Does the author of the contemporary text ‘Straw Dogs’ justify his critique of Humanism?
Jake Murphy
Humanism generally considers itself to be a progressive idea[footnoteRef:1] but has been challenged by philosopher John Gray in his contemporary text Straw Dogs[footnoteRef:2], Gray rejects the humanistic view that humans are of sole importance because he believes it conflicts with evolutionary science. Gray also asserts that humanism correlates very noticeably to the Christian view that humans are separate from the natural world and he assumes that humanism is similar to Christian theology because of this, and therefore is a form of secular religious belief: [1: James A Montanye. ‘Humanism: Progressive Philosophy at Odds with Itself’, Journal of Libertarian Studies, 24.1: (2020) pp. 42–72 <https://jls.scholasticahq.com/article/17827> [accessed 20 November 2022].]  [2:  John Gray, Straw Dogs. Thoughts on Humans and Other Animals (London: Granta Books, 2003).] 


“Most people today think they belong to a species that can be master of its destiny. This is faith, not science. We do not speak of a time when whales or gorillas will be masters of their destinies. Why then humans?”[footnoteRef:3] . [3:  Gray, Straw Dogs, p. 3.] 


Let us begin by considering how to go about answering this question. Firstly, Gray’s argument will be further summarized and adumbrated so that further exploration can begin. Secondly, common conceptions of humanism will be briefly defined and explored so that the reader has a concise understanding of humanism and what it entails. Thirdly, Gray’s argument will be analysed and critiqued and a conclusion given as to whether his views are justified.
Gray’s argument essentially questions what it means to be human. He argues that humans know themselves to be animals and this proof has been supported by the Darwinian theory of evolution. However, he also suggests that the western tradition of philosophical belief has often sought to bolster the human being and suggest that humans are radically different from other animals. In addition, this as an arrogant humanistic position according to Gray because it is contrary to the scientific evidence. Darwinian evolution teaches that various species are only different genes randomly interacting with each other amidst ever shifting environments.[footnoteRef:4] Gray asserts that all western forms of progressive ideology have the idea that human beings are destined to surpass the natural world and its limits, and that this notion is not too dissimilar from the Christian concept of ‘dominion over the earth’.[footnoteRef:5] Furthermore, Gray argues that this similarity is no coincidence and that humanism has its roots in Christian concepts of mastery over the earth, and that humanism is simply a secular form of Christian religion and optimism. Gray believes humanism to be a fantasy that seeks to grant the human being a power and destiny over the earth, which science proves to be false. Gray also believes that although humanism and religion are often at odds with each other because humanists commonly reject metaphysical beliefs in favour of science, humanists also believe that human beings are masters of their destiny and can continue to progress as a species. Gray views this belief as not only illusory but also very similar to the Christian belief that humans are also different from animals and are destined for great things: [4:  ibid., p. 3.]  [5:   The Holy Bible Containing the Old and New Testaments, The New King James Version, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1992), Genesis 1:28.] 


Darwin showed that humans are like other animals, humanists claim they are not. Humanists insist that by using our knowledge we can control our environment and flourish as never before. In affirming this, they renew one of Christianity’s most dubious promises – that salvation is open to all. The humanist belief in progress is only a secular version of this Christian faith.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Gray, Straw Dogs, p. 4.] 


Humanism established itself as an umbrella term for any thought stressing that human beings and the human species are the centre of all order in nature. In addition, humanism stresses that humans should command centrality when it comes to philosophy and morality. In most English-speaking societies humanism is synonymous with atheism and advocates for real innate ontological differences between humanity and the rest of nature, whilst also being the explanation for society, history and culture. Furthermore, science and technology have supported humanistic ideas because of their advances, and have given humans assurance in their investigations of the planet.[footnoteRef:7] Many different definitions exist as to humanism, but one such contemporary definition is that a humanist is somebody who: [7:  James Urmson, and RéeJonathan. The Concise Encyclopaedia of Western Philosophy and Philosophers, 2nd edn. (London: Unwin, 1991). p.138.] 


Trusts to the scientific method when it comes to understanding how the universe works and rejects the idea of the supernatural (and is therefore an atheist or agnostic).
Makes their ethical decisions based on reason, empathy, and a concern for human beings and other sentient animals.
Believes that, in the absence of an afterlife and any discernible purpose to the universe, human beings can act to give their own lives meaning by seeking happiness in this life and helping others to do the same.[footnoteRef:8]   [8:  Humanists UK ‘Humanism’. (2022). <https://humanists.uk/humanism/> [accessed 25 November 2022].] 


