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There is an image of the human being that is fre-
quently evoked in politics: that of an exception-
ally conscious life form endowed with inalien-

able rights. These rights can include life, liberty and the
pursuit of happiness (as specified in the US Declaration
of Independence). Such a vision holds (as per the Dec-
laration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen that laid
the theoretical foundations of the French Revolution)
that “men are born and remain free and equal in
rights.” In some later iterations, these rights include the
right to property, to work and to equal treatment re-
gardless of any number of physical and mental in-
equalities. 

In most of the liberal democratic West – where such
human rights are considered an unassailable expres-
sion of enlightened goodness – we take this image of
the human being as an article of faith. But we have also
come to take it for granted. We have come to believe
that we are born more or less as a clean slate, with in-
alienable rights and absolute free will, and that hu-
manity will, inevitably, progress and evolve beyond
primitive notions of identity – which invariably lead to
a regressive mentality driven by such divisive concepts
as nation, sect, tribe or clan.

Of course, this image of the human being is an il-
lusion. Even when the two declarations cited above
were composed, the notion of “men” excluded all
women and slaves. That said, it was no mere velleity.
Such a human figure has become an idol, one em-
powered with a host of rights – an idol that often stirs
the masses to action. It is a human figure that serves as
a beacon to all who feel the natural tinge of skepticism
when confronted with so many distant – dare I say

Identify yourself

Nationalist and identitarian movements are on the rise
in the West. Many of those professing more globalist or
universalist approaches to politics are worried. And yet,
a certain kind of universalism is unwittingly
contributing to its own demise.

“Wha Wants Me,” an
etching by Thomas
Paine, holding a scroll
of the “rights of man,”
defending measures
taken in revolutionary
France and appealing
to the English to
overthrow their
monarchy and organize
a republic. London,
December 26, 1792.
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transcendent? – abstractions.
And yet, are there any rights that are truly inalien-

able in this real world of dust, mud and plunder? What
are these often-invoked rights anyway? Are they tran-
scendental realities or mere habits grown of consensus?
Are they informed through cultural indoctrination and
passed down from generation to generation, or some
quality that is intrinsic to the human person or self?

Today these vast philosophical questions undergird
so much of our soapbox political rhetoric and quick-
draw twitter salvos, that a rational response becomes
impossible due to the overly ethereal concepts wield-
ed as weapons. It should come as no surprise that the
rarified notion of such a human being is beginning to
give way to more tangible and fathomable ideas of na-
tion, sect, tribe and clan.

I’m writing these reflections in Israel, what is ar-
guably the most politically and socially complex place
in the world today. No matter how liberal and enlight-
ened one may be, it is hard to spend time in Israel and
imagine any human being as a blank slate devoid of
historical and cultural ballast. It is a land where three
religious traditions have important sacred sites. But if
that were the only source of conflict, then we could all

hold hands and sing a hymn to peace. Those three re-
ligious traditions have each evolved out of a palimpsest
of sacred texts and historical events that have each
woven their own cultural fabric. And these fabrics are
not just contradictory. Understood reductively, and al-
lowing that reductive thinking to continue toward its
logical conclusion, it becomes clear that each identity
represents an existential threat to the others. 

In Israel, for example, the issue seems intractably
clear. Israel and its supporters vaunt its creation as
both a democratic and Jewish state. That it is a Jewish
state is certainly true, in that anyone who can prove he
or she is a Jew can find shelter there and will be ac-
cepted as a citizen. That it has some of the most de-
veloped and robust democratic institutions of any gov-
ernment anywhere is also indisputable. 

Ask a few pointed questions, however, and things
start getting complicated: What is the criteria for being
Jewish? A professed belief and devotion to the Torah?
A Jewish mother and matrilineal genetic heritage? The
same goes for democracy: Can a society still be con-
sidered democratic if a large portion of its inhabitants
are enslaved or alienated of the rights given to other
portions? Are elections enough to consider a govern-
ment democratic? 

Here we enter the morass of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, as well as the ancillary issue of a two-state so-
lution. Without delving too deeply into the particu-
lars that have fueled endless debates, the underlying
problem is that each side would like to eliminate the
other. Although several Muslim governments have ac-
cepted Israel’s right to exist, other Muslim govern-
ments maintain the official position that the Zionist en-
tity known as Israel is entirely illegitimate and should
not exist as such. Meanwhile, a large portion of Israeli
society believes that Judea and Samaria (better known
as the occupied West Bank, currently populated over-
whelmingly by Palestinians) are divinely bestowed
Jewish ancestral lands. Israel’s president, Benjamin
Netanyahu, has repeatedly said, “The reason we’re
called Jews is because we come from Judea.” 

