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[We] refuse to accept a thesis attributed to Karl Barth: “Belief cannot argue
with unbelief: it can only preach to it.” To concede such a claim would be
to despair, not only of reason, but of human solidarity. It would be to
accept a sort of religious racism, in which the saved and the damned are, at
least in this most crucial respect, different kinds of creatures. It would be to
recognize a cold war of the mind, in which there can be no room for
genuine and fruitful dialogue between the enlightened and the
unenlightened.
Antony Flew

Truly we cannot limit reality to something whose existence even the dullest
and most superficial person has neither the desire nor the possibility of
denying. Surely there is more. Just as there are scientific instruments to
establish a “more” in the sphere of the material world, so too without
instruments, but not without the higher development of spirit, there are
experiences which grasp … eternity.
Karl Rahner
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1
Why Debate the Existence of God?
Peter Kreeft
Peter Kreeft is a professor of philosophy at Boston College who has written popular
commentaries on the philosophies of St Thomas Aquinas, Socrates, and C. S. Lewis. In the
Preface to his Handbook of Christian Apologetics, he cites three reasons for writing the book,
which in turn illustrate the purpose of all his work in this field: (a) “We are certain that the
Christian faith is true”; (b) “We are only a little less certain that the very best thing we can
possibly do for others is to persuade them of this truth”; (c) “We are a little less certain, but still
confident, that honest reasoning can lead any open-minded person to this very conclusion.”

________________________________________________________________________
I. THE PRIMACY OF THE QUESTION
The idea of God is either a fact, like sand, or a fantasy, like Santa.
If it is a fantasy, a human invention, it is the greatest invention in all of human
history. Measure it against all the other inventions, mental or physical. Put on one side of
the scale the control of fire, the domestication of animals, and the cultivation of wheat;
the wheel, the ship, and the rocket ship; baseball, the symphony orchestra, and
anesthetics and a million other similarly great and wonderful things. Then put on the
other side of the scale a single idea: the idea of a being that is actual, absolute, perfect,
eternal, one, and personal; all-knowing, all-loving, all-just, all-merciful, and all-powerful;
undying, impervious, unbribeable, uncompromising, and unchangeable; a cosmic creator,
designer, redeemer, and provider; cosmic artist, musician, scientist, and sage; the infinite
abyss of pure Being who is yet a person, a self, an “I.” It is disputable whether such a
being is a fact or a fantasy, but it is indisputable that if it is a fantasy, it is by far the
greatest fantasy in history. If it is humanity’s invention, it is humanity’s masterpiece.
The idea of God has guided or deluded more lives, changed more history, inspired
more music and poetry and philosophy than anything else, real or imagined. It has made
more of a difference to human life on this planet, both individually and collectively, than
anything else ever has. To see this clearly for yourself, just try this thought experiment:
suppose no one in history had ever conceived the idea of God. Now, rewrite history
following that premise. The task daunts and staggers the imagination. From the earliest
human remains—religious funeral artifacts—to the most recent wars in the Mideast,
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religion—belief in a God or gods—has been the mainspring of the whole watch that is
human history.
[This course is] designed to aid anyone who wishes to investigate the question
whether God is the greatest of fantasies or the greatest of facts. Those are the only two
possibilities. “To be or not to be, that is the question.” There are endless variations and
refinements within the concept of the nature of God, but the Law of Excluded Middle
prevents any compromise on the question of God’s existence.
Why are we reluctant to admit this eminently logical truism with respect to God,
though not with respect to anything else? Because it means that one of the two sides,
either the believers or the unbelievers, have been basing their entire lives on the most
fundamental illusion that has ever bedeviled humanity. Sigmund Freud’s argument,
though often shocking to believers, is consistently logical: If religion is an illusion, it is
the greatest of all illusions, in fact, a species of collective insanity, like the imaginary
friend of a child who never grew up. The same is true, of course, about atheism if theism
is true: It is the child’s denial of the parent’s existence.
How could anyone be indifferent to this question? If God equals only Santa Claus
for adults, who in his right mind would want to believe in such a myth all his life? If God
equals the heavenly Father, who in his right mind would want to disbelieve in his own
father? Of all the questions of philosophy, this is the one that ordinary people naturally
find the most interesting and important. And ordinary people are usually right. (They are
not always and infallibly right, or else the fact that believers vastly outnumber
unbelievers would settle the God question immediately.)
II. THE NATURE OF THE QUESTION
The question of God is what Gabriel Marcel calls a “mystery” rather than a “problem.”
Marcel means by a “mystery” not an unexplorable and unintelligible question, but one in
which the questioner is so personally and inextricably involved that he cannot detach
himself from it and surround and confront the question as an object. Mysteries transcend
the subject-object dualism. Death, evil, suffering, and love are mysteries. The number of
atoms in the sun, how to cure cancer, and whether Shakespeare wrote Shakespeare are
problems. How to make people good is a mystery; how to kill them is a problem.
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A second characteristic of a “mystery” is the more popularly known one: a
mystery is “deep,” profound, inexhaustible, impossible to completely illuminate,
understand, or solve with certainty. This second characteristic of a mystery obviously
follows from the first: mysteries are dark to us because they are in us. The question of
God is a mystery in the first sense to the believer but not to the unbeliever. It is a mystery
to the believer because he finds his identity, the meaning and purpose and hope of his
life, and the ultimate foundation for his morality in God. The question of God is not a
mystery for the unbeliever because he believes that he has freed and detached himself
from the idea of God, as from an illusion, like a man waking up from a dream, no longer
under its spell.
But for both believer and unbeliever, the question of God is a mystery in the
second sense. For no one, not even Spinoza or Hegel, ever claimed to know everything
knowable about God, or to fully and adequately comprehend the nature or essence
referred to by that concept. The theist thinks this is because there is too much reality there
for the human mind to contain; the atheist thinks it is because there is too little.
But we can often prove or disprove the existence of something whose essence we
cannot fully understand (e.g., quarks or love). But on the God question, neither side has
been able to eliminate the other’s belief by logically convincing and converting them,
though both sides have occasionally tried to eliminate its opponents by less rational
means, such as intimidation, torture, and murder.
But this does not mean that the question of God’s existence cannot be intelligently
and logically argued, or even that it cannot be rationally decided. An argument need not
be accepted by everyone for it to be conclusive; one stubborn mind does not hold logic
hostage. Though the question is a mystery, a mystery is not simply an unintelligible darkness; it is a little circle of light surrounded by a large darkness, and we can hope to
increase the light and decrease the darkness a little, or even a lot. A mystery invites
exploration. Maps can be made.
III. THE DEFINITION OF THE QUESTION
In exploring the general question of “proofs for or against the existence of God,” we must
distinguish five different questions which are often confused, five different questions we
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can ask about God or anything else, any X: the questions of existence, knowledge, proof,
and method.
(1) Does X really exist?
(2) If it does, can I know that it exists? (A thing can obviously exist without my
knowing it exists: for example, a pink rock on the other side of the moon.)
(3) If I know X exists, is that knowledge certain? (Much or most of our knowledge is
only probable, not certain: for example, that I do not have cancer, or that all
dinosaurs died before mankind evolved.)
(4) If I can be certain X exists, is there a proof, a demonstration of my right to
certainty? (I can be certain of some things without being able to give a proof of
them to others so that others can share my certainty: for example, that I exist and
am conscious and sane, or that my wife’s soul is beautiful, like her face.)
(5) If there is such a proof, is it a scientific proof in the modern sense of scientific—
that is, according to the rules of the “scientific method”? Are the premises
reducible to evidence that is either empirical or logical and mathematical
(something like Positivism’s softened version of the Verification Principle)? (Not
only the arguments both for and against the existence of God, but most arguments
in philosophy that claim to be proofs are not “scientific” in this sense: for
instance, Plato’s demonstration in the Republic that “justice is more profitable
than injustice.”)
Atheists answer all five of these questions about God in the negative. Logically, this is
because answering question (1) negatively entails answering (2) negatively; a negative
answer to (2) entails a negative answer to (3); etc. Some rationalist atheists reason the
other way round: from a negative answer to question (5) to a negative answer to question
(4), from (4) to (3), etc. That implies that all proofs should be scientific; that all certainty
requires proof; that all real knowledge requires certainty; and also (if they go that far) that
all reality must be humanly knowable.
Agnostics claim not to know the answer to Question (1), and therefore not to
know the answers to all the subsequent questions either.
Theists answer the first two questions yes, but differ on the other three. Most
traditional theists, answer questions (1) to (4) yes and (5) no.
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(By the way, the claim to certainty does not mean the claim to infallibility. One
may claim to have a more-than-probable proof that God exists without claiming to be a
divinely guaranteed authority.)
IV. THE PARAMETERS OF THE QUESTION
There are gods and goddesses aplenty, and religions aplenty. How shall we narrow the
focus of this debate, and by how much?
Religions, and ideas of God, can be divided into six basic kinds by the following
seven divisions:
(1) Indecision (agnosticism) vs. decision.
(2) Among decisions unbelief vs. belief.
(3) Among beliefs, those that are only instinctive, informal, individualistic, or
idiosyncratic vs. formal, institutional religions.
(4) Among formal religions, polytheism vs. monotheism. (By the way, I wonder why
of all of these religious options, polytheism is the only one that almost no one in
the modern West believes? It is at least a simple and obvious answer to the
problem of evil.)
(5) Among monotheism, pantheism or monism (Eastern religions) vs. theism or
Creator-creature dualism (Western religions).
(6) Within theism, impersonal theism (“Nature and Nature’s God”) vs. personal
theism (God as “I AM”).
V. THE MOTIVES BEHIND THE QUESTION
Why would someone want to prove that God exists? Why would someone want to prove
that God does not exist? What is the point behind the arguments? Why this [course]?
There seem to be at least five possible motives behind each attempt. An individual
may want to prove God exists (1) to convince and convert others; (2) to leave atheism or
agnosticism and become a believer; (3) to strengthen his faith if he is a believer but has
doubts (faith is compatible with doubt); (4) to glorify God; or (5) simply for the sake of
truth.
Someone else may want to prove God does not exist for similar reasons: (1) to
liberate others from illusion; (2) to leave belief and become an atheist; (3) to strengthen
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his unbelief (which is also compatible with doubt); (4) to glorify man; or (5) simply for
the sake of truth.
Regarding the first purpose, which I think is the most usual one, we must
carefully distinguish between an argument that is objectively strong by the rules of logic
and evidence, and an argument that is subjectively strong (effective in changing others’
minds). The two categories overlap but do not coincide. Thus there are four possibilities
for any argument. One could give:
(1) an objectively logical argument that is also subjectively convincing;
(2) an objectively logical argument that is nevertheless unconvincing to
someone because of his ignorance, prejudice, or passion;
(3) an objectively weak argument that is nevertheless subjectively convincing to
someone for the same reasons;
(4) an objectively weak argument that is also subjectively weak.
William James distinguished two types of minds: those who are swayed primarily
by subjective and personal factors he called “tenderminded,” and those who are swayed
primarily by objective facts and factors he called “tough-minded.” These two attitudes
can be found among both believers and unbelievers. The “tender-minded” on both sides
would argue their case for a motive not listed here as one of the five—namely, for
happiness or goodness or utility or comfort or peace or “needs” (usually a code word for
wants) or something of that kind. The “tough-minded” put truth above even happiness.
They want to know the truth whether or not they think it will help them to be happy. Thus
we could have:
(1) A tough-minded believer who believes God exists because the reasons seem to
point that way, even though he may find the existence of God inconvenient or
uncomfortable, as C. S. Lewis says he did in his autobiography Surprised By
Joy.
(2) A tough-minded unbeliever who does not believe God exists because the reasons
and evidence seem to point that way, even though he may find the nonexistence
of God inconvenient or uncomfortable, as Sartre says he does in Existentialism
and Humanism.
(3) A tender-minded believer who believes in God not because of objective evidence
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but because it makes him feel good, or, much more seriously, because it is his
only hope for real happiness (Pascal’s Wager) or his only adequate foundation for
his moral ideal (Kant).
(4) A tender-minded unbeliever who does not believe in God not because the
objective evidence points that way but because he needs or wants there to be no
God—like Nietzsche, who wrote, “If there were gods, how could I bear not to be
a god? Consequently, there are no gods”—or, less candidly, because admitting
God would mean admitting the claims of His moral law in some area of life
(usually sexual) where selfish desires would be thwarted.
I think two tough-minded peole could understand and respect each other better, even if
one were an atheist and the other a theist, than either one could understand and respect
and fruitfully argue with a tender-minded person, even if the tender-minded person
shared the same belief in God. Thomas Aquinas could debate on common ground with
Bertrand Russell more than with Kant or Kierkegaard; and Russell would find more
common ground to argue with Aquinas than with Nietsche.
Although the Freudian can find much evidence that people choose their beliefs on
the basis of their desires rather than on the basis of objective evidence, there is also
strong and simple evidence that they do not. For instance, why do we not all believe in
Santa Claus right now? That belief made us very happy once. Why did we abandon it and
why don’t we simply recapture it? Obviously, because reason has told us Santa is a myth.
But why do we follow reason instead of desire and wish? Because we are honest—toughminded. If we only believed that we were in heaven right now in infinite joy—if we
really believed that—we would be much happier than we are. Why don’t we then?
Simply because we embrace our beliefs with the cold arms of truth-seeking more than
with the warm arms of happiness-seeking.
This does not mean there must always be a conflict between truth and happiness.
Both participants in this debate may be quite happy with their beliefs. But that was not
their motive for adopting it.
VI. THE EXISTENTIAL IMPORT OF THE QUESTION
William James says that a philosophical question is meaningless if it makes no difference
to anything in our experience, either past or future. It is a useful practice to ask this
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question of every idea before spending time with it: Does it make a difference? How big
a difference? There are at least three possible answers to that question when we apply it
to the existence of God.
First, there seems to be a relationship between the question of God and the
question of our own identity. For either God created us in His image, or we created Him
in ours. (It could be both options, of course; as one wag put it, “God created us in His
image and we’ve been returning the compliment ever since.”) Either way, God and human identity are intimately related. For the atheist, we are emancipated to become our
true selves (that is, autonomous individuals) only when we are freed from intellectual and
moral slavery to the myth of subservience to God. For the theist, God’s nature as Person
or Self (“I AM”) is the model or archetype for our own nature as persons. (This connection between the divine “I AM” and the human “I am” may account for the teasing
similarity between the two most famous arguments in the whole history of human
thought: Anselm’s ontological argument for the divine being and Descartes’s cogito ergo
sum argument for his own being.)
Second, as Pascal perceives with the Wager, the God-question concerns us
eschatologically, or thanatologically. At the end of our lives, at death, we shall all face
either God or nothingness. It obviously concerns us to know ahead of time which is the
case, just as it concerns one who is falling to know whether there is a fireman’s net below
or just a concrete street. Nearly everyone sees God and immortality as a single package
deal.
Third, God may (or may not) make a difference to morality.
The relationship between God and morality can move in different ways:
(1) The moral argument for the existence of God argues that if there is a real,
objective morality, there must be a real, objective God. C. S. Lewis , following
Cardinal Newman, uses this argument at the beginning of Mere Christianity.
(2) The atheist sometimes perceives the same tie between God and morality but
argues in the opposite direction: there is no God, therefore there is no objective
morality. As Ivan Karamazov and Jean-Paul Sartre contend, “If God does not
exist, everything is permissible.”
(3) Many atheists, especially anthropologists like Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead,

8

argue that there is no objective and universal morality, therefore there is no single,
objective, and universal God.
(4) Many theists try to persuade people to obey moral laws on the basis that these
laws stem from God, but I know of no one who tries to deduce the existence of
morality from the existence of God—and this for a good reason: We do not argue
from the lesser-known to the better-known. No one can deduce from the nature of
God (how well does anyone know that, anyway?) how He will act, what He will
will, and so forth.
(5) All four positions above see a “package deal” relationship between God and
morality. One denial of such a relationship comes from ancient pagan Gentile
religions, which, unlike Judaism, often did not believe that their gods instituted a
moral law at all. Gentiles got their morality from one source (such as social
legislators) and their religion from another (such as shamans). Jews united the
two.
(6) The other denial of the “package deal” is the position of the humanist like
Camus’s Dr. Rieux in The Plague, who agonizes over the question, “How can one
be a saint without God?” He knows one must be a saint (practice a high and
binding moral ideal), yet he does not believe there is a God; and he wonders
whether this is possible in logic or in life.
Because the moral question of how to live has existential import for everyone, believer
and unbeliever alike, the question of the connection between morality and God also has
existential import. Other arguments for the existence of God (such as the First Cause
argument) and arguments against God as well (such as the supposed logical contradictions in the idea of God) have existential import at least indirectly, in that the God they
seek to prove or disprove may make a very intimate difference to our lives, especially in
the area of morality. So the other arguments borrow at least part of their existential
import from the moral argument.
VII. THE VALIDITY OF THE QUESTION
By the “validity of the question,” I mean the validity of putting the question of God’s
existence to the test of two opposite philosophies, the validity of using philosophical
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reasoning to try to settle this existential question. Is impersonal logical argument the
proper approach to such a personal question?
Yes, it is. The God-question is not “personal” in the sense that a preference for
olives, rock music, or large houses is personal—that is, not subjective and individual and
dependent on feelings. But it is “personal” in the sense that death is personal—that is, it
touches and concerns each person deeply. The fact that I and all of us will die some day
is not a subjective personal preference but an objective truth; yet it is one that touches me
(and you) personally.
VIII. THE HISTORY OF THE QUESTION
No one knows the exact origin of the idea of God in the human mind. If the idea is true, it
originated either from human reasoning, or from divine revelation, or from the experience
and memory of a supernatural intimacy in Eden, or from the experiences of the mystics,
or from ordinary, present-type religious experiences. If the idea is false, then it originated
in either fantasy, fallacy, folly, or fear (or all four or any combination thereof).
One of the atheist’s strongest arguments has been his ability to explain the origin
of the idea of God without a God. Freud, for example, makes a reasonable case for fear
and wishful thinking as its origin. Voltaire puts it simply and elegantly: “If God does not
exist, it would be necessary to invent Him.”
But when is it reasonable for us to look for such psychological explanations for
the origin of an idea? Only after we know, or think we know, that the idea is false. We
don’t give psychological explanations for the origin of the idea that 2 + 3 = 5 or that the
sun is round. Thus the Freudian argument begs the question. The God-question cannot be
settled that way, psychologically. The theist could fairly turn the argument around and
psychoanalyze the atheist’s motives as the atheist has analyzed his. He could argue, for
example, that Freud had a bad relationship with his father, and explain that that was why
he became an atheist: it was the Oedipus complex. Instead of killing his earthly father,
Freud took vengeance on his heavenly Father. Such an “argument” has no more (and no
less) validity than Freud’s own explanation of the heavenly Father as a substitute for the
lost earthly father.
In other words, both sides must avoid the “genetic fallacy”: deciding whether an
idea is objectively true by looking at its subjective origin. If Hitler had discovered
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Einsteinian relativity theory and done so, not out of any love of truth, but only out of a
mad desire to conquer the world through nuclear weapons, that would not have made E
not equal MC2.
The question of how the idea of God developed through human history is also
unprofitable here not because there is a paucity of data, but because there is such a
surplus. The whole history of philosophical theology cannot be summed up in a few
pages. So we must turn to the more manageable question: The Present Status of the Idea
of God
The history of human thinking about the question of this debate has deposited into
our hands so far two cases, which can be summarized in a number of distinct arguments.
The “con” case seems to consist basically of five arguments against God’s existence, and
the “pro” case has at least twenty-four arguments for it. (Of course, that count is not itself
a “pro” argument, for quality of truth has no necessary relation to quantity of arguments,
though it may be a probable consideration or a clue.)
Con
There are many arguments against religion—that it is “the opiate of the people” and
distracts us from the good life here and now; that it is a power play by hypocritical
clerics; that it is a failure to grow out of infantile dependency; that it comforts us too
much or too little; that it challenges us too little or too much; that it oppresses or
suppresses the poor or the rich or women or manliness. The list of charges is almost
endless, and sometimes self-contradictory. But the arguments against the existence of
God are far fewer and more manageable. They can all be grouped into five classes.
1. The strongest argument for atheism has always been the problem of evil. This is
the only one of the five “con” arguments that tries to conclusively prove that God
does not exist. The others only try to prove that belief in God’s existence is not
necessary (argument 2), or is logically confused or meaningless (argument 3), or
is not proved (argument 4), or produces bad consequences in practice (argument
5).
The argument for atheism from evil is also strong because it is based on a
strong premise, on universally acknowledged data which is open to immediate
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daily experience—namely, the fact that there is evil. The reality of evil seems
logically incompatible with the reality of an all-good, all-powerful God.
2. A second major argument for atheism is the apparent ability of science to explain
all the data in human experience without God. God then becomes something like
an extraterrestrial or leprechaun or witch. You can appeal to ancient
extraterrestrial astronauts to explain strange markings atop Peruvian mesas, or to
leprechauns to explain disappearing Irish money, or to witchcraft to explain a
woman’s power or fascination. But there is no proof for any of these “accounts,”
and it is much simpler and more reasonable to use other, more natural explanations. Everything in nature, it seems, can be explained by physical laws, and
everything in human life and history by psychological laws. Thus nature and
human wills are the only two kinds of causes needed to explain anything. And
God, a supernatural and superhuman cause, becomes a useless hypothesis, a
superfluity.
(In his Summa Theologica, the above arguments [1] and [2] were the only two
Thomas Aquinas could find against the thesis that God exists, even though he
usually listed at least three objections to each of the hundreds of theses he tried to
prove, and even though he always bent over backwards to present his opponent’s
case as thoroughly and fairly as possible.)
3. The argument used by most English-speaking philosophers for atheism today is
epistemological and linguistic rather than ontological. In other words, rather than
trying to prove that “being,” or reality, does not include a God, this argument
challenges our claim to know or understand the concept “God” and our ability to
use the term “God” in obedience to the rules of ordinary linguistic usage.
Philosophers in previous centuries sometimes argued that there were logical
self-contradictions within the idea of God—for example, within the claim that
God is both just and merciful, or the claim that He is both changeless and a
person. In the twentieth century, Sartre developed a complex and technical
version of this last argument, contending that “the idea of God is the impossible
synthesis of being-in-itself [which is a changeless, perfect, and positive object]
and being-for-itself [which is a changing, imperfect, nay-saying subject].’
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4. There are objections against each of the arguments for the existence of God, no
matter how many there are. (However, even if all these objections were valid, that
would leave us only in agnosticism, not atheism. To find a fallacy in an argument
is not to prove the opposite conclusion.)
5. Finally, atheists often point to negative consequences of belief that can be seen in
individual lives and in history: moral weakness, dishonesty, or cruelty. G. K.
Chesterton said there was only one really convincing argument against
Christianity—Christians.

