Does Enlightened Self-Interest Rule the World?
Post ed On: Decenber 31, 1969

Qur founding fathers were influenced by the European Enlightennent, a novenent
reacting to two centuries of Catholic/Protestant religious wars, which ultimtely

di sgusted intellectuals. Religion was the glue that had held Europe together fromthe
fall of Rome to the end of the religious wars. But in its absence, what woul d be the
new gl ue?

Jefferson took apart his Bible, discarded the \223superstitious parts,\224 and rebound th
e

remai ning slimvolunme. He liked the noral teachings of religion but not the
superstition. John Adans, a descendant of New Engl and Puritans, had a keener

awar eness of evil and never trusted to the people\222s \223enlightened self-interest.\224
Benjam n Franklin discarded religion altogether, relying instead on the human m nd,
observation, and experinentation. He was our first scientist. Thomas Pai ne t hought of
religion as he thought of aristocracy, as evil remants of power that had to be
destroyed. He becanme a great advocate of the French Revol ution, never flinching at

its excesses.

From our country\222s begi nnings, sone believed that human beings are best notivate by
enlightened self-interest and others were aware of the dark stirrings of evil in

us\ 227unl ess constrained by [ aw. The awareness of human evil is the strong suit of
religion, as is fear of forces that we cannot always control. Human bei ngs have both
needs: care that self-interest be enlightened\227and awareness that we suffer from

sel f-del usi on, passions, and ignorance of consequences of our actions.

Enlightened self-interest is a difficult discipline for nmost of us. Self-interest may
be there, but not enlightened (knowing what is right in the long run). Exanples of
this are | egion.

Pol i ticians who cannot (or do not) control their sexual urges exhibit flawed

thi nki ng. They dism ss the notion that such behavior will ruin their careers, or if
they do consider it, they take a chance (Governor Sanford of South Carolina). Also,
politicians who believe that they can extort bribes and enrich thenselves at the
public trough are in denial that they will be caught (CGovernor Bl agojevich of
[11inois).

The voting public wants |avish benefits (self-interest) but refuses to tax thensel ves
for them (enlightennent). They get the economic disasters that they deserve (G eece,
California).

Radi cal leftists believe that they are solely guided by enlightened self-interest;
they care about freedom (for thenselves), gender equality, and tol erance of al

behavi oral diversity. They di sdain noney-naking (capitalism, bourgeois values (hard
work and sexual restraint), and | aw and order (repression). They have the arrogant
belief that political activists are doing God\222s work (even w thout belief in God).
Leftist activismfalls apart in passionately supporting Radical |slanists, who share
their revol utionary val ues, but nothing el se.

Ri ghtist activists (Tea Party) fail to see their novenent\222s Anarchi st and Fasci st
under pi nni ngs. Radi cal s have been fool ed before by taking up with Marxists or
Fascists, who ultinately lined themup and shot them These ideol ogues have never

| earned that revolutions always eat their young (lran is learning this today).

Then comes Hel en Thomas, a battle-axe reporter who has al ways consi dered herself on

the side of the angels. After all, she held presidents\222 feet to the fire. But she

al so denonstrates very unenlightened self-interest. In her distaste for Jews and

I sraelis, whomshe wants to \223go back where they cane from 224 (Gernany and Pol and), sh
e

forgets that her own Lebanese people were Arabic speaking Christians who fled the

horror of life under Islam 75 years ago. Should they go back where they came from

too? How can she, as a wonman with hard-won rights, detest Israelis and | ove

Pal esti ni ans? Where do her interests |lie?

And while on that subject, how unenlightened are people who vote for |slam st

Fascists who will pernmit them one nan, one vote, one tine? The Al gerians al nost did
that\227until stopped by the mlitary. The people of Gaza did the sane, and so would the
Egyptians if they had a real election today. And well-intentioned Iranians got rid of

a noderni zi ng, tyranni cal Shah and got instead Islam c fascism w th nake-believe



el ections. Enlightened self-interest would not have done this, but passion comes from
somepl ace el se, not the brain.
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