Since the creation of Israel nearly 70 years ago, the
Jews and Arabs have fought at least five separate wars
(more if one includes Palestinian uprisings and Israeli
retribution that flare up regularly in the Palestinian
territories). The latest attempts at a comprehensive
peace plan seem dead in the water. Despite the con-
stant tension, Israel is a society that appears to work –
a socially dysfunctional (or at least unconventional) so-
ciety that functions economically. In Israel proper, in-
cluding the lands it has officially annexed (this does not
count the West Bank or Gaza), 20% of the population
are Arabs who are considered full-fledged Israeli citi-
zens. These Arabs can vote and have representation in
the Israeli parliament, the Knesset. 

But almost any Israeli Arab you talk to will confirm

A Palestinian
neighborhood seen
from the window of 
a building inside an
Israeli settlement in 
the West Bank city of
Hebron, January 18,
2017.
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the observations of visitors, including former US pres-
ident Jimmy Carter, who have labeled Israel an
“apartheid state”: As Leon M., a Muslim Arab busi-
nessman in Nazareth, says candidly: “We’re second
class citizens.” He points out that the old city is popu-
lated by 70,000 Arabs (70% Muslim and 30% Chris-
tian), while a new city built atop the hills above, called
Nazareth Illit, is inhabited by about 40,000 Jews. The de-
gree of segregation is striking.

But the question of identity is never so simple.
Leon admits, “We Israeli Arabs are a people without an
identity.” They don’t consider themselves Palestinians,
and despite carrying an Israeli passport, they are very
reluctant to identify themselves as Israeli. At home
and in school they speak Arabic, but they also speak flu-
ent Hebrew, since it is the official language. In Israel,
most Arabs and Israelis do not mix socially. Arabs do
the lion’s share of the manual labor. And yet, Leon,
who has spent many years living abroad in the United
States and the United Kingdom, told me that when Is-
raeli Arabs meet Israeli Jews abroad, they tend to bind
more easily because they all grew up in the same
strange reality, one which non-Israelis have trouble
coming to grips with. Even the Palestinians living in the

West Bank, barely a dozen kilometers from Nazareth,
look askance at their Arab brethren who grew up “priv-
ileged” in Israel.

Other Arabs, like Mounia, a retired restaurateur
from Jerusalem, consider themselves Palestinian even
though they hold an Israeli passport. He was born near
Bethlehem in 1955, while it was still Jordan. When he
was 12, the Six-Day War saw the arrival of occupation
forces and Mounia eventually wound up moving to
East Jerusalem, which the Israelis had officially an-
nexed. So even though he was able to travel and live in
the United States for nearly a decade in the 1980s with
an Israeli passport, he always identified as a Palestin-
ian. But not just any Palestinian, a Jerusalem Palestin-
ian, because the Palestinians from the West Bank have
to deal with very different conditions, worse than his.
And the Palestinians who live in Jordan and make up
the majority of that country’s population (like many of
Mounia’s family) are also different.

The other side of the Arab-Jewish equation in Israel
is just as complex. Otilia, a Romanian woman who now
lives in Israel explained to me how she came because
she was married to a Romanian man who declared
himself Jewish. According to the 1970 Jewish Ancestry

Israeli soldiers in a
trench, one preparing
to throw a grenade,
during the Six-Day War,
June 10, 1967.
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Amendment to Israeli law, any child or grandchild of a
Jew can be given Israeli nationality. This resulted in a
wave of immigrants from the former Soviet bloc, who
declared that a parent or grandparent was Jewish (many
of them dubiously). Today, Russian is one of the most
widely spoken languages in Israel and the wave of Eu-
ropean immigration has helped to keep the Arabs from
overwhelming the Jews demographically. 