(Someone also said there was only one really

convincing argument for Christianity—saints.)
Pro
The arguments for the existence of God are a mixed bag. Almost no one holds all twentyfour, and some of them are probably not demonstrative. Here is a quick rundown:
1. The argument from “common consent,” or human authority, either quantitative
(most people believe) or qualitative (most sages believe).
2. The argument from the reliability of the Bible [and other sacred scriptures].
3. The argument from (ordinary) religious experience.
4. The argument from mystical experiences.
5. The argument from miracles.
6. The argument from history: martyrs, saints.
7. Anselm’s “ontological argument”.
8. Descartes’s psychological version of Anselm’s argument: from the perfection of
the idea of God to the equal perfection of its cause.
9. The moral argument from conscience: from an absolute moral law to an absolute
moral Lawgiver (Newman, C. S. Lewis).
10. The moral argument from the need for the moral ideal of perfection to be actual or
instantiated (Kant).
11. The moral argument from the consequences of atheism (“If God did not exist,
everything would be permissible”—Dostoyevski).
12. The epistemological argument from the eternity of truth to the existence of an
eternal Mind (Augustine).
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13. The aesthetic argument: “There is the music of Bach, therefore there must be a
God.” (I personally know three ex-atheists who were swayed by this argument;
two are philosophy professors and one is a monk.)
14. The existential argument from the need for an ultimate meaning to life (Soren
Kierkegaard).
15. Pascal’s Wager: Your only chance of winning eternal happiness is believing, and
your only chance of losing it is not believing.
16. C. S. Lewis’s Argument from Desire: Every innate desire corresponds to a real
object, and there is an innate desire for God.
17. The design argument from nature: The watch proves the watchmaker (Paley).
18. The design argument from the human brain: If that computer was programmed by
chance, not by God, why trust it? (J. B. S. Haldane).
19. The cosmological argument from motion to a First, Unmoved Mover.
20. The cosmological “First Cause” argument from second (caused) causes to a first
(uncaused) cause of existence (a self-existing being).
21. The cosmological argument from contingent and mortal beings to a necessary and
immortal being (otherwise all things would eventually perish).
22. The cosmological argument from degrees of perfection to a Most Perfect Being
(arguments 19-22 and 17 are Aquinas’s “five ways”).
23. The cosmological “kalam” (time) argument from the impossibility of arriving at
the present moment if time past is infinite and beginningless (uncreated)
(medieval Muslim philosophers).
24. The metaphysical argument from the existence of beings whose essence does not
contain existence, and which therefore need a cause for their existence, to the
existence of a being whose essence is existence, and which therefore has no cause
(Aquinas in De Ente et Essentia).
From Does God Exist?
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2
Reason and Faith
St Thomas Aquinas
Thomas Aquinas (1225-74), a giant among the medieval Scholastics, sought to reconcile
Christian revelation and classical philosophy, especially that of Aristotle. Regarded by the
Catholic Church as the greatest theologian in history, he taught that reason and faith are
compatible and complementary, both being needed by those seeking the truth: “Since faith rests
upon infallible truth, and since the contrary of a truth can never be demonstrated, it is clear that
the arguments brought against faith cannot be demonstrations, but are difficulties that can be
answered” (Summa Theologica, Pt. 1, Quest. 1, Art. 8).

________________________________________________________________________
I. ON THE WAY IN WHICH DIVINE TRUTH IS TO BE MADE KNOWN
(1) The way of making truth known is not always the same, and, as the Philosopher has
very well said, “it belongs to an educated man to seek such certitude in each thing as the
nature of that thing allows.”1 The remark is also introduced by Boethius.2 But, since such
is the case, we must first show what way is open to us in order that we may make known
the truth which is our object.
(2) There is a twofold mode of truth in what we profess about God. Some truths
about God exceed all the ability of the human reason. Such is the truth that God is triune.
But there are some truths which the natural reason also is able to reach. Such are that God
exists, that He is one, and the like. In fact, such truths about God have been proved
demonstratively by the philosophers, guided by the light of the natural reason.
(3) That there are certain truths about God that totally surpass man’s ability
appears with the greatest evidence. Since, indeed, the principle of all knowledge that the
reason perceives about some thing is the understanding of the very substance of that
being (for according to Aristotle “what a thing is” is the principle of demonstration),3 it is
necessary that the way in which we understand the substance of a thing determines the
way in which we know what belongs to it. Hence, if the human intellect comprehends the
substance of some thing, for example, that of a stone or a triangle, no intelligible
characteristic belonging to that thing surpasses the grasp of the human reason. But this
1

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, I, 3 (1094b 24).
Boethius, De Trinitate, II, (PL, 64, col. 1250).
3
Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, II, 3 (904b 31).
2
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does not happen to us in the case of God. For the human intellect is not able to reach a
comprehension of the divine substance through its natural power. For, according to its
manner of knowing in the present life, the intellect depends on the senses for the origin of
knowledge; and so those things that do not fall under the senses cannot be grasped by the
human intellect except in so far as the knowledge of them is gathered from sensible
things. Now, sensible things cannot lead the human intellect to the point of seeing in
them the nature of the divine substance; for sensible things are effects that fall short of
the power of their cause. Yet, beginning with sensible things, our intellect is led to the
point of knowing about God that He exists, and other such characteristics that must be
attributed to the First Principle. There are, consequently, some intelligible truths about
God that are open to the human reason; but there are others that absolutely surpass its
power.
(4) We may easily see the same point from the gradation of intellects. Consider
the case of two persons of whom one has a more penetrating grasp of a thing by his
intellect than does the other. He who has the superior intellect understands many things
that the other cannot grasp at all. Such is the case with a very simple person who cannot
at all grasp the subtle speculations of philosophy. But the intellect of an angel surpasses
the human intellect much more than the intellect of the greatest philosopher surpasses the
intellect of the most uncultivated simple person; for the distance between the best
philosopher and a simple person is contained within the limits of the human species,
which the angelic intellect surpasses. For the angel knows God on the basis of a more
noble effect than does man; and this by as much as the substance of an angel, through
which the angel in his natural knowledge is led to the knowledge of God, is nobler than
sensible things and even than the soul itself, through which the human intellect mounts to
the knowledge of God. The divine intellect surpasses the angelic intellect much more
than the angelic surpasses the human. For the divine intellect is in its capacity equal to its
substance, and therefore it understands fully what it is, including all its intelligible
attributes. But by his natural knowledge the angel does not know what God is, since the
substance itself of the angel, through which he is led to the knowledge of God, is an
effect that is not equal to the power of its cause. Hence, the angel is not able, by means of
his natural knowledge, to grasp all the things that God understands in Himself; nor is the
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human reason sufficient to grasp all the things that the angel understands through his own
natural power. Just as, therefore, it would be the height of folly for a simple person to
assert that what a philosopher proposes is false on the ground that he himself cannot
understand it, so (and even more so) it is the acme of stupidity for a man to suspect as
false what is divinely revealed through the ministry of the angels simply because it
cannot be investigated by reason.
(5) The same thing, moreover, appears quite clearly from the defect that we
experience every day in our knowledge of things. We do not know a great many of the
properties of sensible things, and in most cases we are not able to discover fully the
natures of those properties that we apprehend by the sense. Much more is it the case,
therefore, that the human reason is not equal to the task of investigating all the intelligible
characteristics of that most excellent substance.
(6) The remark of Aristotle likewise agrees with this conclusion. He says that “our
intellect is related to the prime beings, which are most evident in their nature, as the eye
of an owl is related to the sun.”4
(7) Sacred Scripture also gives testimony to this truth. We read in Job:
“Peradventure thou wilt comprehend the steps of God, and wilt find out the Almighty
perfectly?” (11:7). And again: “Behold, God is great, exceeding our knowledge” (Job
36:26). And St. Paul: “We know in part” (I Cor. 13:9).
(8) We should not, therefore, immediately reject as false, following the opinion of
the Manicheans and many unbelievers, everything that is said about God even though it
cannot be investigated by reason.
II. THAT THE TRUTH ABOUT GOD TO WHICH THE NATURAL REASON
REACHES IS FITTINGLY PROPOSED TO MEN FOR BELIEF
(1) Since, therefore, there exists a twofold truth concerning the divine being, one to
which the inquiry of the reason can reach, the other which surpasses the whole ability of
the human reason, it is fitting that both of these truths be proposed to man divinely for
belief. This point must first be shown concerning the truth that is open to the inquiry of
the reason; otherwise, it might perhaps seem to someone that, since such a truth can be
4

Aristotle, Metaphysics, Ia, 1 (993b 9).
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known by the reason, it was uselessly given to men through a supernatural inspiration as
an object of belief.
(2) Yet, if this truth were left solely as a matter of inquiry for the human reason,
three awkward consequences would follow.
(3) The first is that few men would possess the knowledge of God. For there are
three reasons why most men are cut off from the fruit of diligent inquiry which is the
discovery of truth. Some do not have the physical disposition for such work. As a result,
there are many who are naturally not fitted to pursue knowledge; and so, however much
they tried, they would be unable to reach the highest level of human knowledge which
consists in knowing God. Others are cut off from pursuing this truth by the necessities
imposed upon them by their daily lives. For some men must devote themselves to taking
care of temporal matters. Such men would not be able to give so much time to the leisure
of contemplative inquiry as to reach the highest peak at which human investigation can
arrive, namely, the knowledge of God. Finally, there are some who are cut off by
indolence. In order to know the things that the reason can investigate concerning God, a
knowledge of many things must already be possessed. For almost all of philosophy is
directed towards the knowledge of God, and that is why metaphysics, which deals with
divine things, is the last part of philosophy to be learned. This means that we are able to
arrive at the inquiry concerning the aforementioned truth only on the basis of a great deal
of labor spent in study. Now, those who wish to undergo such a labor for the mere love of
knowledge are few, even though God has inserted into the minds of all men a natural
appetite for knowledge.
(4) The second awkward effect is that those who would come to discover the
above mentioned truth would barely reach it after a great deal of time. The reasons are
several. There is the profundity of this truth, which the human intellect is made capable
of grasping by natural inquiry only after a long training. Then, there are many things that
must be presupposed, as we have said. There is also the fact that, in youth, when the soul
is swayed by the various movements of the passions, it is not in a suitable state for the
knowledge of such lofty truth. On the contrary, “one becomes wise and knowing in
repose,” as it is said in the Physics.5 The result is this. If the only way open to us for the
5

Aristotle, Physics, VII, 3 (247b 9).
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knowledge of God were solely that of the reason, the human race would remain in the
blackest shadows of ignorance. For then the knowledge of God, which especially renders
men perfect and good, would come to be possessed only by a few, and these few would
require a great deal of time in order to reach it.
(5) The third awkward effect is this. The investigation of the human reason for the
most part has falsity present within it, and this is due partly to the weakness of our
intellect in judgment, and partly to the admixture of images. The result is that many,
remaining ignorant of the power of demonstration, would hold in doubt those things that
have been most truly demonstrated. This would be particularly the case since they see
that, among those who are reputed to be wise men, each one teaches his own brand of
doctrine. Furthermore, with the many truths that are demonstrated, there sometimes is
mingled something that is false, which is not demonstrated but rather asserted on the
basis of some probable or sophistical argument, which yet has the credit of being a
demonstration. That is why it was necessary that the unshakeable certitude and pure truth
concerning divine things should be presented to men by way of faith.
(6) Beneficially, therefore, did the divine Mercy provide that it should instruct us
to hold by faith even those truths that the human reason is able to investigate. In this way,
all men would easily be able to have a share in the knowledge of God, and this without
uncertainty and error.
(7) Hence it is written: “Henceforward you walk not as also the Gentiles walk in
the vanity of their mind, having their understanding darkened” (Eph. 4:17-18). And
again: “All thy children shall be taught of the Lord” (Isa. 54:13).
III. THAT THE TRUTHS THE HUMAN REASON IS NOT ABLE TO INVESTIGATE
ARE FITTINGLY PROPOSED TO MEN FOR BELIEF
(1) Now, perhaps some will think that men should not be asked to believe what the
reason is not adequate to investigate, since the divine Wisdom provides in the case of
each thing according to the mode of its nature. We must therefore prove that it is
necessary for man to receive from God as objects of belief even those truths that are
above the human reason.
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(2) No one tends with desire and zeal towards something that is not already
known to him. But men are ordained by the divine Providence towards a higher good
than human fragility can experience in the present life.6 That is why it was necessary for
the human mind to be called to something higher than the human reason here and now
can reach, so that it would thus learn to desire something and with zeal tend towards
something that surpasses the whole state of the present life. This belongs especially to the
Christian religion, which in a unique way promises spiritual and eternal goods. And so
there are many things proposed to men in it that transcend human sense. The Old Law, on
the other hand, whose promises were of a temporal character, contained very few
proposals that transcended the inquiry of the human reason. Following this same
direction, the philosophers themselves, in order that they might lead men from the
pleasure of sensible things to virtue, were concerned to show that there were in existence
other goods of a higher nature than these things of sense, and that those who gave
themselves to the active or contemplative virtues would find much sweeter enjoyment in
the taste of these higher goods.
(3) It is also necessary that such truth be proposed to men for belief so that they
may have a truer knowledge of God. For then only do we know God truly when we
believe Him to be above everything that it is possible for man to think about Him; for, as
we have shown, the divine substance surpasses the natural knowledge of which man is
capable. Hence, by the fact that some things about God are proposed to man that surpass
his reason, there is strengthened in man the view that God is something above what he
can think.
(4) Another benefit that comes from the revelation to men of truths that exceed
the reason is the curbing of presumption, which is the mother of error. For there are some
who have such a presumptuous opinion of their own ability that they deem themselves
able to measure the nature of everything; I mean to say that, in their estimation,
everything is true that seems to them so, and everything is false that does not. So that the
human mind, therefore, might be freed from this presumption and come to a humble
inquiry after truth, it was necessary that some things should be proposed to man by God
that would completely surpass his intellect.
6

Summa Contra Gentiles, III, ch. 48.
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(5) A still further benefit may also be seen in what Aristotle says in the Ethics.7
There was a certain Simonides who exhorted people to put aside the knowledge of divine
things and to apply their talents to human occupations. He said that “he who is a man
should know human things, and he who is mortal, things that are mortal.” Against
Simonides Aristotle says that “man should draw himself towards what is immortal and
divine as much as he can”. And so he says in the De animalibus that, although what we
know of the higher substances is very little, yet that little is loved and desired more than
all the knowledge that we have about less noble substances.8 He also says in the De caelo
et mundo that when questions about the heavenly bodies can be given even a modest and
merely plausible solution, he who hears this experiences intense joy.9 From all these
considerations it is clear that even the most imperfect knowledge about the most noble
realities brings the greatest perfection to the soul. Therefore, although the human reason
cannot grasp fully the truths that are above it, yet, if it somehow holds these truths at least
by faith, it acquires great perfection for itself.
(6) Therefore it is written: “For many things are shown to thee above the
understanding of men” (Ecclus. 3:25). Again, “So the things that are of God no man
knoweth but the Spirit of God. But to us God hath revealed them by His Spirit” (I Cor.
2:11,10).
From Summa Contra Gentiles, Ch. 3-5

7

Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, X, 7 (1177b 31).
Aristotle, De partibus animalium, I, 5 (644b 32).
9
Aristotle, De caelo et mundo, II, 12 (291b 26).
8
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3
Atheism and the Kinds of Theism
Paul Edwards
Paul Edwards (1923-2004), an American moral philosopher and editor of the widely influential
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, from which this selection is taken, was a correspondent and friend of
Bertrand Russell [see Selection 12], with whom he shared a fundamental skepticism concerning
the existence of God.

_______________________________________________________________________
Definition of Atheism: No definition of “atheism” could hope to be in accord with all
uses of this term. However, it would be most confusing to adopt any of several
definitions which can only be regarded as eccentric. These would result in classifying
as believers many people who would not regard themselves as such (and who would
not commonly be so regarded) and in classifying as atheists many people who have not
usually been thought of in this way. Thus, Fichte, in denying the charge of atheism,
wrote that the “true atheist” is the person who, instead of following the voice of
conscience, always calculates consequences before acting in a moral situation. Friedrich
Jodl, who was himself a positivist and an unbeliever, similarly remarked that “only the
man without ideals is truly an atheist,” implying no doubt that, although he did not
believe in God, he was not a “true” atheist. In our own day Paul Tillich has defined
“atheism” as the view that “life has no depth, that it is shallow. Anybody who says
this “in complete seriousness is an atheist”; otherwise, he is not.
Whatever the point of the definitions just quoted, their paradoxical
consequences make them useless in the present context. For our purposes, definitions
of “atheism” and corresponding definitions of “God” will be serviceable only if they
preserve, at least roughly, the traditional battle lines. The definition proposed in the
present article will, in taking account of certain complexities of the situation, depart in
a significant respect from the one that is most popular, but it will not involve
reclassification of any of the great philosophers of the past. According to the most usual
definition, an “atheist” is a person who maintains that there is no God, that is, that the
sentence “God exists” expresses a false proposition. In contrast, an agnostic maintains
that it is not known or cannot be known whether there is a God, that is, whether the
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sentence “God exists” expresses a true proposition. On our definition, an “atheist” is a
person who rejects belief in God, regardless of whether or not his reason for the
rejection is the claim that “God exists” expresses a false proposition. People
frequently adopt an attitude of rejection toward a position for reasons other than that it
is a false proposition. It is common among contemporary philosophers, and indeed it
was not uncommon in earlier centuries, to reject positions on the ground that they are
meaningless. Sometimes, too, a theory is rejected on such grounds as that it is sterile or
redundant or capricious, and there are many other considerations which in certain
contexts are generally agreed to constitute good grounds for rejecting an assertion. An
atheist in the narrower, more popular sense is ipso facto an atheist in our broader
sense, but the converse does not hold.
Theistic Positions. Before exploring the implications of our definition any
further, something should be said about the different uses of the word “God” and
the correspondingly different positions, all of which have been referred to as “belief in
God.” For our purposes, it will be sufficient to distinguish three of these. All the
believers in question have characterized God as a supreme personal being who is
the creator or the ground of the universe and who, whatever his other attributes may
be, is at the very least immensely powerful, highly intelligent and very good,
loving, and just. While some of them would maintain that the predicates just
mentioned—”powerful,” “good,” and the rest—are used in a literal sense when
applied to God, other believers insist that when applied to God, these, and indeed all
or almost all, predicates must be employed in “metaphorical,” “symbolic,” or
“analogical” senses. Let us, without implying anything derogatory, refer to the belief
that predicates can be applied literally to God as the “anthropomorphic” conception of
God and to the belief that predicates can only be applied analogically to God as the
“metaphysical” conception of God.
Among professional philosophers, belief in the metaphysical God has been
much more common than belief in the anthropomorphic God. This metaphysical
position is at least as old as Aquinas (and, it may be plausibly argued, as old as Plato).
In our own day it has been a key feature of [Paul] Tillich's philosophy. God, on Tillich's
view, “infinitely transcends every finite being”; between the finite and the infinite
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there is “an absolute break, an ‘infinite jump;’” there is here “no proportion and
gradation.” When we say, for example, “God is Love,” or “God is Life,” the words
“love” and “life” are used symbolically, not literally. They were originally
introduced in connection with “segments of finite experience,” and when applied to
God, they cannot have the same meaning that they have in ordinary human situations.
The anthropomorphic position is by no means confined to unsophisticated believers.
It has commanded the support of several eminent philosophers, especially believers
who were also empiricists or otherwise opposed to rationalism. Thus, [George]
Berkeley emphatically defended the anthropomorphic position [saying] that unless
“wise” and “good” are used in the same sense for God and man, “it is evident that
every syllogism brought to prove those attributes, or (which is the same thing) to prove
the being of a God, will be found to consist of four terms, and consequently can
conclude nothing.”
Among those who believe in an anthropomorphic God, there are two positions
to be distinguished. First, there is the more traditional position which allows no
limitations upon the extent to which God possesses the various admirable
characteristics—on this view, God is all-powerful, all-loving, infinitely good,
perfectly just, and so on. Second, there is the somewhat heretical position of those
who, while maintaining that God possesses these characteristics to a high degree,
allow that he is limited at least in his power or in his goodness. [John Stuart]
Mill, who believed in such a finite anthropomorphic deity, claimed that regardless
of the official pronouncements of the various religions, in actual practice most Western
believers adhered to a theory like his own.
The broader sense of atheism. Let us now return to our definition of “atheism.”
A person is an atheist in our sense if he adopts an attitude of rejection toward all three
theistic positions previously stated—belief in a metaphysical God, in an infinite
anthropomorphic God, and in a finite anthropomorphic God. He will count as a believer
in God if he maintains that “God exists” expresses a true proposition, where “God” is
employed in one of the three ways described. A person will be an agnostic if he does
not accept any of these three claims but at the same time suspends judgment concerning
at least one of them. It will be observed that on our way of drawing the lines,
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agnosticism and atheism remain distinct positions, since suspension of judgment and
rejection are different attitudes.
The broader definition here adopted enables us to classify together philosophers
whose attitudes toward belief in God are exceedingly similar, although their detailed
reasons may not always coincide. Rudolf Carnap [1891-1970], for example, regards
metaphysical theology as meaningless, while treating belief in an infinite as well as a
finite anthropomorphic God as “mythology,” implying that both are false or probably
false. In our sense, he can be classified as an atheist without further ado, and it is
doubtful that believers would consider him less hostile than atheists in the narrower
sense. It is also worth observing that our broader definition receives a good deal of
backing from the actual writings of philosophers and others who regarded themselves as
atheists. Many of them were by no means unaware of the fact that the word “God” has a
number of uses and that what may be a plausible justification for rejecting one kind of
belief in God may be quite inappropriate in the case of another. Charles Bradlaugh
[1833-91], for example, made it very clear that in calling himself an atheist he did not
simply maintain that there is no God. In his “Plea for Atheism,” he wrote:
The atheist does not say “there is no God,” but he says “I know not what
you mean by God; I am without an idea of God; the word ‘God’ is to me
a sound conveying no clear or distinct affirmation. . . .The Bible God I
deny; the Christian God I disbelieve in; but I am not rash enough to say
there is no God as long as you tell me you are unprepared to define God
to me.”
The writings of other eighteenth-century and nineteenth-century atheists, while certainly
containing remarks to the effect that the sentence “God exists” expresses a false
proposition, are also full of claims that once we critically examine the talk about a “pure
spirit” which supposedly exists timelessly and without a body, we find that words have
been used without any meaning. In any event, by using the word “atheism” in the
broader sense, it will be possible to discuss certain anti-theological considerations of
great interest, which would otherwise be excluded.
From The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Vol. I
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4
It Is Wrong to Believe Without Evidence
William Clifford
William Clifford (1845-79) was a British mathematician and philosopher who was the first to
espouse many of the ideas that would be foundational to the general theory of relativity. His
opposition to religion was based on its incompatibility with Darwinian evolution and his own
essentially materialist epistemology.

