social science for ideological ends, Kirk
proposed that it be directed toward ethical
and moral ends—that is, at helping us un-
derstand the “principles of social coher-
ence” and saving us from “a totalist or-
der.”® “It would be well,” wrote Kirk, “for
scholars in the human sciences. ..to abandon
thesterile notion ofa ‘value-freescience.”
But why, aside from its alleged necessity if
we are to avoid cultural collapse? Why must
the human sciences serve as “means for
ascertaining the norms of the human civil
social order? It must have been the ques-
tion of every reader who had accepted the
by-now familiar separation of social science
from social philosophy. There was the germ
of an answer in Kirk’s paraphrase of Cardi-
nal Manning: “all differences of opinion are
theological.”* But no further would Kirk
go.

Inat least intuiting the bankruptcy of the
“neutrality” approach, Kirk anticipated
some contemporary philosophers, most
notably Alvin Plantinga. According to
Plantinga, the Christian is as justified in



bringing to his philosophy a pre-philo-
sophical opinion that God exists—irre-
spective of the validity of philosophical
arguments for His existence—as the skeptic
is entitled to the opposing pre-philosophi-
calopinion.®? To proceed from the skeptic’s
perspective in science, philosophy, or any
other discipline is anything but neutral; it
is inherently anti-theistic and has no more
justification as a starting point for intellec-
tual inquiry than does theism. It follows
from Plantinga’s analysis that a *“value-
free,” neutral approach to any intellectual
endeavor is quite impossible.

As theintellectual hegemony long enjoyed
by science crumbles in the wake of
postmodernism, scholars searching for a
“post-Enlightenment” account of science
and its relationship with other modes of
inquiry will profit by taking into account
the critique of science provided by a Chris-
tian humanist like Kirk. His work shows us
that, while a healthy respect for genuine
science can be held alongside vigorous reli-
gious faith and humane learning, both tra-
ditional Christianity and traditional hu-
manism preclude any effort to arrive at a
“value-free” science, especially social sci-
ence. Andin hisanalysis of scientism, Russell
Kirk serves to remind us that we must study
science not only “for wisdom’s sake,” but
“for self-defense against Brave New World
and 1984.74
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