On a previous trip to Israel I looked up an old friend
from high school, who used to go by the name of
Richard. We both grew up in New York State’s “borscht
belt,” a section of the Catskill Mountains with a large
Jewish population. He had embraced Orthodox Ju-
daism since we graduated and became a settler in a
newly built neighborhood north of Jerusalem’s Old
City, in what was Jordan before the Six-Day War. When
we met at the Hyatt Hotel lobby, the transformation
was impressive: the once hyperactive wrestler working
out in the team’s singlet now donned the black gabar-
dines of a Hasidic Jew. When I introduced him to my
wife he wouldn’t touch her extended hand because he
was forbidden to touch women. The reunion was awk-
ward, to say the least, but civil. I was curious to know
whether he believed that a Third Temple would rise up
to replace the Second Temple destroyed by the Ro-
mans in 70 AD (of which only the Western Wall re-

mained). He said matter-of-factly, “Yes, of course.”
Given so many such claims and disavowals of iden-

tity, it’s a miracle that a place like Israel can function.
But it does. Quite well, in fact, at least by material stan-
dards. Beneath the daily workings of a modern devel-
oped state, however, there is an almost unbearable
tension – especially in the disputed territories. What
everyone I spoke to admitted, more or less, is that with
the hope of a two-state solution frozen indefinitely,
Israel now finds itself in the midst of long slow, almost
unconscious process of ethnic cleansing – from both
sides. 

For decades the Arabs insisted both rhetorically
and through war that the Zionist entity must be de-
stroyed. Expulsion of Jews was a realistic scenario as
conditions in many Arab nations from Iraq to Libya
since the creation of Israel had led to an exodus of
nearly half a million Jews to the new state. With the fail-
ure of military and political means to regain their ter-
ritory, Palestinians have fallen back on a demograph-
ic advantage, counting on their traditionally higher
fertility rate. As it stands now, if Israel decided to annex
the occupied West Bank, it would find itself with near-
ly three million more Arabs, a figure that combined
with the Arabs’ higher fertility rate could lead to Jews
becoming a minority in their Jewish state within

Archeologist Zbigniew
Sawicki sits behind the
bones of unidentified
civilians at the site
where remains of 1,800
German civilians who
perished in 1945,
towards the end of
World War II, were
exhumed from a mass
grave in Malbork,
Poland, January 13,
2009.
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decades. (Population figures are
all estimated because, like
everything else in the Israel-
Palestine conflict, even census-
es tend to be politicized.)  

To prevent such a scenario,
the Israelis have been trying to
encourage a rise in birth rates.
Orthodox Jews, especially, have
contributed to pushing the Jew-
ish fertility rate upward. Indeed,
today Israel has the highest fer-
tility rate in the developed
world. Combined with contin-
ued immigration of Jews from
Russia, Ukraine, the United
States, and increasingly anti-Se-
mitic Western Europe, the Is-
raelis hope to hold their own in
the demographic battle – at
least within Israel’s pre-1967
borders. 

With respect to areas of Is-
rael with large Arab concentra-
tions, such as around Nazareth,
there is a feeling among the
Arabs that they are the victims
of a not-so-subtle legalistic
form of territorial appropria-
tion. Jewish authorities simply
make it much more difficult for Arabs to buy and ex-
pand land than they do for Jews. Both in Israel proper
and in the West Bank, Jews try to occupy the high
ground, surrounding population centers in the hilly
landscape. This has the effect of encircling Arab cities
and cutting them off from each other. A look at a recent
map of the West Bank, for example, with Jewish settle-
ments and major highways prominently marked, will
show that Arab territory is no longer contiguous. The
Jews have surrounded them, as in the strategic board
game known as Go.

What Arabs fear most is that during the course of a
future uprising – which many feel is inevitable – forced
expulsions of Arabs will occur again, as they had dur-
ing the 1948 War, so that Israel can alleviate some of the
demographic pressure and eventually annex Judea
and Samaria. 

These observations on Israel are meant to illus-
trate that wherever you have deeply rooted identity
conflicts, there is always the worry of expulsion.
Throughout history expulsion has always been a viable
option, at times leading to long periods of relative
calm. No one knows this better than the Jews, who
were expelled en mass from their ancestral lands nu-
merous times, and hadn’t had any real say over how to
govern that land for nearly 2,000 years before the cre-

ation of Israel, since the time the Romans created the
Diaspora following the two Jewish wars under Titus in
the first century and Hadrian in the second. 

But expulsion – or ethnic cleansing, as the practice
has come to be called in recent decades – is a phe-
nomenon that is so ethically anathema to our liberal vi-
sion of the human being that one could be metaphor-
ically crucified for even considering it a possibility. 