________________________________________________________________________
A Shipowner was about to send to sea an emigrant ship. He knew that she was old, and
not over-well built at the first; that she had seen many seas and climes, and often had
needed repairs. Doubts had been suggested to him that possibly she was not seaworthy.
These doubts preyed upon his mind and made him unhappy; he thought that perhaps he
ought have her thoroughly overhauled and refitted, even though this should put him to
great expense. Before the ship sailed, however he succeeded in overcoming these
melancholy reflections. He said to himself that she had gone safely through many
voyages and weathered so many storms that it was idle to suppose she would not come
safely home from this trip also. He would put his trust in Providence, which could hardly
fail to protect all these unhappy families that were leaving their fatherland to seek for
better times elsewhere. He would dismiss from his mind all ungenerous suspicions about
the honesty of builders and contractors. In such ways he acquired a sincere and
comfortable conviction that his vessel was thoroughly safe and seaworthy; he watched
her departure with a light heart, and benevolent wishes for the success of the exiles in
their strange new home that was to be; and he got his insurance money when she went
down in mid-ocean and told no tales.
What shall we say of him? Surely this, that he was verily guilty of the death of
those men. It is admitted that he did sincerely believe in the soundness of his ship; but the
sincerity of his conviction can in no wise help him, because he had no right to believe on
such evidence as was before him. He had acquired his belief not by honestly earning it in
patient investigation, but by stifling his doubts. And although in the end he may have felt
so sure about it that he could not think otherwise, yet inasmuch as he had knowingly and
willingly worked himself into that frame of mind, he must be held responsible for it.
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Let us alter the case a little, and suppose that the ship was not unsound after all;
that she made her voyage safely, and many others after it. Will that diminish the guilt of
her owner? Not one jot. When an action is once done, it is right or wrong for ever; no
accidental failure of its good or evil fruits can possibly alter that. The man would not
have been innocent, he would only have been not found out. The question of right or
wrong has to do with the origin of his belief, not the matter of it; not what it was, but how
he got it; not whether it turned out to be true or false, but whether he had a right to
believe on such evidence as was before him.
It may be said, however, that ... it is not the belief which is judged to be wrong,
but the action following upon it. The shipowner might say, “I am perfectly certain that
my ship is sound, but still I feel it my duty to have her examined, before trusting the lives
of so many people to her....”
... [I]t is not possible so to sever the belief from the action it suggests as to
condemn the one without condemning the other.... Nor is that truly a belief at all which
has not some influence upon the actions of him who holds it. He who truly believes that
which prompts him to an action has looked upon the action to lust after it, he has
committed it already in his heart. If a belief is not realized immediately in open deeds, it
is stored up for the guidance of the future. It goes to make a part of that aggregate of
beliefs which is the link between sensation and action at every moment of all our lives,
and which is so organized and compacted together that no part of it can be isolated from
the rest, but every new addition modifies the structure of the whole. No real belief,
however trifling and fragmentary it may seem, is ever truly insignificant; it prepares us to
receive more of its like, confirms those which resembled it before, and weakens others;
and so gradually it lays a stealthy train in our inmost thoughts, which may some day
explode into overt action, and leave its stamp upon our character for ever.
And no one man’s belief is in any case a private matter which concerns himself
alone. Our lives are guided by general conception of the course of things which has been
created by society for social purposes. Our words, our phrases, our forms and processes
and modes of thought, are common property, fashioned and perfected from age to age; an
heirloom which every succeeding generation inherits as a precious deposit and a sacred
trust to be handed on to the next one, not unchanged but enlarged and purified, with some
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clear marks of its proper handiwork. Into this, for good or ill, is woven every belief of
every man who has speech of his fellows. An awful privilege, and an awful
responsibility, that we should help to create the world in which posterity will live.
In the case which [has] been considered, it has been judged wrong to believe on
insufficient evidence, or to nourish belief by suppressing doubts and avoiding
investigation. The reason of this judgment is not far to seek: it is that the belief held by
one man was of great importance to other men. But forasmuch as no belief held by one
man, however seemingly trivial the belief, and however obscure the believer, is ever
actually insignificant or without its effect on the fate of mankind, we have no choice but
to extend our judgment to all cases of belief whatever. Belief, that sacred faculty which
prompts the decisions of our will, and knits into harmonious working all the compacted
energies of our being, is ours not for ourselves, but for humanity. It is rightly used on
truths which have been established by long experience and waiting toil, and which have
stood in the fierce light of free and fearless questioning. Then it helps to bind men
together, and to strengthen and direct their common action. It is desecrated when given to
unproved and unquestioned statements, for the solace and private pleasure of the
believer; to add a tinsel splendour to the plain straight road of our life and display a bright
mirage beyond it; or even to drown the common sorrows of our kind by a self-deception
which allows them not only to cast down, but also to degrade us. Whoso would deserve
well of his fellows in this matter will guard the purity of his belief with a very fanaticism
of jealous care, lest at any time it should rest on an unworthy object, and catch a stain
which can never be wiped away.
It is not only the leader of men, statesman, philosopher, or poet, that owes this
bounden duty to mankind. Every rustic who delivers in the village alehouse his slow,
infrequent sentences, may help to kill or keep alive the fatal superstitions which clog his
race. Every hard-worked wife of an artisan may transmit to her children beliefs which
shall knit society together, or rend it in pieces. No simplicity of mind, no obscurity of
station, can escape the universal duty of questioning all that we believe.
It is true that this duty is a hard one, and the doubt which comes out of it is often a
very bitter thing. It leaves us bare and powerless where we thought that we were safe and
strong. To know all about anything is to know how to deal with it under all
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circumstances. We feel much happier and more secure when we think we know precisely
what to do, no matter what happens, than when we have lost our way and do not know
where to turn. And if we have supposed ourselves to know all about anything, and to be
capable of doing what is fit in regard to it, we naturally do not like to find that we are
really ignorant and powerless, that we have to begin again at the beginning, and try to
learn what the thing is and how it is to be dealt with—if indeed anything can be learnt
about it. It is the sense of power attached to a sense of knowledge that makes men
desirous of believing, and afraid of doubting.
This sense of power is the highest and best of pleasures when the belief on which
it is founded is a true belief, and has been fairly earned by investigation. For then we may
justly feel that it is common property, and holds good for others as well as for ourselves.
Then we may be glad, not that I have learned secrets by which I am safer and stronger,
but that we men have got mastery over more of the world; and we shall be strong, not for
ourselves, but in the name of Man and in his strength. But if the belief has been accepted
on insufficient evidence, the pleasure is a stolen one. Not only does it deceive ourselves
by giving us a sense of power which we do not really possess, but it is sinful, because it is
stolen in defiance of our duty to mankind. That duty is to guard ourselves from such
beliefs as from a pestilence, which may shortly master our own body and then spread to
the rest of the town. What would be thought of one who, for the sake of a sweet fruit,
should deliberately run the risk of bringing a plague upon his family and his neighbors?
And, as in other such cases, it is not the risk only which has to be considered; for
a bad action is always bad at the time when it is done, no matter what happens
afterwards. Every time we let ourselves believe for unworthy reasons, we weaken our
powers of self-control, of doubting, of judicially and fairly weighing evidence. We all
suffer severely enough from the maintenance and support of false beliefs and the fatally
wrong actions which they lead to, and the evil born when one such belief is entertained is
great and wide. But a greater and wider evil arises when the credulous character is
maintained and supported, when a habit of believing for unworthy reasons is fostered and
made permanent. If I steal money from any person, there may be no harm done by the
mere transfer of possession; he may not feel the loss, or it may prevent him from using
the money badly. But I cannot help doing this great wrong towards Man, that I make
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myself dishonest. What hurts society is not that it should lose its property, but that it
should become a den of thieves; for then it must cease to be society. This is why we
ought not to do evil that good may come; for at any rate this great evil has come, that we
have done evil and are made wicked thereby. In like manner, if I let myself believe
anything on insufficient evidence, there may be no great harm done by the mere belief; it
may be true after all, or I may never have occasion to exhibit it in outward acts. But I
cannot help doing this great wrong towards Man, that I make myself credulous. The
danger to society is not merely that it should believe wrong things, though that is great
enough; but that it should become credulous, and lose the habit of testing things and
inquiring into them; for then it must sink back into savagery.
The harm which is done by credulity in a man is not confined to the fostering of a
credulous character in others, and consequent support of false beliefs. Habitual want of
care about what I believe leads to habitual want of care in others about the truth of what
is told to me. Men speak the truth to one another when each reveres the truth in his own
mind and in the other’s mind; but how shall my friend revere the truth in my mind, when
I myself am careless about it, when I believe things because I want to believe them, and
because they are comforting and pleasant? Will he not learn to cry, “Peace,” to me, when
there is no peace? By such a course I shall surround myself with a thick atmosphere of
falsehood and fraud, and in that I must live. It may matter little to me, in my cloud-castle
of sweet illusions and darling lies; but it matters much to Man that I have made my
neighbours ready to deceive. The credulous man is father to the liar and the cheat; he
lives in the bosom of this his family, and it is no marvel if he should become even as they
are. So closely are our duties knit together, that whoso shall keep the whole law, and yet
offend in one point, he is guilty of all.
To sum up: it is wrong always, everywhere, and for any one, to believe anything
upon insufficient evidence.
If a man, holding a belief which he was taught in childhood or persuaded of
afterwards, keeps down and pushes away any doubts which arise about it in his mind,
purposely avoids the reading of books and the company of men that call in question or
discuss it, and regards as impious those questions which cannot easily be asked without
disturbing it—the life of that man is one long sin against mankind.
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Inquiry into the evidence of a doctrine is not to be made once for all, and then
taken as finally settled. It is never lawful to stifle a doubt; for either it can be honestly
answered by means of the inquiry already made, or else it proves that the inquiry was not
complete.
“But,” says one, “I am a busy man; I have no time for the long course of study
which would be necessary to make me in any degree a competent judge of certain
questions, or even able to understand the nature of the arguments.” Then he should have
no time to believe.
From “The Ethics of Belief,” Lectures and Essays
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5
The Wager
Blaise Pascal
Blaise Pascal (1623-62) a French mathematician, physicist, and Christian philosopher, is well
known for his argument that it makes sense to “wager” on God, even though (according to
Pascal) one can never be certain whether God exists or not.

________________________________________________________________________
If there is a God, he is infinitely beyond our comprehension, since, being indivisible and
without limits, he bears no relation to us. We are therefore incapable of knowing either
what he is or whether he is. That being so, who would dare to attempt an answer to the
question? Certainly not we, who bear no relation to him.
Who then will condemn Christians for being unable to give rational grounds for
their belief, professing as they do a religion for which they cannot give rational grounds?
They declare that it is a folly, stultitiam, in expounding it to the world, and then you
complain that they do not prove it. If they did prove it they would not be keeping their
word. It is by being without proof that they show they are not without sense. “Yes, but
although that excuses those who offer their religion as such, and absolves them from the
criticism of producing it without rational grounds, it does not absolve those who accept
it.” Let us then examine this point, and let us say: “Either God is or he is not.” But to
which view shall we be inclined? Reason cannot decide this question. Infinite chaos
separates us. At the far end of this infinite distance a coin is being spun which will come
down heads or tails. How will you wager? Reason cannot make you choose either; reason
cannot prove either wrong.
Do not then condemn as wrong those who have made a choice, for you know
nothing about it. “No, but I will condemn them not for having made this particular
choice, but any choice, for, although the one who calls heads and the other one are
equally at fault, the fact is that they are both at fault: the right thing is not to wager at all.”
Yes, but you must wager. There is no choice; you are already committed. Which
will you choose then? Let us see: since a choice must be made, let us see which offers
you the least interest. You have two things to lose: the true and the good; and two things
to stake: your reason and your will, your knowledge and your happiness; and your nature
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has two things to avoid: error and wretchedness. Since you must necessarily choose, your
reason is no more affronted by choosing one rather than the other. That is one point
cleared up. But your happiness? Let us weigh up the gain and the loss involved in calling
heads that God exists. Let us assess the two cases: if you win you win everything, if you
lose you lose nothing. Do not hesitate then; wager that he does exist. “That is wonderful.
Yes, I must wager, but perhaps I am wagering too much.” Let us see: since there is an
equal chance of gain and loss, if you stood to win only two lives for one you could still
wager, but supposing you stood to win three?
You would have to play (since you must necessarily play), and it would be unwise
of you, once you are obliged to play, not to risk your life in order to win three lives at a
game in which there is an equal chance of losing and winning. But there is an eternity of
life and happiness. That being so, even though there were an infinite number of chances,
of which only one were in your favor, you would still be right to wager one in order to
win two; and you would be acting wrongly, being obliged to play, in refusing to stake one
life against three in a game, where out of an infinite number of chances there is one in
your favor, if there were an infinity of infinitely happy life to be won. But here there is an
infinity of infinitely happy life to be won, one chance of winning against a finite number
of chances of losing, and what you are staking is finite. That leaves no choice; wherever
there is infinity, and where there are not infinite chances of losing against that of
winning, there is no room for hesitation; you must give everything. And thus, since you
are obliged to play, you must be renouncing reason if you hoard your life rather than risk
it for an infinite gain, just as likely to occur as a loss amounting to nothing.
For it is no good saying that it is uncertain whether you will win, that it is certain
that you are taking a risk, and that the infinite distance between the certainty of what you
are risking and the uncertainty of what you may gain makes the finite good you are
certainly risking equal to the infinite good that you are not certain to gain. This is not the
case. Every gambler takes a certain risk for an uncertain gain, and yet he is taking a
certain finite risk for an uncertain finite gain without sinning against reason. Here there is
no infinite distance between the certain risk and the uncertain gain: that is not true. There
is, indeed, an infinite distance between the certainty of winning and the certainty of
losing, but the proportion between the uncertainty of winning and the certainty of what is
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being risked is in proportion to the chances of winning or losing. And hence if there are
as many chances on one side as on the other you are playing for even odds. And in that
case the certainty of what you are risking is equal to the uncertainty of what you may
win; it is by no means infinitely distant from it. Thus our argument carries infinite
weight, when the stakes are finite in a game where there are even chances of winning and
losing and an infinite prize to be won.
This is conclusive and if men are capable of any truth this is it. “I confess, I admit
it, but is there really no way of seeing what the cards are?”—”Yes. Scripture and the
rest.”—”Yes, but my hands are tied and my lips are sealed; I am being forced to wager
and I am not free; I am being held fast and I am so made that I cannot believe. What do
you want me to do then?” “That is true, but at least get it into your head that, if you are
unable to believe, it is because of your passions, since reason impels you to believe and
yet you cannot do so. Concentrate then, not on convincing yourself by multiplying proofs
of God’s existence, but by diminishing your passions. You want to find faith, and you do
not know the road. You want to be cured of unbelief, and you ask for the remedy: learn
from those who were once bound like you and who now wager all they have. These are
people who know the road you wish to follow, who have been cured of the affliction of
which you wish to be cured: follow the way by which they began. They behaved just as if
they did believe, taking holy water, having masses said, and so on. That will make you
believe quite naturally, and will make you more docile.”—”But that is what I am afraid
of.”—”But why? What have you to lose? But to show you that this is the way, the fact is
that this diminishes the passions which are your great, obstacles.”
“Now what harm will come to you from choosing this course? You will be
faithful, honest, humble, grateful, full of good works, a sincere, true friend. It is true you
will not enjoy noxious pleasures, glory and good living, but will you not have others?”
“I tell you that you will gain even in this life, and that at every step you take along
this road you will see that your gain is so certain and your risk so negligible that in the
end you will realize that you have wagered on something certain and infinite for which
you have paid nothing.”
“How these words fill me with rapture and delight!”—”If my words please you
and seem cogent, you must know that they come from a man who went down upon his
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knees before and after to pray to this infinite and indivisible being, to whom he submits
his own, that he might bring your being also to submit to him for your own good and for
his glory: and that strength might thus be reconciled with lowliness.”
From Pensées, No. 418
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6
Pascal’s Wager
J. L. Mackie
J. L. Mackie (1917–1981), an Australian philosopher of religion and a fellow of University
College, Oxford, was known for his vigorous defense of atheism and for his contributions to the
field of ethics, in which he took a position of moral skepticism.

______________________________________________________________________
Either God exists or he does not; but reason, Pascal says, is unable to decide the
question either way. So you are forced to play a game of chance: you must, in effect,
bet on one or the other. You cannot simply suspend judgment. Since it is a practical
choice, you should consider what your various interests are. What you may stand to
gain is knowledge of the truth and happiness; what you risk, if you should lose, is error
and misery; the resources with which you wager are your reason and your will. There
is no more damage to your reason if you bet one way rather than another, so it does
not count. If you bet on God’s existing, then, if it turns out that he does exist, you gain
infinite happiness; while, if it turns out that he does not exist, you lose nothing. But if
you bet on God’s not existing, then, if it turns out that he does exist, you will have
lost your chance of everlasting happiness; while, if it turns out that he does not exist, you
gain nothing. So it is overwhelmingly practically reasonable to bet on God’s existing,
although you have no more intellectual reason to suppose that he exists than that he
does not.
This is Pascal’s first formulation of the choice before us; but he adds others.
Perhaps it is not true that you lose nothing in betting on God’s existing: you lose the
worldly happiness that you could gain in this life if you were free from religious
commitments. So, if you bet on God’s existing, then, if you lose, you will have lost one
happy life, while, if you win, you will have won an infinity of happy lives. But if you bet
against God’s existing, then, whether you win or lose, you will have only one happy life,
while, if you lose, you will have lost the opportunity of an infinity of happiness. Pascal
adds that he does not need to assume that the chance of God’s existing is equal to the
chance of his not existing. Even if the odds against his existing are n to 1, your
expectation in betting on his existing, measured in units of happy lives, is infinity
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divided by n + 1, which is still infinity, while your expectation in betting on his not existing
is one such unit; so long as n is finite, the former is infinitely greater than the latter. The
decision would become problematic only if n equalled infinity—that is, only if the odds
against God’s existing were infinite—so that the expectation in betting on God’s
existing were infinity divided by infinity, which is indeterminate.
The accompanying table, therefore, would express Pascal's final view of the betting
problem. (Results and expectations are here measured in happy life units.)
Bet on God's existing
Chance of winning

1 / (n + 1)

Chance of losing

n / (n + 1)

Result of winning

∞

Result of losing

0

Expectation

∞ / (n + 1) + 0

Bet against God's existing
Chance of winning

n / (n + 1)

Chance of losing

1 / (n + 1)

