Mixing Up Causes: God, Illuminati and Other Conspiracies

Gustafson (Extra Uncut Unrefined Edition)
My project here is to bring a Nietzschean-style suspicion to bear not upon the religious thinking of believers, but upon the anti-religious thinking of some nonbelievers.  I will begin by referring to a few interesting remarks of Thomas Nagel regarding fear of religion, and then proceed to criticize an article by Wood, in which he construes belief in purposes of God as conspiracy theorizing and paranoid.   Basically, I believe that Wood’s article is unnecessarily reductionistic, in that he assumes (which, as he rightly points out, is characteristic of modern assumptions) that all natural and historical events should be explained without reference to purposeful theistic teleology (intelligent design or purposing by God).

Nagel’s “Fear of Religion” 
In his book The Last Word, Thomas Nagel discusses the traditionally theistic belief that God, as creator of earth and humans, has made the earth inherently intelligible to the human mind.  He says,

The thought that the relation between mind and the world is something fundamental makes many people in this day and age nervous.  I believe this is one manifestation of a fear of religion which has large and often pernicious consequences for modern intellectual life.

In speaking of the fear of religion, I don't mean to refer to the entirely reasonable hostility toward certain established religions and religious institutions,  . . . 

I am talking about something much deeper-- namely, the fear of religion itself.  I speak from experience, being strongly subject to this fear myself: I want atheism to be true and am made uneasy by the fact that some of the most intelligent and well-informed people I know are religious believers.  It isn't just that I don't believe in God and, naturally, hope that I'm right in my belief.  It's that I hope there is no God; I don't want the universe to be like that.  (Nagel, 130) 

Nagel is pointing to a 'pernicious consequence' for Modern intellectuals-- the assumption of secular explanation, and automatic assumption that God's purposes are ruled out of court from the start.   Such assumptions can usually be seen in the belittling of religious belief as either naive, ignorant, or dangerous.  What is often not addressed is the danger of violently misconstruing religious belief as inherently irrational and impossibly superstitious, and the vice of labeling religious explanations as inherently stupid and psychologically imbalanced.  

Wood’s Derogatory Attitude Towards Theism
Gordon Wood's article "Conspiracy and the Paranoid Style: causality and Deceit in the Eighteenth Century" appears to be a good example of the heavy-handed and even violent exorcizing of religious explanation and subtle jeering at religious belief which arises out of such a fear of religion prevalent in academia.  Wood is here just a case in point to reaffirm Nagel's self-suspicions about the role the fear of God plays in construals of religious belief, and the violent histories which intentionally demean religious belief as absurd and paranoid.  

Wood's article discusses the Enlightenment thinkers' conceptions of causality.  His general thesis is that in the eighteenth century people turned from conspiracy theories as an explanation for events to an acceptance that the vast majority of political and social events are not intended, but are the unintended result of the actions of masses of people, each acting independently, without awareness of how their combined actions would cause effects.  In short, people began to stop thinking that someone was behind the events of history, and began to realize that no one in particular was intending events like the French Revolution. 

In speaking about conspiracy theories Wood says, 

By our own time, dominated as it is by professional social science, conspiratorial interpretations have become so out of place that, as we have seen, they can be accounted for only as mental aberrations, as a paranoid style symptomatic of psychological disturbance. (Wood, 104)  

Wood characterizes people who believe that there are conspiratorial powers at work behind political or social events as 

 . . . peculiar sorts of persons--marginal people perhaps, removed from the centers of power, unable to grasp the conceptions of complicated causal linkages offered by sophisticated social scientists, and unwilling to abandon the desire to make simple and clear moral judgments of events.  But people with such conspiratorial beliefs have not always been either marginal or irrational. (Wood, 104)

So marginalized persons who are removed from the centers of power, irrational in their beliefs, are those who we will find to believe in conspiracy theories.  They can be accounted for only as mental aberrations, perhaps mentally deranged, and certainly psychologically disturbed.  Such people are, in short, luny.  These comments, found in the last paragraph of his essay, seem to be the bulk of his conclusion after a foray into events and thought in the Enlightenment period.

What are the conspiracy theories?  Beliefs that the Illuminatti or Freemasons were behind political events (Wood, 103), but also the belief that God has a divine purpose behind particular events in the world.   While the essay begins with an explanation of social-political conspiracies, it soon begins explaining the belief that God was behind events, and the development of science which made belief in God superfluous, categorizing belief in God as one more conspiracy theory by the wayside.  Multiple times in his essay, Wood characterizes the term "enlightenment" as disbelief in God.  He says, for example, "Earlier, men had sought to decipher the concealed or partially revealed will of God; now they sought to understand the concealed or partially exposed wills of human beings.  That, in a nutshell, was what being enlightened was all about."  (Wood, 101) Enlightenment was atheistic according to Wood, insofar as it was an attempt to get rid of God as an explanation.  It is important to note that there is some slippage here, in that Wood implicitly equates belief in God as an explanation for the cosmos and natural events with belief in Illuminatti and masons as being behind political events, a claim which is, at best, simply assumed.