In the interest of full disclosure, let me identify my-
self. I was born in New York, the most cosmopolitan city
in the world, the son of two immigrants. My father
was born in eastern Galicia and my mother was born
in Istria. In each of my parents’ villages I have met
people born before World War I who had lived in at least
four different countries without ever having moved
away from that village. In my father’s case the village
was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire before World
War I, after the war it was Poland, during World War II
it was Germany, after the war it was the USSR, and af-
ter the fall of the USSR it became Ukraine. My mother’s
village was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire before
World War I, Italy between the two wars, Yugoslavia af-
ter World War II, and Croatia after the break-up of Yu-
goslavia. Both my grandfathers fought for the Austrians
during World War I. My father was technically born in
Poland; my mother in Italy. But my father is ethnical-

Russian soldiers
surrender in Galicia
during World War I.
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ly Ukrainian and my mother is ethnically Croatian.
Both Galicia and Istria experienced ethnic cleansing
during World War II. In Galicia the large Polish popu-
lation was either pushed westward or in some cases
massacred. The nearly one million Jews of Galicia were
executed in the forests and sent to Nazi death camps.
Today western Ukraine is almost entirely Ukrainian. In
Istria the Italians, who mainly inhabited the coastal
towns, were chased out of the peninsula by Tito’s com-
munist troops. Around 10,000 were massacred and
buried in ravines known as ÑçáÄÉ, and the decade after
the war saw a mass exodus of more than 200,000 Ital-
ians from Istria and parts of Dalmatia. 

To put it bluntly, the two ethnicities with which I
identify through my parents both came out winners in
the ethnic cleansing campaigns that raged all over Eu-
rope as part of World War II. And since World War II,
Galicia and Istria have remained very peaceful,
notwithstanding the fact that both Croatia and Ukraine
have experienced war in my lifetime. Indeed, in both
those wars the fighting occurred almost exclusively in
areas that were ethnically mixed (with Serbs in the
case of Croatia and Russians in the case of Ukraine).

Let me make it perfectly clear: I do not in any way

condone ethnic cleansing. I find it abhorrent in any
form, and I revel in cities that resemble a mixed stew
of races and ethnicities. I’m merely observing that it
seems to be a natural outgrowth of identity politics,
which occurs during times of conflict and often serves
to achieve political goals. For example, the post-World
War II political order, which kept Europe at peace for
nearly 50 years (or up to this day if you exclude the Yu-
goslav and Ukrainian wars) was constructed on the
expulsion of 10 million Germans who were effectively
cleansed from Prussian lands where Germans had
lived for centuries. Our current peace hinges on Ger-
many’s refusal to reclaim those lands, which are now
part of Poland, Russia and Lithuania. 

All throughout Europe there are little flare-ups of in-
dependence movements: the Basques and Cataloni-
ans in Spain; Corsicans in France; the Scottish in Great
Britain, et al. Some have been more violent than others.
The creation of the European Union was largely an at-
tempt to prevent another major European war. In fact,
seen from a historical perspective, the recent decades
of peace, prosperity and stability in Europe have been
an anomaly – but a successful anomaly, for which the
EU and US interventions deserve credit. 

Demonstrators unfold 
a massive Spanish flag
during a demonstration
called by Sociedat Civil
Catalana (Catalan Civil
Society) to support the
unity of Spain in
Barcelona, March 19,
2017.
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Since the economic crisis descended over the EU in
2008 there has been a resurgence of anti-EU senti-
ment and nationalistic fervor. The rising number of
Muslims, many of whom are seen as reluctant to as-
similate, has set Europeans on edge about the survival
of European values. With each terrorist attack this un-
ease grows. In the wake of Brexit and given the popu-
larity of anti-EU and ultra-nationalist candidate Marine
Le Pen in France, the specter of a EU-break-up hangs
in the air.

Pro-Europeans – of which I am avowedly one –
have had a tendency to almost condescendingly dis-
miss the validity of identity politics. It’s as if identifying
with a religion or nationality were somehow beneath
the enlightened universalist vision of intrinsically equal
human beings endowed with inalienable rights. More-
over, a growing number of people in Europe, and the
world for that matter, have become comfortable with
“nested identities.” I know Italians who consider them-
selves Venetian or Sardinian at the same time that they
consider themselves Italian, Catholic and European,
and prefer to speak their local language even though
they interact mainly in Italian or in English when do-
ing business or travelling. Then you have the half-

Swedish half-Greek neoliberal banker living and work-
ing in London. Or the French atheist of Tunisian de-
scent married to a German women living in Paris think-
ing about adopting a Cambodian orphan. I know an Al-
banian-born Italian man who moved to California to be
able to marry his longtime American boyfriend. And
then there’s the Brazilian-Chinese transgender veg-
an… The examples are endless and seem so compli-
cated as to defy our ideas of identity and identification.  