Result of winning

1

Result of loosing

1

Expectation

n / (n + 1) + 1/ (n + 1) = 1

All this is a paraphrase of Pascal’s argument, not an exact translation. It is clear
that, given his assumptions, the argument goes through. Everything turns, therefore, on
the acceptability of those assumptions. Of these the most basic is the very formulation of
the problem as one of a practical decision in uncertainty. What, one might ask, would it
be to wager that God exists? One can decide, on the grounds of various probable
advantages and disadvantages, to act in one way or another, but can one, for such
practical reasons, decide to believe something? Although there are voluntary actions, there
seems to be no possibility of voluntary belief. However, Pascal has anticipated this
objection. Perhaps, for the reasons he has given, you would like to believe in God but
find yourself initially unable to do so. Since it is not reason that is now an obstacle to
belief—for, by hypothesis, intellectual considerations were unable to settle the question
either way, and practical reason, in view of the wager argument, favors belief—the
obstacle must lie in your passions. You can work on these as others have done who have
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found the way to faith, by using holy water, having masses said, and so on. Although
you cannot believe by simply deciding to do so, you can come to believe by deciding
to cultivate belief. Indirectly voluntary belief is possible, though directly voluntary belief
is not.
No doubt Pascal is right about this; but it goes against his earlier claim that to
bet one way or the other about God will do no injury to your reason. Deliberately to
make oneself believe, by such techniques as he suggests—essentially by playing tricks on
oneself that are found by experience to work upon people’s passions and to give rise to
belief in non-rational ways—is to do violence to one’s reason and understanding. As
Pascal himself says, ‘cela ... vous abetira’: it will make you stupid. Others have put it
more mildly: to acquire faith, you must become as a little child. But, however it is
expressed, the point remains: in deliberately cultivating non-rational belief, one would be
suppressing one’s critical faculties. Of course it will be said that to do this is to reject only
a false reason, a superficial understanding, in order to attain a true wisdom, a deeper
understanding. But to say this is to beg the question. We have as yet no reason to
suppose that this ‘true wisdom’ is anything but a hopeful delusion, a self-deception.
Nor could we come to have any reason to suppose this except by exercising those
despised critical faculties.
Here, too, we should remember that in his discussion of the wager Pascal moves
from the assumption that the odds for and against the existence of God are equal to the
assumption that the odds against his existence are n to one, where n is any finite number.
With the latter assumption, he is still able to argue that the expectation of happiness
is greater in betting for than in betting against God’s existence; but he can no longer
argue that there is no greater cost to one’s reason in the former than in the latter. To
decide to cultivate belief in God, when, epistemically, the odds are n to one against his
existing, and n is some large number, is deliberately to reject all rational principles of
belief in uncertainty. There is, in Pascal’s proposal, a real cost which he has tried to
conceal.
Still, it may be thought that even if this cost is properly allowed for, the case for a
practical choice based on comparative expectation holds good. But here we must bring
out, and challenge, his other assumptions. He considers only these alternatives: first, that
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there is a god who will reward with everlasting happiness all those who believe in
him for whatever reason, and, secondly, that there is no god and that one’s existence
simply ends completely when one dies. But obviously there are other possibilities. One,
to which a Christian thinker might well have paid some attention, is that people are
predestined to salvation or to non-salvation—perhaps to damnation—no matter what
they now decide, or try to decide, to do. If so, nothing one does now will make any
difference with regard to one’s prospects for an afterlife, so one should try to do
whatever gives the best chance that the present life will be happy. Another possibility is
that there might be a god who looked with more favor on honest doubters or atheists
who, in Hume’s words, proportioned their belief to the evidence, than on mercenary
manipulators of their own understandings. Indeed, this would follow from the ascription
to God of moral goodness in any sense that we can understand. The sort of god required
for Pascal’s first alternative is modeled upon a monarch both stupid enough and vain
enough to be pleased with self-interested flattery. Again, even if there were a god of
Pascal’s sort, there are various sub-possibilities to be taken into account: perhaps this
god is not satisfied with the mere belief that there is a god, but adopts the principle nulla
salus extra ecclesiam [“there is no salvation outside the church”], where the church within
which alone salvation is to be found is not necessarily the Church of Rome, but perhaps
that of the Anabaptists or the Mormons or the Muslim Sunnis or the worshippers of
Kali or of Odin. Who can say? From the position of initial ignorance and non-reliance
on reason in which Pascal starts, no such possibility is more likely than any other.
Once the full range of such possibilities is taken into account, Pascal’s
argument from comparative expectations falls to the ground. The cultivation of nonrational belief is not even practically reasonable. Indeed, the true position is the exact
opposite of what he has presented. Whereas Pascal says that speculative reason is neutral
with regard to the existence of a god, and that belief must therefore, and can, be based
on practical reason alone, the truth is rather that practical reason is here neutral, and
that we can and must therefore do the best we can with speculative reason after all.
From The Miracle of Theism
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7
A Survey of Some of the Reasons for Atheism
Kai Nielsen
Kai Nielsen (b. 1926), an emeritus professor of philosophy at the University of Calgary,
specializes in the areas of meta-philosophy, ethics, and social and political philosophy. He has
also contributed to the philosophy of religion as a staunch defender of atheism.

______________________________________________________________________
Religious people in our culture say things like this: “All mighty God we have sinned
against you,” “The Lord will comfort us,” “We will be happy with God in heaven,” “To
God our lives lie open,” “God is our All Mighty and Eternal Father whose realm
extends beyond the bounds of space and time,” “God will protect us, enlighten us, and
liberate us from fear and crippling anxiety,” and “God’s Kingdom is coming to bring
on a new world.”
We hear such things repeatedly and wonder whether we have any good reason to
believe that they are true or even probably true, or whether they can be reasonably believed
by properly informed people. Moreover, some of us wonder whether such utterances are
sufficiently intelligible to make their acceptance a coherent object of faith. Can we
reasonably believe that such claims—and indeed the central claims of Judaism and
Christianity as well—make statements which are either true or false?
I believe that we should answer all those questions in the negative. Religious
belief—or at least belief in God—should be impossible for someone living in our
century who thinks carefully about these matters and who has a tolerable scientific
education and good philosophical training. It is not so hard to convolute oneself into
religious belief if one has philosophical expertise but little knowledge of the world and it
is easy enough to be a believer if one is a scientist and philosophically naive. However, if
we have a scientific education and philosophical sophistication, along with a willingness to
reflect on such matters, these things, taken together, should undermine religious belief. . . .
In the Middle Ages, it was generally thought that we could quite definitely
prove the existence of God. There were a few skeptics, of course, but they were
intellectual outcasts, very much in the minority. With the unfolding of the industrial
revolution and the deepening effect of the Enlightenment, this intellectual attitude
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shifted. Reason and observation cannot show the unprejudiced mind, willing to follow
the argument and evidence wherever it will go, that there is a God. What Hume and Kant
struggled to establish, many of us take as almost a cultural dogma, so that in one sense
we have not earned our right to disbelief. Moreover, this disbelief in the proofs is
common ground between skeptics and many believers. They, of course, differ over religious commitment, but not over such a common cultural orientation. It is indeed true that
from time to time, some philosopher—sometimes even some relatively distinguished
philosopher—comes to believe that, after all, one or another of these proofs, usually in
some increasingly esoteric version, works, but very few people are convinced. If he is
clever enough or has enough weight in his profession, what happens is that his
refurbished version of one of the proofs turns out to be a source of intellectual exercise
which for a time helps fill the pages of professional philosophical journals and gives
people (often people without the slightest interest in religion) who delight in solving
puzzles a chance to strut their stuff: to whet their philosophical knives and show their
philosophical wares. But, just as the Zeitgeist cut against the skeptic in the Middle
Ages, so the Zeitgeist in our time, Billy Graham notwithstanding, favors skepticism
about proofs. Even the appeal to religious experience isn’t what it once was.
However, the Zeitgeist may not speak the truth and, even if God is on the side of
the big battalions, truth isn’t a camp follower, so I will turn now to a rapid fire
examination of the traditional proofs.
The first arguments I shall consider are arguments that philosophers call
arguments of the ontological type. They perhaps fascinate philosophers more than any
of the other type proofs and would, if correct, be strict demonstrations of the reality of
God, making the denial of God’s existence into a self-contradiction. The person articulating such an argument claims, as Anselm did in the Middle Ages and Descartes in
the seventeenth century, that to conceive of God clearly is to realize that he must
exist. “God is that than which no greater can be conceived, but then God must exist or
he would not be the greatest conceivable being.”
But to say that God exists is not to amplify our concept of God, it is not to further
characterize God, but to say that there is one or that the concept of God has
exemplification. Our concept of the greatest conceivable being is not altered by whether
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or not that concept is exemplified in reality. Its exemplification or lack thereof does
not make the concept greater. Our concept of God—our concept of the greatest
conceivable being—is not altered by whether there is or isn’t such a being. So such an
ontological argument fails.
Ontological type arguments are not helped by alternatively arguing that God by
definition is an eternal being and that an eternal being could not come to exist, just
happen to exist, or cease to exist, but exists necessarily. Thus God must exist if God is
conceivable at all, for a necessary or eternal being cannot cease or even just contingently
exist. He must exist necessarily. Thus, if we can conceive of God at all then God must
exist. Against this it should be noted that while an eternal being could not come to exist or
just cease to exist, it still could eternally be the case that there are no eternal beings. Thus to
conceive of an eternal being is not to establish that there actually is one. What our
conceptualization tells us is that if there is one he or it exists timelessly.
A second type of argument that has also been popular was articulated by Thomas
Aquinas in the thirteenth century and repeated in various formulations ever since. Such
arguments, often called “cosmological arguments,” might, rather pretentiously, be
referred to as arguments from the matter-of-fact nature of the world. If certain empirical
facts actually obtain, so the argument goes, then either a) God must exist or b) (and
more weakly) the postulation of God is the best explanation of those undeniable facts.
The plain facts that Aquinas had in mind are that there are contingent beings or beings
who owe their existence to some other beings. He argued there could not be an infinite
series of such beings with no noncontingent being who brought them into existence and
sustains their existence. For, if there were no such noncontingent being, even now there
would be nothing, for something cannot come from nothing. And since such a series must
finally come to an end, nothing could have gotten started in the first place or be ultimately
sustained or explained, if there were not at least one self-existent, necessary being who
owes its existence to no other reality. All other realities are said to depend upon it.
However, this cosmological argument will not do, for it confuses an infinite
series with a very long finite series. Nothing will have gotten started or needed a first
sustainer in the first place, if the series is genuinely infinite, for an infinite series, no
matter of what type, can have no first member. And, while there will be no ultimate
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explanation of why there is anything at all, there is no good reason to believe that we can,
let alone must, have explanations of that type. That is to say, there are no good grounds
for believing that there are, let alone that there must be, such ultimate explanations. In
that special sense it need not be the case that there is a reason for everything.
There is a distinctive form of cosmological argument usually tagged “the
argument from design.” It was very popular in the eighteenth century and remained
popular even in Darwin’s time. It is probably, in nonphilosophical circles, still the most
favored of the attempts to prove—in this case inductively establish—the existence of God.
The argument contends that the universe shows an orderliness and design that can be
adequately accounted for only by an infinite and perfect designer of the universe, and
that being we call God. But the order we observe, which is surely order in the universe
and not of the universe, is such that it hardly evidences the marks of a perfect designer.
Rather, if a designer at all, it bears the marks of an apprentice designer or a decrepit
designer whose powers and insight were failing.More fundamentally, this familiar
Humean point aside, the observed order in the world (universe) does not show or even
lend any probability to the claim that the world (universe) is ordered let alone that the
world (universe) is designed. Indeed no clear sense has been given to the phrase
“The universe is designed.” An observed pattern of things, no matter how intricate, does
not show that there was or is an orderer or designer.
Since the destructive attacks of Hume and Kant, it has become rather common,
particularly in certain Protestant circles, to claim that we do not need the proofs, even if
we could have them, for we have a much surer way of knowing God, namely through
direct religious experience. At least some people, so the claim goes, have an
immediate, direct awareness of the reality of God which is so compelling that the person
who has the experience cannot deny this reality. But such a claim—at least construed in
some tolerably literal way—cannot be right. Perhaps Zeus (if there is a Zeus) could be so
encountered, but the God of our developed Judeo-Christian-Islamic religions cannot be so
encountered or encountered at all. God is a Pure Spirit, a being “out of time,” transcendent
to the world. If we just think what those conceptions literally connote, there can be no
encountering—meeting—such a being. Any being which could be met with—seen,
observed, in any way sensed—would not be the God of the developed Judeo--

43

Christian-Islamic strand. God is supposedly a mysterious infinite being “beyond the
world,” “beyond space and time.” He could not be observed, as Kierkegaard quipped,
like a great green parrot. But then what is it to be aware of God, to stand in the presence of
God, to experience God?
To experience God, some have said in reply, is to experience (or perhaps
experience to the full) one’s finitude, to have feelings of dependency, awe, wonder,
dread or to feel a oneness and a love and a sense of security, no matter what happens. But
these are plainly human experiences, psychological experiences, which can have purely
secular readings or interpretations. They can be, as they were by Feuerbach, Freud, and
Marx, understood as a distinctive and often a psychologically and socially compelling
kind of human reaction to certain conditions of human living. They can readily be
fit into a purely secular or scientific world perspective. Why should we multiply
conceptions beyond need and say these understandable human experiences are also
experiences of God or that they are best explained as experiences of God or as attesting to
the reality of God or as showing that somehow we stand in the presence of God? We are
not justified in postulating such odd entities unless there is reason to think that the
phenomena cannot be adequately explained by reference to less recherché realities,
which are plainly realities of our familiar spatiotemporal framework. Plainly, such
experiences can be explained in natural or secular terms, so there is no warrant for
postulating God to account for them.
It is sometimes said, trying to make the argument turn in another direction, that
religious experiences are self-authenticating experiences and thus we can know, if we
actually have them, that they must be experiences of God. But the only experiences
which can plausibly be considered self-authenticating—that is, can be plausibly
considered experiences which guarantee the reality of what is said to be experienced—are
experiences of psychological realities, such as the fact that I am in pain, am tired or that
I now intend to have a drink before I go to bed. But no nonpsychological experiences carry
this indubitability. I may be perfectly confident that I am seeing an exit sign at the end of
the hall and still be mistaken or I may be quite confident that what I hear is the surf
breaking and still be mistaken. We may be justifiably confident that we feel anxiety, but
we cannot be so confident that we have experienced God. There is no religious
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experience which guarantees that our experience is an experience of God. This can be
asserted without for a moment doubting that some people have religious experiences. The
psychological reality of such experience is one thing, that these experiences are actually
experiences of God is another.
The cluster of arguments above has a definite skeptical thrust. If these arguments
are in the main right, and we recognize them to be right but we are still trying to cling
to religious beliefs, we seem at least to be thrown back on a straight appeal to faith. To
have religion at all, we must have religion without foundations: Christianity or
Judaism without rational grounds. If it is responded that we have foundations rooted
solely in religious authority, we should in turn ask: Why should we accept the authority
of a given scripture, faith or religious tradition? Why Jesus rather than Buddha or
Mohammed? We need to recognize that there are many faiths, many religious traditions,
many alleged revelations. If we look on the matter as social anthropologists would—
that is if we are genuinely empirical about religions—we need to count them in the
thousands. Why then opt for any particular one? Why claim or believe that a certain
religion is the Truth and the Way? And if there is no decent answer to these
questions, why go in for any religious faith at all? If there is no proof for the existence of
God, no independent way of establishing or making credible his existence, isn’t a claim
that Christianity is the Truth and the Way both incredibly arrogant, ethnocentric, and
arbitrary? Moreover, we must recognize that these different faiths, different religions
do not, in various ways, symbolize the same Transcendent reality. They are sometimes
radically different. Some do not have anything like a God at all and they by no means
say the same thing. Furthermore, there are no nonethnocentric criteria for determining
“the higher” and “the lower” religions. And that we have a higher material and
scientific culture does not show our superiority in other aspects of culture. It may
well be that man cannot judge of the authenticity of a revelation. How is man to judge
God’s revealed word? But when there is a host of putative revelations all claiming to be
genuine, a reasonable person is not justified in claiming that one of these putative
revelations is t h e true revelation, the genuine word of God which is to provide us with
the Truth and the Way.
Finally, an anguished Christian or Jew, looking for some way of anchoring his
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claim to religious truth, might a là Pascal, claim, absurdity or not, that we need religion
to make sense of our tangled lives and to give our morality some foundation. If God is
dead, he echoes a Dostoevskian character, nothing matters. But that is false. For God or no
God, killing of innocent children, allowing people to starve when it can be prevented,
lying simply to further one’s convenience or treating other human beings as means to
further one’s ends are plainly vile. Whatever philosophical account we give of the
wrongness of these things, we know that, if anything is wrong, these things are
wrong and that, even in a Godless world, they would still be wrong, and that God’s
commanding us to do them could not make them right or morally justified. Without God
there may be no purpose to life, but life can still be purposeful, be worth living, even if
there is no overarching purpose to life. Even if there is no purpose of life or purpose to life
there can be purposes in life, e.g., to cure the sick, to achieve racial equality and social
justice, to achieve happiness and a fuller and more varied life for oneself and for those to
whom one relates, to achieve love and close human bonds and solidarity. These are the
purposes we human beings can have and they can remain intact in a Godless world.
If the arguments above have been close to their mark, claims to religious truth
are groundless and indeed Holmesless Watsons. There is no reason to think we have any
justified religious truth claims at all or that we need to make a religious leap in the
dark to give moral endeavor a point or to make sense out of our tangled lives. But
troubles for the believer do not end here and indeed what may be the deepest and most
characteristic contemporary malaise has not yet even been mentioned. The trouble is
traceable to problems about the very meaning of religious utterances and to our religiously
dominant nonanthropomorphic conceptions of God. The worry is that God-talk may not
come to anything sufficiently coherent to be capable of even making false claims.
Reflect back on the religious utterances we mentioned at the outset. A Christian believer
says, “Almighty God, we have sinned against you” or “God’s kingdom is coming to
bring on a new world and a new man” or “God is our almighty and eternal Father
whose realm extends beyond the bounds of space and time.” How are we to understand
what is being said here or indeed do we understand what is being said? The words are
familiar enough, but do they make sense? In the above arguments about truth in religion
we have assumed that we have at least a minimally coherent set of concepts embedded in
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our God-talk, but that we just do not know if the claims of religion are true. But it is this very
assumption which is now coming under fire. Certain central concepts, including the
concept of God, are so problematic that it is questionable whether we can know or
reasonably believe or even justifiably take on trust that these concepts can be put to work to
make religious claims which are either true or false.
The believer talks of God and claims to pray and confess to God. Who or what is
he praying and confessing to? (If you do these things, ask it as a question for
yourselves.) Once we leave an anthromorphic and idolatrous conception of God,
where God—as a kind of cosmic Mickey Mouse—is a being among beings, it is
unclear to what or to whom we are referring when we use that term. What does
“God” denote or stand for? “God,” unlike “Hans” or “Erika” or “Mexico,” cannot
be ostensively defined or taught. As we have seen, it doesn’t even make sense to
speak of seeing or encountering God. We can’t literally be aware of God or stand in
the presence of God. The term “God” can only be introduced intra-linguistically
through definite descriptions. It is understandable that we might try to help a person
puzzled about what we are talking about in speaking of God. We might try to elucidate
how “God” is used in such religious utterances as we have quoted, by introducing the
term intra-linguistically via definitive descriptions. We can say, to use some typical
examples,
1. “God is the only infinite individual.”
2. “God is the maker of the universe.”
3. “God is the only ultimate reality upon whom all other realities depend.”
4. “God is the only person transcendent to the world.”
5. “God is the foundation of the world.”
6. “God is the sole self-existent reality upon whom all other realities depend.”
We should note, however, that the alleged definite descriptions we introduced to
make it possible to answer our question who or what is God are at least as puzzling as
“God.” We should ask if we actually understand what they mean. What is it for
something to “transcend the world” or to be “an ultimate reality” or “a foundation of the
world” or an “infinite individual” or even “the maker of the universe”? These phrases have
a cluster of varied and complicated resonances, and they are believed to be key elements
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in Christian cosmologies, but do they have a sufficiently unproblematic meaning for us
to understand what we are asserting or denying when we use them? Do we have any idea
of what we are talking about or even any understanding of what is being referred to
when we use them?
I think it is questionable that we do. To probe and to begin to test that claim,
consider someone who says, “God is the maker of the universe.” Suppose A asserts it
(tries to assert it) and B denies it (tries to deny it). That is, A avows it and B refuses to
make that avowal. What support could either provide to establish or even to give a somewhat greater probability to his or her view? What experienceable states of affairs
count for one view and against the other such that on balance we are justified in
claiming greater probability for one view over the other?
It seems that nothing does. But if every actual or possible happening is
equally compatible with either claim, then one must wonder what each is asserting. How
could one sentence succeed in asserting something different than the other sentence is
used to assert? What is one claiming that the other is denying? If that question cannot be
answered—and it appears that it cannot—then the alleged assertions really fail
genuinely to assert anything. Since such claims purport to assert “grand cosmological
facts,” the claims are thus unmasked as incoherent conceptions. They don’t and can’t do
what they purport to do. Moreover, it isn’t the situation where we just have two theories
equally compatible with the available evidence. What we have is one set of putative
claims—the religious ones—claiming to assert something thoroughly different,
through and through mysterious, and of a quite different order. Yet there are no
differences of an experientially specifiable sort between the two accounts.
Experientially the believer cannot show what more he is asserting, can’t elucidate,
except in equally perplexing terms, what he means to be saying that the nonbeliever is
not, so that the suspicion is very difficult to resist that there is, after all, no nonverbal
difference between them.
From Free Inquiry
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8
A Parable
Antony Flew
Antony Flew (b. 1923), a professor of philosophy for many years at several British universities
and the author of numerous books, including God and Philosophy and The Presumption of
Atheism, is widely regarded as one of the English-speaking world’s most influential and
outspoken atheists.
______________________________________________________________________________