Causation: Neglecting Unanswered Questions
Wood raises an issue central in the discussion of causation, although he does not bring out the two very different sorts of causation that he juxtaposes.   In fact, the two types of causes he mentions are distinctly different types, one does not choose one to the exclusion of the other.  Wood discusses these causes in terms of questions-- the questions of "how did it happen?" and "who did it?" (Wood, 97)  Wood says that the Conspiratorial interpretations asked the question "who did it"-- seeking an intelligent and purposeful source behind events-- while the post-conspiratorial theorists asked the question "how did it happen?"-- looking for no intelligence or intention, but mere immediate (efficient) causes.  Science does ask the question "how does it happen?" and in doing so, it seeks efficient causes-- immediate or local patterns in the world which can explain events on a local level.  What science does not concern itself with in most cases is the question of "Why?" which is usually considered to be a quesiton of final cause-- the teleological end or purpose which involves intention.  Wood's article indicates that conspiratorial interpretations were looking for final causes, while the enlightened looked only for efficient causes.  The fact is that one need not choose one or the other.  

There are three positions available.  One may deny the explanations of efficient causation as given by science and explain all things merely in terms of final causation.  Such a position necessarily rejects scientific thinking, which is concerned primarily with efficient causation.  A second position can attempt to reduce the world merely to efficient causation.  In most cases, this is an reductive physicalism, which eliminates non-physical causes as possible explanations.  In effect, this position eliminates the entire question of "Why?" and asks simply, how?  Such is the position of Edwards in his famous example of Eskimoes that he brings up against Aquinas' cosmological argument.  While Aquinas says that one needs to ask why the events of the world happen, over and above the question of immediate causality, Edwards says no such causation is necessary.  Edwards says that if there are five Eskimoes on the street, and he can explain adequately why each of them is there individually, there is no reason to explain why they are all there, over and above each particular explanation.  This is also why teleological arguments fall on deaf ears when spoken to atheists, because most of them, while they have no account of why the entire world is arranged as it is, really do not care because they have eliminated such questions from their thought.  Teleological questions assume what Wood calls the conspiratorial interpretation of the world-- and in the eliminative physicalist position, such interpretations are at best unnecessary and at worst psychological abnormalities.  

The third position, well defined at least since Aristotle, holds that events have both efficient and final causes, and that to have one does not in any way imply that one cannot or does not have the other.  Bacon appears to have attempted to keep this distinction through his primary and secondary causes-- believing that God works towards his ends through second causes in the world, which are accessible to human understanding, while God's first causes are not reachable to human intellect.  (Bacon, 33)  

Wood holds the second position, that everything is explained in terms of efficient causation, and this affects his interpretation of history and motives for various events and actions.  For example he characterizes conspiratorial interpretations as a "last desperate effort" to hold men responsible for their actions."  (Wood, 96) He goes on to explain the Refomers in terms of this desperate desire to impose morality upon society: "At the opening of the modern era Protestant reformers invoked divine providence and the omnipotence of God in order to stamp out the traditional popular reliance on luck and magic and to renew a sense of design and moral purpose in the world."  (Wood, 97)  But this neglects the ultimate cause of these actions on a view of faith-- that the reformers were attempting to do what they thought God wanted them to do.  The believer in the face of the sophisticated social scientist faces a crowd much like that of Socrates who, during his defense in the apology said to those sentencing him,

If I say that it is impossible for me to keep quiet because that means disobeying the god, you will not believe me and will think I am being ironical.  On the other hand, if I say that it is the greatest good for a man to discuss virtue every day and those other things about which you hear me conversing and testing myself and others, . . . you will believe me even less. (Apology 38b)

The only explanation allowable is an explanation which does not refer to the purposes of the gods  or an inherent design or good etched in the universe.  The eliminative physicalist will not permit such answers, and any such answers will be called results of mental aberrations, paranoid symptoms of a psychological disturbance.  At best they will be taken as ironical, or if honest then as simply primitive and quaint.   

The eliminative physicalist (someone who will not allow anything but material/physical explanations of events) will not allow God as an answer, and will say that it is unnecessary to posit such answers, because the world can be explained without God.  This is certainly a modern assumption, in that it is distinctively modern to ignore all but efficient causation.  The eliminative physicalist has not found better answers to the final questions, but rejected those questions altogether.  The reason he does not need God as an answer to his questions is because he is only asking efficient-causation questions, which can be answered by theist and atheist with similar scientific answers. 
 

Conclusion
Wood’s article, it seems to me, is unfairly biased and presumptive in assuming that only idiots would ascribe divine intention to any events whatsoever.  This flies in the face of many academics who are well respected in their fields, yet believe that there is a personal God who is working through various personal and world-historical events.  Perhaps all of these academics are psychologically unstable, but I think instead that perhaps Wood’s article is unbalanced and even violent in its derogatory portrayal of people (academics or otherwise) who have beliefs that God is at work in the world.  I suggest that something like what Nagel calls a “fear of religion” may be behind this bias.   

�This eliminative reductionistic thinking carries over into interpretations of Enlightenment thinkers-- and has for centuries-- when the religious reasons and commitments of the thinkers are exorcized through the reinterpretation of those motives as being fears of repraisal by the authorities. 
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