Today we are seeing a veritable backlash against the
complexity and volatility of these fluid identities float-
ing under the umbrella of globalization. As Ernesto
Galli della Loggia, columnist for `çêêáÉêÉ=ÇÉää~=pÉê~,
pointed out: “Not only has the EU not understood that
in order to achieve the much hoped-for transformation
of the Union into a real political entity it needed to en-
courage the shaping of a European identity at the lev-
el of the masses, but is has also failed to understand
that toward this end the awareness of the Continent’s
history, its greatness, its contradictions, and the mul-
tiform ideal significance of its becoming are indispen-
sible tools. Instead, the EU has preferred to move in an
entirely different direction. The EU bureaucracy and
the national political groups that dominate them –

Paraders dance during
the 2017 Sydney Gay &
Lesbian Mardi Gras
Parade in Sydney,
Australia, March 4,
2017.
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both subordinate to the tics and taboos of the main-
stream – have decided that ‘rights!’ rather than histo-
ry needed to be the emblem of Brussels. Not the con-
creteness of the past inscribed everywhere in daily life,
but the formal abstractness of rights and duties. Not the
memory that binds individuals in an organism orient-
ed toward values, but the pactional relationship of in-
dividuals in view of a respect for the rules necessary for
peaceful coexistence. Not identity but universality.
This is the path Europe has chosen. We are beginning
to see where it will take us: to the abdication of the elite
and to the angry protests of the masses.”

We see similar rumblings in America, where the
Trump movement, led by ideologue Stephen K. Ban-
non, is calling for a redefinition and reinforcement of
American nationalism and cultural identity. The very
slogan “Make America great again” implies that it has
somehow fallen from greatness. Such a claim is cer-
tainly disputable, but the subtext is that we are wit-
nessing a process – a decadent process – in which the
positive values and the sources of America’s putative
greatness have been put into question, thus under-
mining the foundation on which the American identi-
ty is being constructed. 

Barack Obama contributed to this mindset in many
respects. First and foremost because he is black, and
this caused everyone to consider how implausible it
was for a nation with so much racist baggage to actu-
ally elect a black president. Such considerations, in
turn, put enormous focus on America’s racist legacy

and, in fact, have wound up dividing the country along
racist lines more than uniting it. To make matters
worse, Obama on occasion let slip analogies between
today’s Muslim intolerance and the Christian intoler-
ance of the past. By undermining average people’s
concrete footholds, upon which they have traditional-
ly built their identity, and offering them little more
than abstract notions of hope – that we’ll all somehow
get along in a rational and civil manner – many of
those average people have looked to any alternative
identity that didn’t smack of racism or nationalism.
Hence, the rather unwieldy initialism LGBT, to which
Q was subsequently added, for queer (almost as if to
comment on the initialism itself).

Paradoxically, the demand for civil rights for those
who would identify with sexual ambiguity or uncon-
ventional preferences has had the effect of diluting
the indignation over an entrenched bias against peo-
ple born with darker skin. The exasperation over not
being able to indulge in a prejudice regarding uncon-
ventional behavior has brimmed over into exasperation
over so many brown people speaking Spanish and
contaminating the nationalists’ image of what it means
to be American. Or, in the case of Europe, brownish
people speaking Arabic, praying fiercely and wearing
headscarves.

So, what is it that self-professed nationalists ex-
pect? In one sense it’s quite simple. Whether or not they
believe in some intrinsic equality among human be-
ings, they insist on a hierarchical application of rights.
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A man shows his
support as Republican
presidential candidate
Donald Trump made a
speech at a campaign
rally on March 5, 2016
in Wichita, Kansas.
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America first. Forget about pro-
tecting allies on the other side of
the world who show no grati-
tude anyway. Forget about the
huddled masses and retched re-
fuse sneaking across our bor-
ders. America was built by free-
dom-loving Christians based on
the ideas of dead, white Euro-
pean men who armed them-
selves and set out to messiani-
cally conquer a continent in the
name of progress. 