Let us begin with a parable. It is a parable developed from a tale told by John Wisdom
[1904-93] in his haunting and revelatory article “Gods”.
Once upon a time two explorers came upon a clearing in the jungle. In the
clearing were growing many flowers and many weeds. One explorer says, “Some
gardener must tend this plot.” The other disagrees, “There is no gardener.” So they pitch
their tents and set a watch. No gardener is ever seen. “But perhaps he is an invisible
gardener.” So they set up a barbed-wire fence. They electrify it. They patrol with
bloodhounds. (For they remember how H. G. Wells’s The Invisible Man could be both
smelt and touched though he could not be seen.) But no shrieks ever suggest that some
intruder has received a shock. No movements of the wire ever betray an invisible climber.
The bloodhounds never give cry. Yet still the Believer is not convinced. “But there is a
gardener, invisible, intangible, insensible to electric shocks, a gardener who has no scent
and makes no sound, a gardener who comes secretly to look after the garden which he
loves.” At last the Skeptic despairs, “But what remains of your original assertion? Just
how does what you call an invisible, intangible, eternally elusive gardener differ from an
imaginary gardener or even from no gardener at all?”
In this parable we can see how what starts as an assertion, that something exists or
that there is some analogy between certain complexes of phenomena, may be reduced
step by step to an altogether different status, to an expression perhaps of a “picture
preference”. The Skeptic says there is no gardener. The Believer says there is a gardener
(but invisible, etc.). One man talks about sexual behavior. Another man prefers to talk of
Aphrodite (but knows that there is not really a superhuman person additional to, and
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somehow responsible for, all sexual phenomena). The process of qualification may be
checked at any point before the original assertion is completely withdrawn and something
of that first assertion will remain (tautology). Mr. Wells's invisible man could not,
admittedly, be seen, but in all other respects he was a man like the rest of us. But though
the process of qualification may be, and of course usually is, checked in time, it is not
always judiciously so halted. Someone may dissipate his assertion completely without
noticing that he has done so. A fine brash hypothesis may thus be killed by inches, the
death by a thousand qualifications.
And in this, it seems to me, lies the peculiar danger, the endemic evil, of
theological utterance. Take such utterances as “God has a plan,” “God created the world,”
“God loves us as a father loves his children.” They look at first sight very much like
assertions, vast cosmological assertions. Of course, this is no sure sign that they either
are, or are intended to be, assertions. But let us confine ourselves to the cases where those
who utter such sentences intend them to express assertions. (Merely remarking
parenthetically that those who intend or interpret such utterances as crypto-commands,
expressions of wishes, disguised ejaculations, concealed ethics, or as anything else but
assertions are unlikely to succeed in making them either properly orthodox or practically
effective.)
Now to assert that such and such is the case is necessarily equivalent to denying
that such and such is not the case. Suppose then that we are in doubt as to what someone
who gives vent to an utterance is asserting, or suppose that, more radically, we are
skeptical as to whether he is really asserting anything at all, one way of trying to
understand (or perhaps it will be to expose) his utterance is to attempt to find what he
would regard as counting against, or as being incompatible with, its truth. For if the
utterance is indeed an assertion, it will necessarily be equivalent to a denial of the
negation of that assertion. And anything which would count against the assertion, or
which would induce the speaker to withdraw it and to admit that it had been mistaken,
must be part of (or the whole of) the meaning of the negation of that assertion. And to
know the meaning of the negation of an assertion is as near as makes no matter to
knowing the meaning of that assertion. And if there is nothing which a putative assertion
denies then there is nothing which it asserts either: and so it is not really an assertion.
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When the Skeptic in the parable asked the Believer, “Just how does what you call an
invisible, intangible, eternally elusive gardener differ from an imaginary gardener or even
from no gardener at all?” he was suggesting that the Believer's earlier statement had been
so eroded by qualification that it was no longer an assertion at all.
Now it often seems to people who are not religious as if there was no conceivable
event or series of events the occurrence of which would be admitted by sophisticated
religious people to be a sufficient reason for conceding “There wasn't a God after all” or
“God does not really love us then.” Someone tells us that God loves us as a father loves
his children. We are reassured. But then we see a child dying of inoperable cancer of the
throat. His earthly father is driven frantic in his efforts to help, but his Heavenly Father
reveals no obvious sign of concern. Some qualification is made—God's love is “not a
merely human love” or it is “an inscrutable love,” perhaps—and we realize that such
sufferings are quite compatible with the truth of the assertion that “God loves us as a
father (but, of course, . . .).” We are reassured again. But then perhaps we ask: what is
this assurance of God's (appropriately qualified) love worth, what is this apparent
guarantee really a guarantee against? Just what would have to happen not merely
(morally and wrongly) to tempt but also (logically and rightly) to entitle us to say “God
does not love us” or even “God does not exist”? I therefore put to the succeeding
symposiasts the simple central questions, “What would have to occur or to have occurred
to constitute for you a disproof of the love of, or of the existence of, God?”
From “Theology and Falsification”, 1950
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9
The Meaninglessness of Religious Language
A. J. Ayer
A. J. Ayer (1910–89) was an Oxford University philosopher and logical positivist, well known
for his “verification principle”, according to which a sentence is meaningful only if it has a
verifiable empirical basis or is logically analytical; otherwise it is metaphysical, which is to say
meaningless.

________________________________________________________________________
It is now generally admitted, at any rate by philosophers, that the existence of a being
having the attributes which define the god of any non-animistic religion cannot be
demonstratively proved. To see that this is so, we have only to ask ourselves what are the
premises from which the existence of such a god could be deduced. If the conclusion that
a god exists is to be demonstratively certain, then these premises must be certain; for, as
the conclusion of a deductive argument is already contained in the premises, any
uncertainty there may be about the truth of the premises is necessarily shared by it. But
we know that no empirical proposition can ever be anything more than probable. It is
only a priori propositions that are logically certain. But we cannot deduce the existence
of a god from an a priori proposition. For we know that the reason why a priori
propositions are certain is that they are tautologies. And from a set of tautologies nothing
but a further tautology can be validly deduced. It follows that there is no possibility of
demonstrating the existence of a god.
What is not so generally recognised is that there can be no way of proving that the
existence of a god, such as the God of Christianity, is even probable. Yet this also is
easily shown. For if the existence of such a god were probable, then the proposition that
he existed would be an empirical hypothesis. And in that case it would be possible to
deduce from it, and other empirical hypotheses, certain experiential propositions which
were not deducible from those other hypotheses alone. But in fact this is not possible. It is
sometimes claimed, indeed, that the existence of a certain sort of regularity in nature
constitutes sufficient evidence for the existence of a god. But if the sentence “God exists”
entails no more than that certain types of phenomena occur in certain sequences, then to
assert the existence of a god will be simply equivalent to asserting that there is the
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requisite regularity in nature; and no religious man would admit that this was all he
intended to assert in asserting the existence of a god. He would say that in talking about
God, he was talking about a transcendent being who might be known through certain
empirical manifestations, but certainly could not be defined in terms of those
manifestations. But in that case the term “god” is a metaphysical term. And if “god” is a
metaphysical term, then it cannot be even probable that a god exists. For to say that “God
exists” is to make a metaphysical utterance which cannot be either true or false. And by
the same criterion, no sentence which purports to describe the nature of a transcendent
god can possess any literal significance.
It is important not to confuse this view of religious assertions with the view that is
adopted by atheists, or agnostics. For it is characteristic of an agnostic to hold that the
existence of a god is a possibility in which there is no good reason either to believe or
disbelieve; and it is characteristic of an atheist to hold that it is at least probable that no
god exists. And our view that all utterances about the nature of God are nonsensical, so
far from being identical with, or even lending any support to, either of these familiar
contentions, is actually incompatible with them. For if the assertion that there is a god is
nonsensical, then the atheist’s assertion that there is no god is equally nonsensical, since
it is only a significant proposition that can be significantly contradicted. As for the
agnostic, although he refrains from saying either that there is or that there is not a god, he
does not deny that the question whether a transcendent god exists is a genuine question.
He does not deny that the two sentences “There is a transcendent god” and “There is no
transcendent god” express propositions one of which is actually true and the other false.
All he says is that we have no means of telling which of them is true, and therefore ought
not to commit ourselves to either. But we have seen that the sentences in question do not
express propositions at all. And this means that agnosticism also is ruled out.
Thus we offer the theist the same comfort as we gave to the moralist. His
assertions cannot possibly be valid, but they cannot be invalid either. As he says nothing
at all about the world, he cannot justly be accused of saying anything false, or anything
for which he has insufficient grounds. It is only when the theist claims that in asserting
the existence of a transcendent god he is expressing a genuine proposition that we are
entitled to disagree with him.

53

It is to be remarked that in cases where deities are identified with natural objects,
assertions concerning them may be allowed to be significant. If, for example, a man tells
me that the occurrence of thunder is alone both necessary and sufficient to establish the
truth of the proposition that Jehovah is angry, I may conclude that, in his usage of words,
the sentence “Jehovah is angry” is equivalent to “It is thundering.” But in sophisticated
religions, though they may be to some extent based on men’s awe of natural process
which they cannot sufficiently understand, the “person” who is supposed to control the
empirical world is not himself located in it; he is held to be superior to the empirical
world, and so outside it; and he is endowed with super-empirical attributes. But the
notion of a person whose essential attributes are non-empirical is not an intelligible
notion at all. We may have a word which is used as if it named this “person,” but, unless
the sentences in which it occurs express propositions which are empirically verifiable, it
cannot be said to symbolize anything. And this is the case with regard to the word “god,”
in the usage in which it is intended to refer to a transcendent object. The mere existence
of the noun is enough to foster the illusion that there is a real, or at any rate a possible
entity corresponding to it. It is only when we enquire what God’s attributes are that we
discover that “God,” in this usage, is not a genuine name.
It is common to find belief in a transcendent god conjoined with belief in an afterlife. But, in the form which it usually takes, the content of this belief is not a genuine
hypothesis.

To say that men do not ever die, or that the state of death is merely a state

of prolonged insensibility, is indeed to express a significant proposition, though all the
available evidence goes to show that it is false. But to say that there is something
imperceptible inside a man, which is his soul or his real self, and that it goes on living
after he is dead, is to make a metaphysical assertion which has no more factual content
than the assertion that there is a transcendent god.
It is worth mentioning that, according to the account which we have given of
religious assertions, there is no logical ground for antagonism between religion and
natural science. As far as the question of truth or falsehood is concerned, there is no
opposition between the natural scientist and the theist who believes in a transcendent god.
For since the religious utterances of the theist are not genuine propositions at all, they
cannot stand in any logical relation to the propositions of science.
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Such antagonism as there is between religion and science appears to consist in the
fact that science takes away one of the motives which make men religious. For it is
acknowledged that one of the ultimate sources of religious feeling lies in the inability of
men to determine their own destiny; and science tends to destroy the feeling of awe with
which men regard an alien world, by making them believe that they can understand and
anticipate the course of natural phenomena, and even to some extent control it. The fact
that it has recently become fashionable for physicists themselves to be sympathetic
towards religion is a point in favour of this hypothesis. For this sympathy towards
religion marks the physicists’ own lack of confidence in the validity of their hypotheses,
which is a reaction on their part from the anti-religious dogmatism of nineteenth-century
scientists, and a natural outcome of the crisis through which physics has just passed.
It is not within the scope of this enquiry to enter more deeply into the causes of
religious feeling, or to discuss the probability of the continuance of religious belief. We
are concerned only to answer those questions which arise out of our discussion of the
possibility of religious knowledge. The point which we wish to establish is that there
cannot be any transcendent truths of religion. For the sentences which the theist uses to
express such “truths” are not literally significant.
An interesting feature of this conclusion is that it accords with what many theists
are accustomed to say themselves. For we are often told that the nature of God is a
mystery which transcends the human understanding. But to say that something transcends
the human understanding is to say that it is unintelligible. And what is unintelligible
cannot significantly be described. Again, we are told that God is not an object of reason
but an object of faith. This may be nothing more than an admission that the existence of
God must be taken on trust, since it cannot be proved. But it may also be an assertion that
God is the object of a purely mystical intuition, and cannot therefore be defined in terms
which are intelligible to the reason. And I think there are many theists who would assert
this. But if one allows that it is impossible to define God in intelligible terms, then one is
allowing that it is impossible for a sentence both to be significant and to be about God. If
a mystic admits that the object of his vision is something which cannot be described, then
he must also admit that he is bound to talk nonsense when he describes it.
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For his part, the mystic may protest that his intuition does reveal truths to him,
even though he cannot explain to others what these truths are; and that we who do not
possess this faculty of intuition can have no ground for denying that it is a cognitive
faculty. For we can hardly maintain a priori that there are no ways of discovering true
propositions except those which we ourselves employ. The answer is that we set no limit
to the number of ways in which one may come to formulate a true proposition. We do not
in any way deny that a synthetic truth may be discovered by purely intuitive methods as
well as by the rational method of induction. But we do say that every synthetic
proposition, however it may have been arrived at, must be subject to the test of actual
experience. We do not deny a priori that the mystic is able to discover truths by his own
special methods. We wait to hear what are the propositions which embody his
discoveries, in order to see whether they are verified or confuted by our empirical
observations. But the mystic, so far from producing propositions which are empirically
verified, is unable to produce any intelligible propositions at all. And therefore we say
that his intuition has not revealed to him any facts. It is no use his saying that he has
apprehended facts but is unable to express them. For we know that if he really had
acquired any information, he would be able to express it. He would be able to indicate in
some way or other how the genuineness of his discovery might be empirically
determined. The fact that he cannot reveal what he “knows,” or even himself devise an
empirical test to validate his “knowledge,” shows that his state of mystical intuition is not
a genuinely cognitive state. So that in describing his vision the mystic does not give us
any information about the external world; he merely gives us indirect information about
the condition of his own mind.
These considerations dispose of the argument from religious experience, which
many philosophers still regard as a valid argument in favour of the existence of a god.
They say that it is logically possible for men to be immediately acquainted with God, as
they are immediately acquainted with a sense-content, and that there is no reason why
one should be prepared to believe a man when he says that he is seeing a yellow patch,
and refuse to believe him when he says that he is seeing God. The answer to this is that if
the man who asserts that he is seeing God is merely asserting that he is experiencing a
peculiar kind of sense-content, then we do not for a moment deny that his assertion may
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be true. But, ordinarily, the man who says that he is seeing God is saying not merely that
he is experiencing a religious emotion, but also that there exists a transcendent being who
is the object of this emotion; just as the man who says that he sees a yellow patch is
ordinarily saying not merely that his visual sense-field contains a yellow sense-content,
but also that there exists a yellow object to which the sense-content belongs. And it is not
irrational to be prepared to believe a man when he asserts the existence of a yellow
object, and to refuse to believe him when he asserts the existence of a transcendent god.
For whereas the sentence “There exists here a yellow-colored material thing” expresses a
genuine synthetic proposition which could be empirically verified, the sentence “There
exists a transcendent god” has, as we have seen, no literal significance.
We conclude, therefore, that the argument from religious experience is altogether
fallacious. The fact that people have religious experiences is interesting from the
psychological point of view, but it does not in any way imply that there is such a thing as
religious knowledge, any more than our having moral experiences implies that there is
such a thing as moral knowledge. The theist, like the moralist, may believe that his
experiences are cognitive experiences, but, unless he can formulate his “knowledge” in
propositions that are empirically verifiable, we may be sure that he is deceiving himself.
It follows that those philosophers who fill their books with assertions that they intuitively
“know” this or that moral or religious “truth” are merely providing material for the
psycho-analyst. For no act of intuition can be said to reveal a truth about any matter of
fact unless it issues in verifiable propositions. And all such propositions are to be
incorporated in the system of empirical propositions which constitutes science.
From Language, Truth, and Logic
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10
Five Ways of Proving the Existence of God
St Thomas Aquinas
[See biographical note for Selection 2.]
______________________________________________________________________________

First Article
Whether the Existence of God is Self-evident?
We proceed thus to the First Article:
Objection 1. It seems that the existence of God is self-evident. For those things
are said to be self-evident to us the knowledge of which exists naturally in us, as we can
see in regard to first principles. But as Damascene says, “The knowledge of God is
naturally implanted in all.” Therefore the existence of God is self-evident.
Objection 2. Further, those things are said to be self-evident which are known as
soon as the terms are known, which the Philosopher [Aristotle] says is true of the first
principles of demonstration. Thus, when the nature of a whole and of a part is known, it is
at once recognized that every whole is greater than its part. But as soon as the
signification of the name “God” is understood, it is at once seen that God exists. For by
this name is signified that thing than which nothing greater can be conceived. But that
which exists actually and mentally is greater than that which exists only mentally.
Therefore, since as soon as the name God is understood it exists mentally, it also follows
that it exists actually. Therefore the proposition “God exists” is self-evident.
Objection 3. Further, the existence of truth is self-evident. For whoever denies the
existence of truth grants that truth does not exist: and, if truth does not exist, then the
proposition “Truth does not exist” is true: and if there is anything true, there must be
truth. But God is truth itself: “I am the way, the truth, and the life” (John 14:6). Therefore
“God exists” is self-evident.
On the contrary, No one can mentally admit the opposite of what is self-evident,
as the Philosopher states concerning the first principles of demonstration. But the
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opposite of the proposition “God is” can be mentally admitted: “The fool said in his
heart, There is no God” (Ps. 52: 1). Therefore, that God exists is not self-evident.
I answer that, A thing can be self-evident in either of two ways: on the one hand,
self-evident in itself, though not to us; on the other, self-evident in itself, and to us. A
proposition is self-evident because the predicate is included in the essence of the subject:
e.g., Man is an animal, for animal is contained in the essence of man. If, therefore, the
essence of the predicate and subject be known to all, the proposition will be self-evident
to all; as is clear with regard to the first principles of demonstration, the terms of which
are certain common notions that no one is ignorant of, such as being and non-being,
whole and part, and the like. If, however, there are some to whom the essence of the
predicate and subject is unknown, the proposition will be self-evident in itself, but not to
those who do not know the meaning of the predicate and subject of the proposition.
Therefore, it happens, as Boethius says, that there are some notions of the mind which are
common and self-evident only to the learned, as that incorporeal substances are not in
space. Therefore I say that this proposition, “God exists”, of itself is self-evident, for the
predicate is the same as the subject, because God is His own existence as will be
hereafter shown. Now because we do not know the essence of God, the proposition is not
self-evident to us, but needs to be demonstrated by things that are more known to us,
though less known in their nature, namely, by His effects.
Reply to Objection 1. To know that God exists in a general and confused way is
implanted in us by nature, inasmuch as God is man’s beatitude. For man naturally desires
happiness, and what is naturally desired by man is naturally known by him. This,
however, is not to know absolutely that God exists; just as to know that someone is
approaching is not the same as to know that Peter is approaching, even though it is Peter
who is approaching; for there are many who imagine that man’s perfect good, which is
happiness, consists in riches, and others in pleasures, and others in something else.
Reply to Objection 2. Perhaps not everyone who hears this name “God” understands it to signify something than which nothing greater can be thought, seeing that
some have believed God to be a body. Yet, granted that everyone understands that by this
name “God” is signified something than which nothing greater can be thought,
nevertheless, it does not therefore follow that he understands that what the name signifies
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exists actually, but only that it exists mentally. Nor can it be argued that it actually exists,
unless it be admitted that there actually exists something than which nothing greater can
be thought; and this precisely is not admitted by those who hold that God does not exist.
Reply to Objection 3. The existence of truth in general is self-evident, but the
existence of a Primal Truth is not self-evident to us.
Second Article
Whether It Can be Demonstrated that God Exists?
We proceed thus to the Second Article:
Objection 1. It seems that the existence of God cannot be demonstrated. For it is
an article of faith that God exists. But what is of faith cannot be demonstrated, because a
demonstration produces scientific knowledge, whereas faith is of the unseen, as is clear
from the Apostle (Heb.11:1). Therefore it cannot be demonstrated that God exists.
Objection 2. Further, essence is the middle term of demonstration. But we cannot
know in what God’s essence consists, but solely in what it does not consist, as
Damascene says. Therefore we cannot demonstrate that God exists.
Objection 3. Further, if the existence of God were demonstrated, this could only
be from His effects. But His effects are not proportioned to Him, since He is infinite and
His effects are finite, and between the finite and infinite there is no proportion. Therefore,
since a cause cannot be demonstrated by an effect not proportioned to it, it seems that the
existence of God cannot be demonstrated.
On the contrary, The Apostle says: “The invisible things of Him are clearly seen,
being understood by the things that are made” (Rom. 1:20). But this would not be unless
the existence of God could be demonstrated through the things that are made; for the first
thing we must know of anything is whether it exists.
I answer that, Demonstration can be made in two ways: One is through the cause,
and is called propter quid, and this is to argue from what is prior absolutely. The other is
through the effect, and is called a demonstration quia; this is to argue from what is prior
relatively only to us. When an effect is better known to us than its cause, from the effect
we proceed to the knowledge of the cause. And from every effect the existence of its
proper cause can be demonstrated, so long as its effects are better known to us; because,
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since every effect depends upon its cause, if the effect exists, the cause must pre-exist.
Hence the existence of God, insofar as it is not self-evident to us, can be demonstrated
from those of His effects which are known to us.
Reply to Objection 1. The existence of God and other like truths about God, which
can be known by natural reason, are not articles of faith, but are preambles to the articles;
for faith presupposes natural knowledge, even as grace presupposes nature and perfection
the perfectible. Nevertheless, there is nothing to prevent a man, who cannot grasp a proof,
from accepting, as a matter of faith, something which in itself is capable of being
scientifically known and demonstrated.
Reply to Objection 2. When the existence of a cause is demonstrated from an
effect, this effect takes the place of the definition of the cause in proving the cause’s
existence. This is especially the case in regard to God, because, in order to prove the
existence of anything, it is necessary to accept as a middle term the meaning of the name,
and not its essence, for the question of its essence follows on the question of its existence.
Now the names given to God are derived from His effects, as will be later shown. Consequently, in demonstrating the existence of God from His effects, we may take for the
middle term the meaning of the name “God”.
Reply to Objection 3. From effects not proportioned to the cause no perfect
knowledge of that cause can be obtained. Yet from every effect the existence of the cause
can be clearly demonstrated, and so we can demonstrate the existence of God from His
effects; though from them we cannot know God perfectly as He is in His essence.
Third Article
Whether God Exists?
We proceed thus to the Third Article:
Objection 1. It seems that God does not exist; because if one of two contraries be
infinite, the other would be altogether destroyed. But the name “God” means that He is
infinite goodness. If, therefore, God existed, there would be no evil discoverable; but
there is evil in the world. Therefore God does not exist.
Objection 2. Further, it is superfluous to suppose that what can be accounted for
by a few principles has been produced by many. But it seems that everything we see in
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the world can be accounted for by other principles, supposing God did not exist. For all
natural things can be reduced to one principle, which is nature; and all voluntary things
can be reduced to one principle, which is human reason, or will. Therefore there is no
need to suppose God’s existence.
On the contrary, it is said in the person of God: “I am Who am” (Exod. 3: 14).
I answer that, The existence of God can be proved in five ways.
The first and more manifest way is the argument from motion. It is certain, and
evident to our senses, that in the world some things are in motion. Now whatever is
moved is moved by another, for nothing can be moved except it is in potentiality to that
towards which it is moved; whereas a thing moves inasmuch as it is in act. For motion is
nothing else than the reduction of something from potentiality to actuality. But nothing
can be reduced from potentiality to actuality, except by something in a state of actuality.
Thus that which is actually hot, as fire, makes wood, which is potentially hot, to be
actually hot, and thereby moves and changes it. Now it is not possible that the same thing
should be at once in actuality and potentiality in the same respect, but only in different
respects. For what is actually hot cannot simultaneously be potentially hot; but it is
simultaneously potentially cold. It is therefore impossible that in the same respect and in
the same way a thing should be both mover and moved, i.e., that it should move itself.
Therefore, whatever is moved must be moved by another. If that by which it is moved be
itself moved, then this also must needs be moved by another, and that by another again.
But this cannot go on to infinity, because then there would be no first mover, and,
consequently, no other mover, seeing that subsequent movers move only inasmuch as
they are moved by the first mover; as the staff moves only because it is moved by the
hand. Therefore it is necessary to arrive at a first mover, moved by no other; and this
everyone understands to be God.
The second way is from the nature of efficient cause. In the world of sensible
things we find there is an order of efficient causes. There is no case known (neither is it,
indeed, possible) in which a thing is found to be the efficient cause of itself; for so it
would be prior to itself, which is impossible. Now in efficient causes it is not possible to
go on to infinity, because in all efficient causes following in order, the first is the cause of
the intermediate cause, and the intermediate is the cause of the ultimate cause, whether
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the intermediate cause be several, or one only. Now to take away the cause is to take
away the effect. Therefore, if there be no first cause among efficient causes, there will be
no ultimate, nor any intermediate, cause. But if in efficient causes it is possible to go on
to infinity, there will be no first efficient cause, neither will there be an ultimate effect,
nor any intermediate efficient causes; all of which is plainly false. Therefore it is
necessary to admit a first efficient cause, to which everyone gives the name of “God”.
The third way is taken from possibility and necessity, and runs thus. We find in
nature things that are possible to be and not to be, since they are found to be generated,
and to be corrupted, and consequently, it is possible for them to be and not to be. But it is
impossible for these always to exist, for that which can not-be at some time is not.
Therefore, if everything can not-be, then at one time there was nothing in existence. Now
if this were true, even now there would be nothing in existence, because that which does
not exist begins to exist only through something already existing. Therefore, if at one
time nothing was in existence, it would have been impossible for anything to have begun
to exist; and thus even now nothing would be in existence, which is absurd. Therefore,
not all beings are merely possible, but there must exist something the existence of which
is necessary. But every necessary thing either has its necessity caused by another, or not.
Now it is impossible to go on to infinity in necessary things which have their necessity
caused by another, as has been already proved in regard to efficient causes. Therefore we
cannot but admit the existence of some being having of itself its own necessity, and not
receiving it from another, but rather causing in others their necessity. This all men speak
of as God.
The fourth way is taken from the gradation to be found in things. Among beings
there are some more and some less good, true, noble, and the like. But “more” and “less”
are predicated of different things according as they resemble in their different ways
something which is the maximum, as a thing is said to be hotter according as it more
nearly resembles that which is hottest; so that there is something which is truest,
something best, something noblest, and, consequently, something which is most being,
for those things that are greatest in truth are greatest in being, as it is written in
Metaphysics II. Now the maximum in any genus is the cause of all in that genus, as fire,
which is the maximum of heat, is the cause of all hot things, as is said in the same book.
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Therefore there must also be something which is to all beings the cause of their being,
goodness, and every other perfection; and this we call “God”.
The fifth way is taken from the governance of the world. We see that things which
lack knowledge, such as natural bodies, act for an end, and this is evident from their
acting always, or nearly always, in the same way, so as to obtain the best result. Hence it
is plain that they achieve their end, not fortuitously, but designedly. Now whatever lacks
knowledge cannot move towards an end, unless it be directed by some being endowed
with knowledge and intelligence; as the arrow is directed by the archer. Therefore some
intelligent being exists by whom all natural things are directed to their end; and this being
we call “God”.
Reply to Objection 1. As Augustine says: “Since God is the highest good, He
would not allow any evil to exist in His works, unless His omnipotence and goodness
were such as to bring good even out of evil” (Euchiridion, XI). This is part of the infinite
goodness of God, that He should allow evil to exist, and out of it produce good.
Reply to Objection 2. Since nature works for a determinate end under the direction
of a higher agent, whatever is done by nature must be traced back to God as to its first
cause. So likewise whatever is done voluntarily must be traced back to some higher cause
other than human reason and will, since these can change and fail; for all things that are
changeable and capable of defect must be traced back to an immovable and selfnecessary first principle, as has been shown.
From Summa Theologica, Part I, Question 2
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11
The Only Sufficient Reason of Contingency
G. W. Leibniz
Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716) was a German philosopher, theologian, and mathematician who
invented calculus independently of Newton and the binary system. His most famous contributions
to the philosophy of religion are his formulation of the ontological argument for God’s existence
and his theodicy.