However, as Gray has mentioned, humanists harbour too much optimism for their own species than they do for others, even if humanists advocate for concern for non-human sentient life. Furthermore, humanists today often champion freedom autonomy and progress, and that humans have free will and are all individuals with inalienable rights. Free speech and democracy are often supported by humanists with secularism being normal amongst adherents because humanists reject supernatural explanations of the world and favour science and reason as more plausible and morally ethical worldviews.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Urmson, The Concise Encyclopaedia of Western Philosophy and Philosophers, p.138.] 


Various criticisms have been levelled at Gray for his philosophy regarding humans. One objection is that Gray has employed both nihilistic and new age ideologies into his philosophy. Critics have argued[footnoteRef:10] that Gray bemoans the idea of human progress throughout the book but also makes positive mention of anaesthetics.  It cannot be denied that this criticism might have some merit but Gray was not disingenuous regarding his slandering of the concept of human progress. Because in mentioning anaesthetics he acknowledges that humans have made advances in medicinal areas, but that this often leads us into an arrogant confirmation for our humanism, or Abrahamic idea of planetary dominion. However, one can agree to a certain extent that Gray is writing for a nihilism of sorts, but criticism fails to explain as to why this might be a bad thing. Furthermore, criticism of Gray’s work as new age ideology appears to stem from Gray’s admiration for the Gaia Hypothesis[footnoteRef:11] which states that the earth is a self-regulating organism much like the human body, and that we and the earth are intimately interconnected. This criticism again lacks depth because the Gaia Hypothesis is not yet a discarded or discredited theory. [10:  Terry Eagleton, ‘Review: Straw Dogs by John Gray’, 2017
<https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/sep/07/highereducation.news2> [accessed 22 November 2022].]  [11:  James Kirchner. ‘The Gaia Hypothesis: Conjectures and Refutations.’ Climatic Change 58, 21–45 (2003). <DOI: 10.1023/A:1023494111532>.] 


In addition, other critics have condemned him for describing human beings as a plague on the planet, which echoes older mockery about humans being the problem because of their apparent overpopulation. Moreover, Gray claims that damage to the environment from humans was because of an innately human flawed nature. This might pardon those in charge of governments and large industrial companies because they can then excuse their immoral acts as being due to their flawed human nature. It is also important to note that Gray has also been criticised for advocating that there should be no need to strive to make the world a better place.[footnoteRef:12]  This does appear to look like nihilism and is a compelling objection and one that Gray unknowingly disagrees with himself in the book, when he supported the use of anaesthetics. However, one should not forget that Gray at no point directly supports or alludes to pardoning large corporations for their role in environmental destruction. Gray does at times denounce the human being as a plague on the planet and responsible for all planetary destruction and should exercise caution when dogmatically thinking this way. But he does appear to be onto something when suggesting that humans have a speciesism when regarding themselves, however, he is not alone in this idea as has been mentioned by a similar contemporary work[footnoteRef:13] where the author presents human beings as risen apes and no longer fallen angels, with many gifts but susceptible in forgetting their origins. [12:  Danny Postel, Gray’s Anatomy, 2003 <https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/grays-anatomy/> [accessed 25 November 2022].]  [13:  Desmond Morris, The Naked Ape: A Zoologist’s Study of the Human Animal (London: Vintage Books, 2005).] 




In conclusion, the arguments presented indicate that I believe it justified to agree with Gray’s assertions about humanism, because despite the criticisms it does appear evident that we as humans place to much emphasis on our importance amidst the greater scheme of things. This I find indisputable, and despite the often-credible objections such as Gray’s nihilism, describing humans as a plague, environment responsibility and to an extent the new age criticism. I cannot escape from the brute fact that we are animals, and both humanism and Christianity promote a human centric speciesism that I cannot absolutely adhere to. Humanism does offer real comparison to Christianity even while it stresses its differences and therefore appears like a secular form of religion. My position can be summed up adequately by the following comparison: 
See, if all the worms on this planet, right now, if all of them die, all the worms. In about twelve to eighteen months all life on this planet will cease, everything including you and me. But if all the human beings die the planet will flourish. So, who the hell is telling you that you are the most significant life?[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Jagadish Vasudev. ‘What Will Happen to Earth If All Humans Die? – Sadhguru’, [video]. 2019 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hqp9BZ29Jnk> [accessed 25 November 2022].] 
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