In Europe the nationalism
is more grounded, less kinetic.
Each nation has its past: build-
ings, art, literature, customs,
cuisine. The idea of having tech-
nocrats in Brussels dilute each
nations’ particularities is unap-
pealing. This is especially true
when such technocrats are
compared to the great leaders
from the past whose feats
forged that specific nation’s
identity. Indeed, the paradox in
Europe is that there are so many concrete vestiges of
European culture that the founders of the EU had to
compensate by focusing on abstractions.

This is understandable because national identity,
once you get beyond the rally cries, is a very slippery
concept. What do you base it on? Generally the crite-
ria have been history, language, geography, DNA and
religion. That’s a lot of criteria, and nationalism tends
to work more smoothly in relatively homogenous
countries. 

We also find a number of exceptions. Switzerland
has three languages, but is held together by its history
and geography (its mountainous terrain). Israel, as al-
ready noted, is an ethnic powder keg, where Jewishness
is ostensibly based on inheritance; but one look at
young Ethiopian or Yemeni Israelis standing beside
Russian Jews or other Ashkenazim makes it very obvi-
ous that a good deal of interbreeding with the local
populations in the Diaspora has taken place over the
centuries. The United States of America is particular-
ly hard to define. What makes an American American,
apart from either a birthright into that unparalleled
nexus of power or simply an aspiration to greatness?

In many cases professed religion is a factor in na-
tional identity – as we saw in Yugoslavia, where three
“nations,” each Slavic, speaking the same language,
divided themselves and fought a vicious war along
sectarian lines: Catholic, Orthodox and Muslim. But re-
ligion can also serve as a binding agent in any transna-
tional governing organization. This was certainly the

case during the remarkable rise of Islam and the vari-
ous caliphates that at one point ruled from the At-
lantic Ocean to the Indian Ocean. And in the Middle
East, states that are relatively recent political con-
structs, such as Iraq, have tended to fracture along
sectarian fault lines within Islam itself: Shia versus
Sunni. 

This all to say that national identification is both
perfectly understandable – humans are social crea-
tures, we need to bind with others in order to achieve
common goals, and we naturally bind with those sim-
ilar to us – and extremely hard to define in a world
where people move easily across long distances. But
one of the biggest hazards of our times is to attempt to
supplant tangible manifestations of identity – such as
language, culture, historical artifacts, and religious rit-
uals – with abstract ideas that have been consciously
severed from the source that feeds it. Abstractions
work for intellectuals (or as some like to call them, the
“elite”). But in order to crystallize those abstractions,
unfortunately, you need blood. Freedom means little
until you know people who have sacrificed their lives
to protect yours. So we may do well to tread lightly with
abstractions and be more indulgent with other seem-
ingly regressive aspects of national expression.

Today, the insistence on a transnational European
political organization based on laws, rights and duties
is all very edifying in the abstract. But it lacks the con-
crete handles necessary for people to rally behind. Or,
more accurately, it ignores the very concrete source of

Migrants from several
nations wait in front of
the Eastern Railway
Station of Budapest,
Hungary.
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its vision of the human being. Many people actually be-
lieve that a vision of all humans born with equal dig-
nity is a rational outgrowth of being human (which is
somewhat of a tautology). In reality, we are not born
equal. In the real world, some are born rich, some are
born poor, and that makes a huge difference. Some are
born with mental or physical handicaps and some are
gifted athletes or intellects. They are not equal. Men are
not equal to women (thank God). An embryo is not
equal to a fetus or to a toddler, none of which is equal
to a full-grown adult. “Equality” is an abstraction that
has been spouted out so often it has lost its meaning in
anything but a purely mathematical sense. 

Moreover, few are willing to die for the ideal of uni-
versal human rights. This is because they are ideals.
They do not exist in the material world the way land,
churches, homes and families do. They are rarified
concepts blanched by rhetorical abuse rather than a liv-
ing evolving language and literature. Facial features,
skin color, clothes, accents: these are all recognizable
to the physical senses. Liberty, equality and fraternity
are intellectual rally cries that seem like vapor when
compared to stone, skin or the songs of a familiar
tongue. 

The reality is that we ~ëéáêÉ toward equal human
dignity. It is an ideal which we hold up as a beacon. We
believe it ought to be thus. But frankly we have forgot-
ten ïÜó it ought to be thus, or ïÜó we believe so. We
just presume it to be rational. But it isn’t rational. The
Western obsession with human rights and equality

stems from an absurd leap of faith that has molded a
civilization. That absurd leap of faith was already for-
mulated in the second century by Irenaeus: in a
supreme act of love, God became man – and suffered
and died and conquered death through resurrection –
so that we could become more like God. There is little
there that seems rational to this modern mind. It is an
absurd leap of faith. 