________________________________________________________________________
Our reasons are founded on two great principles, that of contradiction, in virtue of which we
judge that to be false which involves contradiction, and that true, which is opposed or
contradictory to the false.
And that of sufficient reason, in virtue of which we hold that no fact can be
real or existent, no statement true, unless there be a sufficient reason why it is so and
not otherwise, although most often these reasons cannot be known to us.
There are also two kinds of truths, those of reasoning and those of fact. Truths of
reasoning are necessary and their opposite is impossible, and those of fact are contingent
and their opposite is possible. When a truth is necessary its reason can be found by
analysis, resolving it into more simple ideas and truths until we reach those which are
primitive.
But there must also be a sufficient reason for contingent truths, or those of fact—
that is, for the series of things diffused through the universe of created objects—where
the resolution into particular reason might run into a detail without limits, on
account of the immense variety of objects and the division of bodies ad infinitum. And
as all this detail only involves other contingents, anterior or more detailed, each one
of which needs a like analysis for its explanation, we make no advance: and the
sufficient or final reason must be outside of the sequence or series of this detail of
contingencies, however infinite it may be. And thus it is that the final reason of
things must be found in a necessary substance, in which the detail of changes exists only
eminently, as in their source; and this it is which we call God.
Now this substance being the sufficient reason of all this detail, which also is
linked together throughout, there is but one God, and this God suffices.
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12
Does the Universe Need an Explanation?
Bertrand Russell and Frederick Copleston
Bertrand Russell (1872-1970), an English philosopher, logician, mathematician, and Nobel
laureate in literature, was an outspoken critic of religion, which he believed to be based largely on
fear and superstition. Frederick Copleston (1907-94) was a Jesuit priest, historian, and
philosopher, and the author of an influential nine-volume History of Philosophy. The following
selection is taken from their now-famous debate, which was broadcast on the BBC in 1948.
Copleston later said of Russell’s “stubborn” agnosticism: “If one refuses to sit down and make a
move, [one] cannot be checkmated.”

________________________________________________________________________
C: As we are going to discuss the existence of God, it might perhaps be as well to come
to some provisional agreement as to what we understand by the term “God.” I presume
that we mean a supreme being—distinct from the world and creator of the world. Would
you agree, provisionally at least, to accept this statement as the meaning of the term
“God”?
R: Yes, I accept this definition.
C: Well, my position is the affirmative position that such a being actually exists, and that
His existence can be proved philosophically. Perhaps you would tell me if your position
is that of agnosticism or of atheism. I mean, would you say that the non-existence of God
can be proved?
R: No, I should not say that: my position is agnostic.
C: Would you agree with me that the problem of God is a problem of great importance?
For example, would you agree that if God does not exist, human beings and human
history can have no other purpose than the purpose they choose to give themselves,
which—in practice—is likely to mean the purpose which those impose who have the
power to impose it?
R: Roughly speaking, yes, though I should have to place some limitation on your last
clause.
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C: I’d like to put the main weight on a metaphysical argument based on Leibniz’s
argument from “Contingency”. Suppose I give a brief statement [of that argument] and
that then we go on to discuss it?
R: That seems to me to be a very good plan.
C: Well, for clarity’s sake, I’ll divide the argument into distinct stages. First of all, I
should say, we know that there are at least some beings in the world which do not contain
in themselves the reason for their existence. For example, I depend on my parents, and
now on the air, and on food, and so on. Now, secondly, the world is simply the real or
imagined totality or aggregate of individual objects, none of which contain in themselves
alone the reason for their existence. There isn’t any world distinct from the objects which
form it, any more than the human race is something apart from the members. Therefore, I
should say, since objects or events exist, and since no object of experience contains
within itself reason of its existence, this reason, the totality of objects, must have a reason
external to itself. That reason must be an existent being. Well, this being is either itself
the reason for its own existence, or it is not. If it is, well and good. If it is not, then we
must proceed farther. But if we proceed to infinity in that sense, then there’s no
explanation of existence at all. So, I should say, in order to explain existence, we must
come to a being which contains within itself the reason for its own existence, that is to
say, which cannot not exist.
R: This raises a great many points and it is not altogether easy to know where to begin,
but I think that, perhaps, in answering your argument, the best point at which to begin is
the question of necessary being. The word “necessary”, I should maintain, can only be
applied significantly to propositions. And, in fact, only to such as are analytic—that is to
say, such as it is self-contradictory to deny.
C: Well, we seem to have arrived at an impasse. To say that a necessary being is a being
that must exist and cannot not exist has for me a definite meaning. For you it has no
meaning.
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R: Well, we can press the point a little, I think. A being that must exist and cannot not
exist, would surely, according to you, be a being whose essence involves existence.
C: Yes, a being the essence of which is to exist. But I should not be willing to argue the
existence of God simply from the idea of His essence because I don’t think we have any
clear intuition of God’s essence as yet. I think we have to argue from the world of
experience to God.
R: Yes, I quite see the distinction. But, at the same time, for a being with sufficient
knowledge, it would be true to say “Here is this being whose essence involves
existence!”
C: Yes, certainly if anybody saw God, he would see that God must exist.
R: So that I mean there is a being whose essence involves existence although we don’t
know that essence. We only know there is such a being.
C: Yes, I should add we don’t know the essence a priori. It is only a posteriori through
our experience of the world that we come to a knowledge of the existence of that being.
And then one argues, the essence and existence must be identical. Because if God’s
essence and God’s existence were not identical, then some sufficient reason for this
existence would have to be found beyond God.
R: So it all turns on this question of sufficient reason, and I must say you haven’t defined
“sufficient reason” in a way that I can understand. What do you mean by sufficient
reason? You don’t mean cause?
C: Not necessarily. Cause is a kind of sufficient reason. Only contingent being can have a
cause. God is His own sufficient reason; but He is not cause of Himself. By sufficient
reason in the full sense I mean an explanation adequate for the existence of some
particular being.
R: But when is an explanation adequate? Suppose I am about to make a flame with a
match. You may say that the adequate explanation of that is that I rub it on the box.
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C: Well, for practical purposes—but theoretically, that is only a partial explanation. An
adequate explanation must ultimately be a total explanation, to which nothing further can
be added.
R: Then I can only say that you’re looking for something which can’t be got, and which
one ought not to expect to get.
C: To say that one has not found it is one thing; to say that one should not look for it
seems to me rather dogmatic.
R: Well, I don’t know. I mean, the explanation of one thing is another thing which makes
the other thing dependent on yet another, and you have to grasp this sorry scheme of
things entire to do what you want, and that we can’t do.
C: But are you going to say that we can’t, or we shouldn’t, even raise the question of the
existence of the whole of this sorry scheme of things—of the whole universe?
R: Yes, I don’t think there’s any meaning in it at all. I think the word “universe” is a
handy word in some connections, but I don’t think it stands for anything that has a
meaning.
C: If the word is meaningless, it can’t be so very handy. In any case, I don’t say that the
universe is something different from the objects which compose it (I indicated that in my
brief summary of the proof); what I’m doing is looking for the reason, in this case the
cause of the objects, the real or imagined totality of which constitute what we call the
universe. You say, I think, that the universe—or my existence if you prefer, or any other
existence—is unintelligible?
R: First may I take up the point that if a word is meaningless it can’t be handy. That
sounds well but isn’t in fact correct. Take, say, such a word as “the” or “than.” You can’t
point to any object that those words mean, but they are very useful words; I should say
the same of “universe.” But leaving that point, you ask whether I consider that the
universe is unintelligible. I shouldn’t say unintelligible—I think it is without explanation.
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Intelligible, to my mind, is a different thing. Intelligible has to do with the thing itself
intrinsically and not with its relations.
C: Well, my point is that what we call the world is intrinsically unintelligible apart from
the existence of God. You see, I don’t believe that the infinity of the series of events—I
mean a horizontal series, so to speak—if such an infinity could be proved, would be in
the slightest degree relevant to the situation. If you add up chocolates you get chocolates
after all and not a sheep. If you add up chocolates to infinity, you presumably get an
infinite number of chocolates. So if you add up contingent beings to infinity, you still get
contingent beings, not a necessary being. An infinite series of contingent beings will be,
to my way of thinking, as unable to cause itself as one contingent being. However, you
say, I think, that it is illegitimate to raise the question of what will explain the existence
of any particular object?
R: It’s quite all right if you mean by explaining it simply finding a cause for it.
C: Well, why stop at one particular object? Why shouldn’t one raise the question of the
cause of the existence of all particular objects?
R: Because I see no reason to think there is any. The whole concept of cause is one we
derive from our observation of particular things; I see no reason whatsoever to suppose
that the total has any cause whatsoever.
C: Well, to say that there isn’t any cause is not the same thing as saying that we shouldn’t
look for a cause. The statement that there isn’t any cause should come, if it comes at all,
at the end of the inquiry, not the beginning. In any case, if the total has no cause, then to
my way of thinking it must be its own cause, which seems to me impossible. Moreover,
the statement that the world is simply there, if in answer to a question, presupposes that
the question has meaning.
R: No, it doesn’t need to be its own cause; what I’m saying is that the concept of cause is
not applicable to the total.
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C: Then you would agree with [Jean Paul] Sartre [1905-80] that the universe is what he
calls “gratuitous”?
R: Well, the word “gratuitous” suggests that it might be something else; I should say that
the universe is just there, and that’s all.
C: Well, I can’t see how you can rule out the legitimacy of asking the question how the
total, or anything at all, comes to be there. Why something rather than nothing, that is the
question? The fact that we gain our knowledge of causality empirically, from particular
causes, does not rule out the possibility of asking what the cause of the series is. If the
word “cause” were meaningless, the question would be illegitimate, I agree; but you
don’t seem to hold that the word “cause” is meaningless.
R: I can illustrate what seems to me your fallacy. Every man who exists has a mother,
and it seems to me your argument is that therefore the human race must have a mother,
but obviously the human race hasn’t a mother—that’s a different logical sphere.
C: Well, I can’t really see any parity. If I were saying “every object has a phenomenal
cause, therefore, the whole series has a phenomenal cause,” there would be a parity; but
I’m not saying that; I’m saying, every object has a phenomenal cause if you insist on the
infinity of the series—but the series of phenomenal causes is an insufficient explanation
of the series. Therefore, the series has not a phenomenal cause but a transcendent cause.
R: That’s always assuming that not only every particular thing in the world, but the world
as a whole, must have a cause. For that assumption I see no ground whatever. If you’ll
give me a ground I’ll listen to it.
C: Well, the series of events is either caused or it’s not caused. If it is caused, there must
obviously be a cause outside the series. If it’s not caused, then it’s sufficient to itself, and
if it’s sufficient to itself it is what I call necessary. But it can’t be necessary since each
member is contingent, and we’ve agreed that the total has no reality apart from its
members; therefore, it can’t be necessary. Therefore, it can’t be uncaused, and therefore it
must have a cause.
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R: I don’t want to seem arrogant, but it does seem to me that I can conceive things that
you say the human mind can’t conceive. As for things not having a cause, the physicists
assure us that individual quantum transitions in atoms have no cause.
C: Well, I wonder now whether that isn’t simply a temporary inference.
R: It may be, but it does show that physicists’ minds can conceive it.
C: Yes, I agree, some scientists—physicists—are willing to allow for indetermination
within a restricted field. But very many scientists are not so willing. I think that Professor
Dingle, of London University, maintains that the Heisenberg uncertainty principle tells us
something about the success (or the lack of it) of the present atomic theory in correlating
observations, but not about nature in itself, and many physicists would accept this view.
In any case, I don’t see how physicists can fail to accept the theory in practice, even if
they don’t do so in theory. I cannot see how science could be conducted on any other
assumption than that of order and intelligibility in nature. The physicist presupposes, at
least tacitly, that there is some sense in investigating nature and looking for the causes of
events, just as the detective presupposes that there is some sense in looking for the cause
of a murder. The metaphysician assumes that there is sense in looking for the reason or
cause of phenomena, and I consider that the metaphysician is as justified in his
assumption as the physicist. When Sartre, for example, says that the world is gratuitous, I
think that he has not sufficiently considered what is implied by “gratuitous.”
R: There seems to me a certain unwarrantable extension here; a physicist looks for
causes; that does not necessarily imply that there are causes everywhere. A man may look
for gold without assuming that there is gold everywhere; if he finds gold, well and good;
if he doesn’t he’s had bad luck. The same is true when the physicists look for causes. As
for Sartre, I don’t profess to know what he means, and I shouldn’t like to be thought to
interpret him, but for my part, I do think the notion of the world having an explanation is
a mistake. I don’t see why one should expect it to have, and I think what you say about
what the scientist assumes is an over-statement.
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C: Well, it seems to me that the scientist does make some such assumption. When he
experiments to find out some particular truth, behind that experiment lies the assumption
that the universe is not simply discontinuous. There is the possibility of finding out a
truth by experiment. The experiment may be a bad one; it may lead to no result, or not to
the result that he wants. But that at any rate there is the possibility, through experiment,
of finding out the truth, that he assumes. And that seems to me to assume an ordered and
intelligible universe.
R: I think you’re generalizing more than is necessary. Undoubtedly the scientist assumes
that this sort of thing is likely to be found and will often be found. He does not assume
that it will be found, and that’s a very important matter in modem physics.
C: Well, I think he does assume or is bound to assume it tacitly in practice. It may be
that, to quote Professor Haldane, “when I light the gas under the kettle, some of the water
molecules will fly off as vapor, and there is no way of finding out which will do so,” but
it doesn’t follow necessarily that the idea of chance must be introduced except in relation
to our knowledge.
R: No it doesn’t—at least if I may believe what he says. He’s finding out quite a lot of
things—the scientist is finding out quite a lot of things—that are happening in the world,
which are, at first, beginnings of causal chains, first causes which haven’t in themselves
got causes. He does not assume that everything has a cause.
C: Surely that’s a first cause within a certain selected field. It’s a relatively first cause.
R: I don’t think he’d say so. If there’s a world in which most events, but not all, have
causes, he will then be able to depict the probabilities and uncertainties by assuming that
this particular event you’re interested in probably has a cause. And since in any case you
won’t get more than probability, that’s good enough.
C: It may be that the scientist doesn’t hope to obtain more than probability, but in raising
the question he assumes that the question of explanation has a meaning. But your general
point then, Lord Russell, is that it’s illegitimate even to ask the question of the cause of
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the world?
R: Yes, that’s my position.
C: If it’s a question that for you has no meaning, it’s of course very difficult to discuss it,
isn’t it?
R: Yes, it is very difficult. What do you say—shall we pass on to some other issue?
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13
The Kalam Cosmological Argument
William Lane Craig
William Lane Craig (b. 1949) is an American philosopher of religion, theologian, and historian
known for his work in Christian apologetics and his criticism of moral relativism, philosophical
naturalism, logical positivism, liberal theology, and the Jesus seminar. He is a fellow of the
Discovery Institute’s Center for Science and Culture, the center of the intelligent design
movement.

________________________________________________________________________
“The first question which should rightly be asked,” wrote Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, “is
Why is there something rather than nothing?”10 Think about that for a moment. Why does
anything exist at all, rather than nothing? Why does the universe, or matter, or anything at
all exist, instead of just nothing?
Many great minds have been puzzled by this problem. For example, in his
biography of the renowned philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, Norman Malcolm reports:
He said that he sometimes had a certain experience which could best be
described by saying that when I have it, I wonder at the existence of the
world, I am then inclined to use such phrases as “How extraordinary that
anything should exist!” or “How extraordinary that the world should
exist!11
Similarly, the Australian philosopher J. J. C. Smart has said:
My mind often seems to reel under the immense significance this question
has for me. That anything exists at all does seem to be a matter for the
deepest awe.12
Why does something exist instead of nothing? Unless we are prepared to believe that the
universe simply popped into existence uncaused out of nothing, then the answer must be:
something exists because there is an eternal, uncaused being for which no further
explanation is possible. But who or what is this eternal, uncaused being? Leibniz
identified it with God. But many modern philosophers have identified it with the universe
itself. Now this is exactly the position of the atheist: the universe itself is uncaused and
10
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eternal; as Russell remarks, “. . . the universe is just there, and that’s all.”13 But are
there reasons to think that the universe is not eternal and uncaused, that there is
something more? . . .
1. An actual infinite cannot exist.
2. A beginningless series of events in time is an actual infinite.
3. Therefore: a beginningless series of events in time cannot exist.
A collection of things is said to be actually infinite only if a part of it is equal to
the whole of it. For example, which is greater? 1, 2, 3, … or 0, 1, 2, 3, … ? According to
prevailing mathematical thought, the answer is that they are equivalent because they are
both actually infinite. This seems strange because there is an extra number in one series
that cannot be found in the other. But this only goes to show that in an actually infinite
collection, a part of the collection is equal to the whole of the collection. For the same
reason, mathematicians state that the series of even numbers is the same size as the series
of all natural numbers, even though the series of all natural numbers contains all the even
numbers plus an infinite number of odd numbers as well. So a collection is actually
infinite if a part of it is equal to the whole of it.
Now the concept of an actual infinite needs to be sharply distinguished from the
concept of a potential infinite. A potential infinite is a collection that is increasing
without limit but is at all times finite. The concept of potential infinity usually comes into
play when we add to or subtract from something without stopping. Thus, a finite distance
may be said to contain a potentially infinite number of smaller finite distances. This does
not mean that there actually are an infinite number of parts in a finite distance, but rather
it means that one can keep on dividing endlessly. But one will never reach an “infinitieth”
division. Infinity merely serves as the limit to which the process approaches. Thus, a
potential infinite is not truly infinite—it is simply indefinite. It is at all points finite but
always increasing.
To sharpen the distinction between an actual and a potential infinite, we can draw
some comparisons between them. The concept of actual infinity is used in set theory to
designate a set which has an actually infinite number of members in it. But the concept of
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potential infinity finds no place in set theory. This is because the members of a set must
be definite, whereas a potential infinite is indefinite—it acquires new members as it
grows. Thus, set theory has only either finite or actually infinite sets. The proper place for
the concept of the potential infinite is found in mathematical analysis, as in infinitesimal
calculus. There a process may be said to increase or diminish to infinity, in the sense that
the process can be continued endlessly with infinity as its terminus.14 The concept of
actual infinity does not pertain in these operations because an infinite number of
operations is never actually made. According to the great German mathematician David
Hilbert, the chief difference between an actual and a potential infinite is that a potential
infinite is always something growing toward a limit of infinity, while an actual infinite is
a completed totality with an actually infinite number of things.15A good example
contrasting these two types of infinity is the series of past, present, and future events. For
if the universe is eternal, as the atheist claims, then there have occurred in the past an
actually infinite number of events. But from any point in the series of events, the number
of future (that is, subsequent) events is potentially infinite. Thus, if we pick 1845, the
birth year of Georg Cantor, who discovered infinite sets, as our point of departure, we can
see that past events constitute an actual infinity while future events constitute a potential
infinity. This is because the past is realized and complete, whereas the future is never
fully actualized, but is always finite and always increasing. In the following discussion, it
is exceedingly important to keep the concepts of actual infinity and potential infinity
distinct and not to confuse them.
A second clarification that I must make concerns the word “exist.” When I say
that an actual infinite cannot exist, I mean “exist in the real world” or “exist outside the
mind.” I am not in any way questioning the legitimacy of using the concept of actual
infinity in the realm of mathematics, for this is a realm of thought only. What I am
arguing is that an actual infinite cannot exist in the real world of stars and planets and
rocks and men. What I will argue in no way threatens the use of the actual infinite as a
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concept in mathematics. But I do think it is absurd that an actual infinite could exist in the
real world.
I think that probably the best way to show this is to use examples to illustrate the
absurdities that would result if an actual infinite could exist in reality. For suppose we
have a library that has an actually infinite number of books on its shelves. Imagine
furthermore that there are only two colors, black and red, and these are placed on the
shelves alternately: black, red, black, red, and so forth. Now if somebody told us that the
number of black books and the number of red books is the same, we would probably not
be too surprised. But would we believe someone who told us that the number of black
books is the same as the number of black books plus red books? For in this latter
collection there are all the black books plus an infinite number of red books as well. Or
imagine there are three colors of books, or four, or five, or a hundred. Would you believe
someone if he told you that there are as many books in a single color as there are in the
whole collection? Or imagine that there are an infinite number of colors of books. You
would probably think that there would be one book per color in the infinite collection.
You would be wrong. If the collection is actually infinite then, according to
mathematicians, there could be for each of the infinite colors an infinite number of books.
So you would have an infinity of infinities. And yet it would still be true that if you took
all the books of all the colors and added them together, you wouldn’t have any more
hooks than if you had taken just the books of a single color.
Suppose each book had a number printed on its spine. Because the collection is
actually infinite, that means that every possible number is printed on some book. Now
this means that we could not add another book to the library. For what number would we
give to it? All the numbers have been used up! Thus, the new book could not have a
number. But this is absurd, since objects in reality can be numbered. So if an infinite
library could exist, it would be impossible to add another book to it. But this conclusion
is obviously false, for all we have to do is tear out a page from each of the first hundred
books, add a title page, stick them together, and put this new book on the shelf. It would
be easy to add to the library. So the only answer must be that an actually infinite library
could not exist.
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But suppose we could add to the library. Suppose I put a book on the shelf.
According to the mathematicians, the number of books in the whole collection is the
same as before. But how can this be? If I put the book on the shelf, there is one more
book in the collection. If I take it off the shelf, there is one less book. I can see myself
add and remove the book. Am I really to believe that when I add the book there are no
more books in the collection and when I remove it there are no less books? Suppose I add
an infinity of books to the collection. Am I seriously to believe there are no more hooks
in the collection than before? Suppose I add an infinity of infinities of books to the
collection. Is there not now one single book more in the collection than before? I find this
hard to believe.
But now let’s reverse the process. Suppose we decide to loan out some of the
books. Suppose we loan out book number 1. Isn’t there now one less book in the
collection? Suppose we loan out all the odd-numbered books. We have loaned out an
infinite number of books, and yet mathematicians would say there are no less books in
the collection. Now when we loaned out all these books, that left an awful lot of gaps on
the shelves. Suppose we push all the books together again and close the gaps. All these
gaps added together would add up to an infinite distance. But, according to
mathematicians, after you pushed the books together, the shelves will still be full, the
same as before you loaned any out! Now suppose once more we loaned out every other
book. There would still be no less books in the collection than before. And if we pushed
all the books together again, the shelves would still be full. In fact, we could do this an
infinite number of times, and there would never be one less book in the collection, and
the shelves would always remain full. But suppose we loaned out book numbers 4, 5, 6....
out to infinity. At a single stroke, the collection would he virtually wiped out, the shelves
emptied, and the infinite library—reduced to finitude. And yet, we have removed exactly
the same number of books this time as when we first loaned out all the odd-numbered
books! Can anybody believe such a library could exist in reality?
These examples serve to illustrate that an actual infinite cannot exist in the real
world. Again I want to underline the fact that what I have argued in no way attempts to
undermine the theoretical system bequeathed by Cantor to modern mathematics. Indeed,
some of the most eager enthusiasts of transfinite mathematics, such as David Hilbert, are
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only too ready to agree that the concept of an actual infinite is an idea only and has no
relation to the real world.16 So we can conclude the first step: an actual infinite cannot
exist.
The second step is: a beginningless series of events in time is an actual infinite.
By “event” I mean something that happens. Thus, this step is concerned with change, and
it holds that if the series of past events or changes just goes back and back and never had
a beginning, then, considered all together, these events constitute an actually infinite
collection. Let me provide an example. Suppose we ask someone where a certain star
came from. He replies that it came from an explosion in a star that existed before it.
Suppose we ask again, where did that star come from? Well, it came from another star
before it. And where did that star come from? From another star before it; and so on and
so on. This series of stars would be an example of a beginningless series of events in
time. Now if the universe has existed forever, then the series of all past events taken
together constitutes an actual infinite.
This is because for every event in the past, there was an event before it. Thus, the
series of past events would be infinite. Nor could it be potentially infinite only, for we
have seen that the past is completed and actual; only the future can be described as a
potential infinite. Therefore, it seems pretty obvious that a beginningless series of events
in time is an actual infinite.
But that leads us to our conclusion: therefore, a beginningless series of events in
time cannot exist. We have seen that an actual infinite cannot exist in reality. Since a
beginningless series of events in time is an actual infinite, such a series cannot exist. That
means the series of all past events must be finite and have a beginning. But because the
universe is the series of all events, this means that the universe must have had beginning.
Let me give a few examples to make the point clear. We have seen that if an
actual infinite will exist in reality, it would be impossible to add to it. But the series of
events in time is being added to every day. Or at least so it appears. If the series were
actually infinite, then the number of events that have occurred up to the present moment
is no greater than the number of events up to, say, 1789. In fact you can pick any point in

16

Hilbert, “On the Infinite,” p. 151.

80

the past. The number of events that have occurred up to the present moment would be no
greater than the number of events up to that point, no matter how long ago it might be.
Or take another example. Suppose Earth and Jupiter have been orbiting the sun
from eternity. Suppose that it takes the Earth one year to complete one orbit, and that it
takes Jupiter three years to complete one orbit. Thus, for every one orbit Jupiter
completes. Earth completes three. Now here is the question: if they have been orbiting
from eternity, which has completed more orbits? The answer is: they are equal. But this
seems absurd, since the longer they went, the farther and farther Jupiter got behind, since
every time Jupiter went around the sun once, Earth went around three times. How then
could they possibly he equal?
Or, finally, suppose we meet a man who claims to have been counting from
eternity, and now he is finishing: -5, -4, -3, -2, -1, 0. Now this is impossible. For, we may
ask, why didn’t he finish counting yesterday or the day before or the year before? By then
an infinity of time had already elapsed, so that he should have finished. The fact is, we
could never find anyone completing such a task because at any previous point he would
have already finished. But what this means is that there could never be a point in the past
at which he finished counting. In fact, we could never find him counting at all. For he
would have already finished. But if no matter how far back in time we go, we never find
him counting, then it cannot be true that he has been counting from eternity. This shows
once more that the series of past events cannot be beginningless. For if you could not
count numbers from eternity, neither could you have events from eternity.
These examples underline the absurdity of a beginningless series of events in
time. Because such a series is an actual infinite, and an actual infinite cannot exist, a
beginningless series of events in time cannot exist. This means that the universe began to
exist, which is the point that we set out to prove. . . .
1. The series of events in time is a collection formed by adding one member after
another.
2. A collection formed by adding one member after another cannot be actually
infinite.
3. Therefore, the series of events in time cannot be actually infinite.
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This argument does not argue that an actual infinite cannot exist. But it does argue that an
actual infinite cannot come to exist by the members of a collection being added one after
the other.
The series of events in time is a collection formed by adding one member after
another. This point is pretty obvious. When we consider the collection of all past events,
it is obvious that those events did not exist simultaneously—all at once—but they existed
one after another in time: we have one event, then another after that, then another, then
another, and so on. So when we talk about the collection of “all past events,” we are
talking about a collection that has been formed by adding one member after another.
The second step is the crucial one: a collection formed by adding one member
after another cannot be actually infinite. Why? Because no matter how many members a
person added to the collection, he could always add one more. Therefore, he would never
arrive at infinity. Sometimes this is called the impossibility of counting to infinity. For no
matter how many numbers you had counted, you could always count one more. You
would never arrive at infinity. Or sometimes this is called the impossibility of traversing
the infinite. For you could never cross an infinite distance. Imagine a man running up a
flight of stairs. Suppose everytime his foot strikes the top step, another step appears
above it. It is clear that the man could run forever, but he would never cross all the steps
because you could always add one more step.
Now notice that this impossibility has nothing to do with the amount of time
available. It is of the very nature of the infinite that it cannot be formed by adding one
member after another, regardless of the amount of time available. Thus, the only way an
infinite collection could come to exist in the real world would be by having all the
members created simultaneously. For example, if our library of infinite books were to
exist in the real world, it would have to he created instantaneously by God. God would
say, “Let there be ... !” and the library would come into existence all at once. But it would
be impossible to form the library by adding one book at a time, for you would never
arrive at infinity.
Therefore, our conclusion must be: the series of events in time cannot be actually
infinite. Suppose there were, for example, an infinite number of days prior to today. Then

82

today would never arrive. For it is impossible to cross an infinite number of days to reach
today. But obviously, today has arrived. Therefore, we know that prior to today, there
cannot have been an infinite number of days. That means that the number of days is
finite and therefore the universe had a beginning. Contemporary philosophers have
shown themselves to be impotent to refute this reasoning. Thus, one of them asks:
If an infinite series of events has preceded the present moment, how did
we get to the present moment? How could we get to the present moment,
where we obviously are now, if the present moment was preceded by an
infinite series of events?17
Concluding that this difficulty has not been overcome and that the issue is still in dispute,
Hospers passes on to another subject, leaving the argument unrefuted. Similarly, another
philosopher comments rather weakly, “It is difficult to show exactly what is wrong with
this argument,” and with that remark moves on without further ado.18
Therefore, since the series of events in time is a collection formed by adding one
member after another, and since such a collection cannot be actually infinite, the series of
events in time cannot be actually infinite. And once more, since the universe is nothing
else than the series of events, the universe must have had a beginning, which is precisely
the point we wanted to prove.
From Journal of the American Scientific Affiliation 32 (1980)
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14
Some One Immutable and Independent Being
Samuel Clarke
Samuel Clarke (1675–1729), an English philosopher, theologian, and exponent of the new
physics of his friend Isaac Newton, endeavored to prove the existence of God by a method “as
near to Mathematical, as the nature of such a Discourse would allow”.

________________________________________________________________________
There has existed from eternity some one unchangeable and independent being. For since
something must needs have been from eternity; as hath been already proved, and is
granted on all hands; either there has always existed one unchangeable and independent
Being, from which all other beings that are or ever were in the universe, have received
their original; or else there has been an infinite succession of changeable and dependent
beings, produced one from another in an endless progression, without any original cause
at all: which latter supposition is so very absurd, that tho’ all atheism must in its account
of most things (as shall be shown hereafter) terminate in it, yet I think very few atheists
ever were so weak as openly and directly to defend it. For it is plainly impossible and
contradictory to itself. I shall not argue against it from the supposed impossibility of
infinite succession, barely and absolutely considered in itself; for a reason which shall be
mentioned hereafter: but, if we consider such an infinite progression, as one entire
endless series of dependent beings; ‘tis plain this whole series of beings can have no
cause from without, of its existence; because in it are supposed to be included all things
that are or ever were in the universe: and ‘tis plain it can have no reason within itself, of
its existence; because no one being in this infinite succession is supposed to be selfexistent or necessary (which is the only ground or reason of existence of any thing, that
can be imagined within the thing itself, as will presently more fully appear), but every one
dependent on the foregoing; and where no part is necessary, ‘tis manifest the whole
cannot be necessary; absolute necessity of existence, not being an outward, relative, and
accidental determination; but an inward and essential property of the nature of the thing
which so exists. An infinite succession therefore of merely dependent beings, without any
original independent cause; is a series of beings, that has neither necessity nor cause, nor
any reason at all of its existence, neither within itself nor from without: that is, ‘tis an
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express contradiction and impossibility; ‘tis a supposing something to be caused,
(because it’s granted in every one of its stages of succession, not to be necessary and
from itself); and yet that in the whole it is caused absolutely by nothing: Which every
man knows is a contradiction to be done in time; and because duration in this case makes
no difference, ‘tis equally a contradiction to suppose it done from eternity: And
consequently there must on the contrary, of necessity have existed from eternity, some
one immutable and independent Being. Which, what it is, remains in the next place to be
inquired.
From A Demonstration of the Being and Attributes of God
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15
Consciousness of the Absolute
Herbert Spencer
Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) was a British utilitarian philosopher and political theorist; coiner of
the phrase “survival of the fittest” and widely regarded as the father of “social Darwinism”, he
was nonetheless not an agnostic or skeptic, as often supposed, but somewhat surprisingly a rather
capable metaphysician—at least on occasion—as the following demonstrates.
______________________________________________________________________________

What must we say concerning that which transcends knowledge? Are we to rest wholly in
the consciousness of phenomena? Is the result of inquiry to exclude utterly from our
minds everything but the relative? Or must we also believe in something beyond the
relative?
The answer of pure logic is held to be, that by the limits of our intelligence we are
rigorously confined within the relative; and that anything transcending the relative can be
thought of only as a pure negation, or as a non-existence. “The absolute is conceived
merely by a negation of conceivability,” writes Sir William Hamilton [Scottish
philosopher, 1788-1856]. “The Absolute and the Infinite,” says Mr Mansel [Henry
Mansel, English philosopher, 1820-71], “are thus, like the Inconceivable and the
Imperceptible, names indicating, not an object of thought or of consciousness at all, but
the mere absence of the conditions under which consciousness is possible.” From each of
which extracts may be deduced the conclusion, that since reason cannot warrant us in
affirming the positive existence of what is cognizable only as a negation, we cannot
rationally affirm the positive existence of anything beyond phenomena.
Unavoidable as this conclusion seems, it involves, I think, a grave error. If the
premise be granted, the inference must doubtless be admitted; but the premise, in the
form presented by Sir William Hamilton and Mr Mansel, is not strictly true. There
remains to be stated a qualification, which saves us from that skepticism otherwise
necessitated. It is not to be denied that so long as we confine ourselves to the purely
logical aspect of the question, the propositions quoted above must be accepted in their
entirety; but when we contemplate its more general, or psychological, aspect, we find that
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these propositions are imperfect statements of the truth: omitting, or rather excluding, as
they do, an all-important fact.
Besides that definite consciousness of which logic formulates the laws, there is
also an indefinite consciousness, which cannot be formulated. Besides complete thoughts,
and besides the thoughts that though incomplete admit of completion, there are thoughts
which it is impossible to complete; and yet which are still real, in the sense that they are
normal affections of the intellect.
Observe in the first place that every one of the arguments by which the relativity
of our knowledge is demonstrated distinctly postulates the positive existence of
something beyond the relative. To say that we cannot know the Absolute is, by
implication, to affirm that there is an Absolute. In the very denial of our power to learn
what the Absolute is, there lies hidden the assumption that it is; and the making of this
assumption proves that the Absolute has been present to the mind, not as a nothing, but as
a something. Similarly with every step in the reasoning by which this doctrine is upheld.
The noumenon, everywhere named as the antithesis of the phenomenon, is throughout
necessarily thought of as an actuality. It is rigorously impossible to conceive that our
knowledge is a knowledge of appearances only, without at the same time conceiving a
Reality of which they are appearances; for appearance without Reality is unthinkable.
Strike out from the argument the terms Unconditioned, Infinite, Absolute, with their
equivalents, and in place of them write, “negation of conceivability” or “absence of the
conditions under which consciousness is possible”, and you find that the argument
becomes nonsense. Truly to realize in thought any one of the propositions of which the
argument consists, the Unconditioned must be represented as positive and not negative.
How then can it be a legitimate conclusion from the argument that our consciousness of it
is negative? An argument the very construction of which assigns to a certain term a
certain meaning, but which ends in showing that this term has no such meaning, is simply
an elaborate suicide. Clearly, then, the very demonstration that a definite consciousness
of the Absolute is impossible to us unavoidably presupposes an indefinite consciousness
of it.
Perhaps the best way of showing that, by the necessary conditions of thought, we
are obliged to form a positive though vague consciousness of that which transcends
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distinct consciousness is to analyze our conception of the antithesis between Relative and
Absolute. It is a doctrine called in question by none that such antinomies of thought as
Whole and Part, Equal and Unequal, Singular and Plural are necessarily conceived as
correlatives: the conception of a part is impossible without the conception of a whole;
there can be no idea of equality without one of inequality. And it is admitted that in the
same manner, the Relative is itself conceivable as such only by opposition to the
Irrelative or Absolute. Sir William Hamilton contends, however, in conformity with his
position above stated, that one of these correlatives is nothing whatever beyond the
negation of the other. “Correlatives”, he says, “certainly suggest each other, but
correlatives may, or may not, be equally real and positive. In thought contradictories
necessarily imply each other, for the knowledge of contradictories is one. But the reality
of one contradictory, so far from guaranteeing the reality of the other, is nothing else than
its negation. Thus every positive notion (the concept of a thing by what it is) suggests a
negative notion (the concept of a thing by what it is not); and the highest positive notion,
the notion of the conceivable, is not without its corresponding negative in the notion of
the inconceivable. But though these mutually suggest each other, the positive alone is
real; the negative is only an abstraction of the other, and in the highest generality, even an
abstraction of thought itself.”
Now the assertion that of such contradictories “the negative is only an abstraction
of the other”—or “is nothing else than its negation”—is not true. In such correlatives as
Equal and Unequal, it is obvious enough that the negative concept contains something
besides the negation of the positive one; for the things of which equality is denied are not
abolished from consciousness by the denial. And the fact overlooked by Sir William
Hamilton is that the like holds even with those correlatives of which the negative is
inconceivable in the strict sense of the word. Take for example the Limited and the
Unlimited. Our notion of the Limited is composed, firstly of a consciousness of some
kind of being, and secondly of a consciousness of the limits under which it is known. In
the antithetical notion of the Unlimited, the consciousness of limits is abolished; but not
the consciousness of some kind of being. It is quite true that, in the absence of conceived
limits, this consciousness ceases to be a concept properly so called; but it is nonetheless
true that it remains as a mode of consciousness. If, in such cases, the negative
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contradictory were, as alleged, “nothing else” than the negation of the other, and
therefore a mere nonentity, then it would clearly follow that negative contradictories
could be used interchangeably: the Unlimited might be thought of as antithetical to the
Divisible; and the Indivisible as antithetical to the Limited; while the fact that they cannot
be so used proves that in consciousness the Unlimited and the Indivisible are qualitatively
distinct, and therefore positive or real; since distinction cannot exist between nothings.
The error, very naturally fallen into by philosophers intent on demonstrating the limits
and conditions of consciousness, consists in assuming that consciousness contains
nothing but limits and conditions, to the entire neglect of that which is limited and
conditioned. It is forgotten that there is something which alike forms the raw material of
definite thought and remains after the definiteness which thinking gave to it has been
destroyed.
Now all this applies by change of terms to the last and highest of these
antinomies—that between the Relative and the Non-relative. We are conscious of the
Relative as existence under conditions and limits; it is impossible that these conditions
and limits can be thought of apart from something to which they give the form; the
abstraction of these conditions and limits is, by the hypothesis, the abstraction of them
only; consequently there must be a residuary consciousness of something which filled up
their outlines; and this indefinite something constitutes our consciousness of the Nonrelative or Absolute. Impossible though it is to give to this consciousness any qualitative
or quantitative expression whatever, it is not the less certain that it remains with us as a
positive and indestructible element of thought.
Still more manifest will this truth become when it is observed that our conception
of the Relative itself disappears if our conception of the Absolute is a pure negation. It is
admitted, or rather it is contended, by the writers I have quoted above, that
contradictories can be known only in relation to each other—that Equality, for instance,
is unthinkable apart from its correlative Inequality; and that thus the Relative can itself be
conceived only by opposition to the Non-relative. It is also admitted, or rather contended,
that the consciousness of a relation implies a consciousness of both the related members.
If we are required to conceive the relation between the Relative and Non-relative without
being conscious of both, “we are in fact” (to quote the words of Mr Mansel differently
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applied) “required to compare that of which we are conscious with that of which we are
not conscious; the comparison itself being an act of consciousness, and only possible
through the consciousness of both its objects.” What then becomes of the assertion that
“the Absolute is conceived merely by a negation of conceivability” or as “the mere
absence of the conditions under which consciousness is possible?” If the Non-relative or
Absolute is present in thought only as a mere negation, then the relation between it and
the Relative becomes unthinkable, because one of the terms of the relation is absent from
consciousness. And if this relation is unthinkable, then is the Relative itself unthinkable,
for want of its antithesis: whence results the disappearance of all thought whatever.
From First Principles, Part 1, Ch. 4, Sect. 26
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16
Like Effects and Like Causes
David Hume
David Hume (1711-76), a Scottish philosopher and historian and one of the most important and
influential thinkers of modernity, was a thoroughgoing skeptic in his approach to everything from
science to religion; whether he was an atheist or an agnostic, or simply a very clever provocateur,
remains a matter of some debate. This selection is taking from his Dialogues concerning Natural
Religion, a conversation between three interlocutors: Cleanthes, a philosophical theist and
proponent of the argument from design; Demea, a rather befuddled religious believer; and Philo,
a skeptic, who seems to come the closest to approximating Hume’s own views.
______________________________________________________________________________