Over the centuries, thanks to a deeply rooted braid-
ing of Greek philosophy, Jewish ethics, and Roman ju-
risprudence – that leap of faith has evolved into a sub-
lime view of the world and the human being’s place in
it. Indeed, according to David Bentley Hart, an Amer-
ican Orthodox theologian, the very notion of the hu-
man being we take for granted today has come to us
through labored intellectual and spiritual inquiry
linked in large part to the great Christological debates
that took place in the Eastern Roman Empire from the
fourth to the seventh centuries – what does it mean to
be fully divine and fully human? – shaped also by the
neo-Platonic philosophies abounding in the Mediter-
ranean world at that time, and then later through the
development of Christian theology. In his book ^íÜÉJ
áëí=aÉäìëáçåëW=íÜÉ=`Üêáëíá~å=oÉîçäìíáçå=~åÇ=fíë=c~ëÜJ
áçå~ÄäÉ=båÉãáÉë, Hart writes: “Modern persons of a
secularist bent, who believe that the roots of their so-
licitude for human equality reach down no deeper in
the soil of history than the so-called Age of Enlighten-
ment, often tend to imagine that their values are noth-
ing more than the rational impulses of any sane con-

JE
A

N
-P

IE
R

R
E

 F
IZ

E
T

/S
Y

G
M

A
/S

Y
G

M
A

 V
IA

 G
E

T
T

Y
 I

M
A

G
E

S

Charles de Gaulle said
that the difficulties of
uniting the country
were highlighted by 
the fact that France 
has over 57 varieties 
of cheese.
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science unencumbered by prejudice. But this is non-
sense. There is no such thing as ‘enlightened’ morali-
ty, if by that one means an ethic written on the fabric
of our nature, which anyone can discover simply by the
light of disinterested reason. There are, rather, moral
traditions, shaped by events, ideas, inspirations, and
experiences; and no morality is devoid of the contin-
gencies of particular cultural histories. Whatever it is we
think we mean by human ‘equality,’ we are able to pre-
sume the moral weight of such a notion only because
far deeper down in the historical strata of our shared
Western consciousness we retain the memory of an
unanticipated moment of spiritual awakening, a de-
lighted and astonished intellectual response to a sin-
gle historical event: the proclamation of Easter.”

However, what according to tradition and faith oc-
curred on Easter remains impossible to prove rational-
ly (though many have tried). It is, to hammer home the
Kierkegaardian conclusion, absurd. Nevertheless, Jesus
Christ is a rather concrete source. We know he was a
Nazarene, we know where he lived, where he taught,
where he died. Over the centuries Western civilization
has accumulated a treasure of cultural artifacts that
have lauded the absurdity of Easter: philosophers such
as Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, literary giants like
Dante and Fyodor Dostoyevsky, the awe-inspiring Goth-
ic cathedrals of Notre-Dame and Chartres, the artworks
of Michelangelo and Caravaggio, the music of Bach
and gospel songs of Bob Dylan. From that wellspring of
absurd faith we also produced a new, modern synthe-

sis, all the same imbued with the hope that our fragile
and flawed human condition could transcend its nature
and approach the divine: there is William Shakespeare,
Descartes, Immanuel Kant, Isaac Newton, Enlighten-
ment philosophy and scientific method: all of it per-
meated by the urge toward becoming more perfect. By
identifying with the idea of the human being as a con-
scious life form endowed with intrinsic, inalienable
rights and dignity, we are necessarily identifying our-
selves with an obscure Galilean man who divinely
sparked an axis shift in humanity nearly 2,000 years ago.

To deny this tradition – absurd though it may be –
is tantamount to cultural suicide. To mitigate it by con-
sciously selecting its more rational aspects shorn of all
the absurd revelations at their source is tantamount to
throwing the proverbial baby out with the bathwater.
Unfortunately, the future of humanity, our very being
in time, is entirely dependent on our ability to nurture
our babies with the daily bread and living water that we
are progressively losing touch with. 

Artist Cosmo Sarson’s
mural of Jesus
breakdancing painted
on the 8.5-meter wall
beside The Canteen in
Stokes Croft, Bristol.
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