Not to lose any time in circumlocutions, said Cleanthes, addressing himself to Demea,
much less in replying to the pious declamations of Philo; I shall briefly explain how I
conceive this matter. Look round the world: contemplate the whole and every part of it:
you will find it to be nothing but one great machine, subdivided into an infinite number
of lesser machines, which again admit of subdivisions to a degree beyond what human
senses and faculties can trace and explain. All these various machines, and even their
most minute parts, are adjusted to each other with an accuracy which ravishes into
admiration all men who have ever contemplated them. The curious adapting of means to
ends, throughout all nature, resembles exactly, though it much exceeds, the productions
of human contrivance; of human designs, thought, wisdom, and intelligence. Since,
therefore, the effects resemble each other, we are led to infer, by all the rules of analogy,
that the causes also resemble; and that the Author of Nature is somewhat similar to the
mind of man, though possessed of much larger faculties, proportioned to the grandeur of
the work which he has executed. By this argument a posteriori, and by this argument
alone, do we prove at once the existence of a Deity, and his similarity to human mind and
intelligence.
I shall be so free, Cleanthes, said Demea, as to tell you, that from the beginning, I
could not approve of your conclusion concerning the similarity of the Deity to men; still
less can I approve of the mediums by which you endeavour to establish it. What! No
demonstration of the Being of God! No abstract arguments! No proofs a priori! Are
these, which have hitherto been so much insisted on by philosophers, all fallacy, all
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sophism? Can we reach no further in this subject than experience and probability? I will
not say that this is betraying the cause of a Deity: but surely, by this affected candor, you
give advantages to Atheists, which they never could obtain by the mere dint of argument
and reasoning.
What I chiefly scruple in this subject, said Philo, is not so much that all religious
arguments are by Cleanthes reduced to experience, as that they appear not to be even the
most certain and irrefragable of that inferior kind. That a stone will fall, that fire will
burn, that the earth has solidity, we have observed a thousand and a thousand times; and
when any new instance of this nature is presented, we draw without hesitation the
accustomed inference. The exact similarity of the cases gives us a perfect assurance of a
similar event; and a stronger evidence is never desired nor sought after. But wherever you
depart, in the least, from the similarity of the cases, you diminish proportionably the
evidence; and may at last bring it to a very weak analogy, which is confessedly liable to
error and uncertainty. After having experienced the circulation of the blood in human
creatures, we make no doubt that it takes place in Titius and Maevius. But from its
circulation in frogs and fishes, it is only a presumption, though a strong one, from
analogy, that it takes place in men and other animals. The analogical reasoning is much
weaker, when we infer the circulation of the sap in vegetables from our experience that
the blood circulates in animals; and those, who hastily followed that imperfect analogy,
are found, by more accurate experiments, to have been mistaken.
If we see a house, Cleanthes, we conclude, with the greatest certainty, that it had
an architect or builder; because this is precisely that species of effect which we have
experienced to proceed from that species of cause. But surely you will not affirm, that the
universe bears such a resemblance to a house that we can with the same certainty infer a
similar cause, or that the analogy is here entire and perfect. The dissimilitude is so
striking, that the utmost you can here pretend to is a guess, a conjecture, a presumption
concerning a similar cause; and how that pretension will be received in the world, I leave
you to consider.
It would surely be very ill received, replied Cleanthes; and I should be deservedly
blamed and detested, did I allow, that the proofs of a Deity amounted to no more than a
guess or conjecture. But is the whole adjustment of means to ends in a house and in the
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universe so slight a resemblance? The economy of final causes? The order, proportion,
and arrangement of every part? Steps of a stair are plainly contrived, that human legs may
use them in mounting; and this inference is certain and infallible. Human legs are also
contrived for walking and mounting; and this inference, I allow, is not altogether so
certain, because of the dissimilarity which you remark; but does it, therefore, deserve the
name only of presumption or conjecture? . . .
Please to take a new survey of your principles [said Philo]. Like effects prove like causes.
This is the experimental argument; and this, you say too, is the sole theological argument.
Now, it is certain, that the liker the effects are which are seen, and the liker the causes
which are inferred, the stronger is the argument. Every departure on either side
diminishes the probability, and renders the experiment less conclusive. You cannot doubt
of the principle; neither ought you to reject its consequences.
. . . By this method of reasoning, [however] you renounce all claim to infinity in
any of the attributes of the Deity. For, as the cause ought only to be proportioned to the
effect, and the effect, so far as it falls under our cognizance, is not infinite; what
pretensions have we, upon your suppositions, to ascribe that attribute to the Divine
Being? You will still insist, that, by removing him so much from all similarity to human
creatures, we give in to the most arbitrary hypothesis, and at the same time weaken all
proofs of his existence.
Secondly, You have no reason, on your theory, for ascribing perfection to the
Deity, even in his finite capacity, or for supposing him free from every error, mistake, or
incoherence, in his undertakings. There are many inexplicable difficulties in the works of
Nature, which, if we allow a perfect author to be proved a priori, are easily solved, and
become only seeming difficulties, from the narrow capacity of man, who cannot trace
infinite relations. But according to your method of reasoning, these difficulties become
all real; and perhaps will be insisted on, as new instances of likeness to human art and
contrivance. At least, you must acknowledge, that it is impossible for us to tell, from our
limited views, whether this system contains any great faults, or deserves any considerable
praise, if compared to other possible, and even real systems. Could a peasant, if the
Aeneid were read to him, pronounce that poem to be absolutely faultless, or even assign
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to it its proper rank among the productions of human wit, he, who had never seen any
other production?
But were this world ever so perfect a production, it must still remain uncertain,
whether all the excellences of the work can justly be ascribed to the workman. If we
survey a ship, what an exalted idea must we form of the ingenuity of the carpenter who
framed so complicated, useful, and beautiful a machine? And what surprise must we feel,
when we find him a stupid mechanic, who imitated others, and copied an art, which,
through a long succession of ages, after multiplied trials, mistakes, corrections,
deliberations, and controversies, had been gradually improving? Many worlds might have
been botched and bungled, throughout an eternity, ere this system was struck out; much
labor lost, many fruitless trials made; and a slow, but continued improvement carried on
during infinite ages in the art of world-making. In such subjects, who can determine,
where the truth; nay, who can conjecture where the probability lies, amidst a great
number of hypotheses which may be proposed, and a still greater which may be
imagined?
And what shadow of an argument, continued Philo, can you produce, from your
hypothesis, to prove the unity of the Deity? A great number of men join in building a
house or ship, in rearing a city, in framing a commonwealth; why may not several deities
combine in contriving and framing a world? This is only so much greater similarity to
human affairs. By sharing the work among several, we may so much further limit the
attributes of each, and get rid of that extensive power and knowledge, which must be
supposed in one deity, and which, according to you, can only serve to weaken the proof
of his existence. And if such foolish, such vicious creatures as man, can yet often unite in
framing and executing one plan, how much more those deities or demons, whom we may
suppose several degrees more perfect!
To multiply causes without necessity, is indeed contrary to true philosophy: but
this principle applies not to the present case. Were one deity antecedently proved by your
theory, who were possessed of every attribute requisite to the production of the universe;
it would be needless, I own, (though not absurd,) to suppose any other deity existent. But
while it is still a question, whether all these attributes are united in one subject, or
dispersed among several independent beings, by what phenomena in nature can we
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pretend to decide the controversy? Where we see a body raised in a scale, we are sure that
there is in the opposite scale, however concealed from sight, some counterpoising weight
equal to it; but it is still allowed to doubt, whether that weight be an aggregate of several
distinct bodies, or one uniform united mass. And if the weight requisite very much
exceeds any thing which we have ever seen conjoined in any single body, the former
supposition becomes still more probable and natural. An intelligent being of such vast
power and capacity as is necessary to produce the universe, or, to speak in the language
of ancient philosophy, so prodigious an animal exceeds all analogy, and even
comprehension.
But further, Cleanthes: men are mortal, and renew their species by generation; and
this is common to all living creatures. The two great sexes of male and female, says
Milton, animate the world. Why must this circumstance, so universal, so essential, be
excluded from those numerous and limited deities? Behold, then, the theogony of ancient
times brought back upon us.
And why not become a perfect Anthropomorphite? Why not assert the deity or
deities to be corporeal, and to have eyes, a nose, mouth, ears, etc.? Epicurus maintained,
that no man had ever seen reason but in a human figure; therefore the gods must have a
human figure. And this argument, which is deservedly so much ridiculed by Cicero,
becomes, according to you, solid and philosophical.
In a word, Cleanthes, a man who follows your hypothesis is able perhaps to
assert, or conjecture, that the universe, sometime, arose from something like design: but
beyond that position he cannot ascertain one single circumstance; and is left afterwards to
fix every point of his theology by the utmost license of fancy and hypothesis. This world,
for aught he knows, is very faulty and imperfect, compared to a superior standard; and
was only the first rude essay of some infant deity, who afterwards abandoned it, ashamed
of his lame performance: it is the work only of some dependent, inferior deity; and is the
object of derision to his superiors: it is the production of old age and dotage in some
superannuated deity; and ever since his death, has run on at adventures, from the first
impulse and active force which it received from him. You justly give signs of horror,
Demea, at these strange suppositions; but these, and a thousand more of the same kind,
are Cleanthes's suppositions, not mine. From the moment the attributes of the Deity are
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supposed finite, all these have place. And I cannot, for my part, think that so wild and
unsettled a system of theology is, in any respect, preferable to none at all. . . .
This theory, I own, replied Cleanthes, has never before occurred to me, though a pretty
natural one; and I cannot readily, upon so short an examination and reflection, deliver any
opinion with regard to it. You are very scrupulous, indeed, said Philo: were I to examine
any system of yours, I should not have acted with half that caution and reserve, in starting
objections and difficulties to it. However, if any thing occur to you, you will oblige us by
proposing it.
Why then, replied Cleanthes, it seems to me, that, though the world does, in many
circumstances, resemble an animal body; yet is the analogy also defective in many
circumstances the most material: no organs of sense; no seat of thought or reason; no one
precise origin of motion and action. In short, it seems to bear a stronger resemblance to a
vegetable than to an animal, and your inference would be so far inconclusive in favor of
the soul of the world.
But, in the next place, your theory seems to imply the eternity of the world; and
that is a principle, which, I think, can be refuted by the strongest reasons and
probabilities. I shall suggest an argument to this purpose, which, I believe, has not been
insisted on by any writer. Those, who reason from the late origin of arts and sciences,
though their inference wants not force, may perhaps be refuted by considerations derived
from the nature of human society, which is in continual revolution, between ignorance
and knowledge, liberty and slavery, riches and poverty; so that it is impossible for us,
from our limited experience, to foretell with assurance what events may or may not be
expected. Ancient learning and history seem to have been in great danger of entirely
perishing after the inundation of the barbarous nations; and had these convulsions
continued a little longer, or been a little more violent, we should not probably have now
known what passed in the world a few centuries before us. Nay, were it not for the
superstition of the Popes, who preserved a little jargon of Latin, in order to support the
appearance of an ancient and universal church, that tongue must have been utterly lost; in
which case, the Western world, being totally barbarous, would not have been in a fit
disposition for receiving the Greek language and learning, which was conveyed to them
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after the sacking of Constantinople. When learning and books had been extinguished,
even the mechanical arts would have fallen considerably to decay; and it is easily
imagined, that fable or tradition might ascribe to them a much later origin than the true
one. This vulgar argument, therefore, against the eternity of the world, seems a little
precarious.
But here appears to be the foundation of a better argument. Lucullus was the first
that brought cherry-trees from Asia to Europe; though that tree thrives so well in many
European climates that it grows in the woods without any culture. Is it possible, that
throughout a whole eternity, no European had ever passed into Asia, and thought of
transplanting so delicious a fruit into his own country? Or if the tree was once
transplanted and propagated, how could it ever afterwards perish? Empires may rise and
fall, liberty and slavery succeed alternately, ignorance and knowledge give place to each
other; but the cherry-tree will still remain in the woods of Greece, Spain, and Italy, and
will never be affected by the revolutions of human society.
It is not two thousand years since vines were transplanted into France, though
there is no climate in the world more favorable to them. It is not three centuries since
horses, cows, sheep, swine, dogs, corn, were known in America. Is it possible that during
the revolutions of a whole eternity, there never arose a Columbus, who might open the
communication between Europe and that continent? We may as well imagine, that all
men would wear stockings for ten thousand years, and never have the sense to think of
garters to tie them. All these seem convincing proofs of the youth, or rather infancy of the
world; as being founded on the operation of principles more constant and steady than
those by which human society is governed and directed. Nothing less than a total
convulsion of the elements will ever destroy all the European animals and vegetables
which are now to be found in the Western world.
And what argument have you against such convulsions? replied Philo. Strong and
almost incontestable proofs may be traced over the whole earth, that every part of this
globe has continued for many ages entirely covered with water. And though order were
supposed inseparable from matter, and inherent in it; yet may matter be susceptible of
many and great revolutions, through the endless periods of eternal duration. The incessant
changes, to which every part of it is subject, seem to intimate some such general
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transformations; though, at the same time, it is observable, that all the changes and
corruptions of which we have ever had experience, are but passages from one state of
order to another; nor can matter ever rest in total deformity and confusion. What we see
in the parts, we may infer in the whole; at least, that is the method of reasoning on which
you rest your whole theory. And were I obliged to defend any particular system of this
nature, which I never willingly should do, I esteem none more plausible than that which
ascribes an eternal inherent principle of order to the world, though attended with great
and continual revolutions and alterations. This at once solves all difficulties; and if the
solution, by being so general, is not entirely complete and satisfactory, it is at least a
theory that we must sooner or later have recourse to, whatever system we embrace. How
could things have been as they are, were there not an original inherent principle of order
somewhere, in thought or in matter? And it is very indifferent to which of these we give
the preference. Chance has no place, on any hypothesis, skeptical or religious. Every
thing is surely governed by steady, inviolable laws. And were the inmost essence of
things laid open to us, we should then discover a scene, of which, at present, we can have
no idea. Instead of admiring the order of natural beings, we should clearly see that it was
absolutely impossible for them, in the smallest article, ever to admit of any other
disposition.
Were any one inclined to revive the ancient Pagan Theology, which maintained,
as we learn from Hesiod, that this globe was governed by thirty thousand deities, who
arose from the unknown powers of nature: you would naturally object, Cleanthes, that
nothing is gained by this hypothesis; and that it is as easy to suppose all men animals,
beings more numerous, but less perfect, to have sprung immediately from a like origin.
Push the same inference a step further, and you will find a numerous society of deities as
explicable as one universal deity, who possesses within himself the powers and
perfections of the whole society. All these systems, then, of Scepticism, Polytheism, and
Theism, you must allow, on your principles, to be on a like footing, and that no one of
them has any advantage over the others. You may thence learn the fallacy of your
principles.
But here, continued Philo, in examining the ancient system of the soul of the
world, there strikes me, all on a sudden, a new idea, which, if just, must go near to

98

subvert all your reasoning, and destroy even your first inferences, on which you repose
such confidence. If the universe bears a greater likeness to animal bodies and to
vegetables, than to the works of human art, it is more probable that its cause resembles
the cause of the former than that of the latter, and its origin ought rather to be ascribed to
generation or vegetation, than to reason or design. Your conclusion, even according to
your own principles, is therefore lame and defective.
Pray open up this argument a little further, said Demea, for I do not rightly
apprehend it in that concise manner in which you have expressed it.
Our friend Cleanthes, replied Philo, as you have heard, asserts, that since no
question of fact can be proved otherwise than by experience, the existence of a Deity
admits not of proof from any other medium. The world, says he, resembles the works of
human contrivance; therefore its cause must also resemble that of the other. Here we may
remark, that the operation of one very small part of nature, to wit man, upon another very
small part, to wit that inanimate matter lying within his reach, is the rule by which
Cleanthes judges of the origin of the whole; and he measures objects, so widely
disproportioned, by the same individual standard. But to waive all objections drawn from
this topic, I affirm, that there are other parts of the universe (besides the machines of
human invention) which bear still a greater resemblance to the fabric of the world, and
which, therefore, afford a better conjecture concerning the universal origin of this system.
These parts are animals and vegetables. The world plainly resembles more an animal or a
vegetable, than it does a watch or a knitting-loom. Its cause, therefore, it is more
probable, resembles the cause of the former. The cause of the former is generation or
vegetation. The cause, therefore, of the world, we may infer to be something similar or
analogous to generation or vegetation.
But how is it conceivable, said Demea, that the world can arise from any thing
similar to vegetation or generation?
Very easily, replied Philo. In like manner as a tree sheds its seeds into the
neighboring fields, and produces other trees; so the great vegetable, the world, or this
planetary system, produces within itself certain seeds, which, being scattered into the
surrounding chaos, vegetate into new worlds. A comet, for instance, is the seed of a
world; and after it has been fully ripened, by passing from sun to sun, and star to star, it is
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at last tossed into the unformed elements which every where surround this universe, and
immediately sprouts up into a new system.
Or if, for the sake of variety (for I see no other advantage), we should suppose this
world to be an animal; a comet is the egg of this animal: and in like manner as an ostrich
lays its egg in the sand, which, without any further care, hatches the egg, and produces a
new animal; so . . . I understand you, says Demea: but what wild, arbitrary suppositions
are these! What data have you for such extraordinary conclusions? And is the slight,
imaginary resemblance of the world to a vegetable or an animal sufficient to establish the
same inference with regard to both? Objects, which are in general so widely different,
ought they to be a standard for each other?
Right, cries Philo: this is the topic on which I have all along insisted. I have still
asserted, that we have no data to establish any system of cosmogony. Our experience, so
imperfect in itself, and so limited both in extent and duration, can afford us no probable
conjecture concerning the whole of things. But if we must needs fix on some hypothesis;
by what rule, pray, ought we to determine our choice? Is there any other rule than the
greater similarity of the objects compared? And does not a plant or an animal, which
springs from vegetation or generation, bear a stronger resemblance to the world, than
does any artificial machine, which arises from reason and design?
From Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Parts 2, 5, 6
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17
The Watch
William Paley
William Paley (1743-1805) was an Anglican priest, philosopher, and Christian apologist. His
watchmaker analogy, part of an argument for the existence of God based on the apparent design
of nature, is his most important, and most often cited, contribution to the philosophy of religion.

________________________________________________________________________
In crossing a heath, suppose I pitched my foot against a stone, and were asked how the
stone came to be there, I might possibly answer that for any thing I knew to the contrary
it had lain there for ever; nor would it, perhaps, be very easy to show the absurdity of this
answer. But suppose I had found a watch upon the ground, and it should be inquired how
the watch happened to be in that place, I should hardly think of the answer which I had
before given, that for any thing I knew the watch might have always been there. Yet why
should not this answer serve for the watch as well as for the stone; why is it not as
admissible in the second case as in the first?
For this reason, and for no other, namely, that when we come to inspect the
watch, we perceive—what we could not discover in the stone—that its several parts are
trained and put together for a purpose, for example that they are so formed and adjusted
as to produce motion, and that motion so regulated as to point out the hour of the day;
that if the different parts had been differently shaped from what they are, or placed after
any other manner or in any other order than that in which they are placed, either no
motion at all would have been carried on in the machine, or none which would have
answered the use that is now served by it. To reckon up a few of the plainest of these
parts and of their offices, all tending to one result: We see a cylindrical box containing a
coiled elastic spring, which, by its endeavor to relax itself, turns round the box. We next
observe a flexible chain—artificially wrought for the sake of flexure—communicating
the action of the spring from the box to the fusee. We then find a series of wheels, the
teeth of which catch in and apply to each other, conducting the motion from the fusee to
the balance and from the balance to the pointer, and at the same time, by the size and
shape of those wheels, so regulating that motion as to terminate in causing an index, by
an equable and measured progression, to pass over a given space in a given time. We take

101

notice that the wheels are made of brass, in order to keep them from rust; the springs of
steel, no other metal being so elastic; that over the face of the watch there is placed a
glass, a material employed in no other part of the work, but in the room of which, if there
had been any other than a transparent substance, the hour could not be seen without
opening the case. It requires indeed an examination of the instrument, and perhaps some
previous knowledge of the subject, to perceive and understand it; but being once, as we
have said, observed and understood, the inference we think is inevitable, that the watch
must have had a maker—that there must have existed, at some time and at some place or
other, an artificer or artificers who formed it for the purpose which we find it actually to
answer, who comprehended its construction and designed its use.
Nor would it, I apprehend, weaken the conclusion, that we had never seen a watch
made—that we had never known an artist capable of making one—that we were
altogether incapable of executing such a piece of workmanship ourselves, or of
understanding in what manner it was performed; all this being no more than what is true
of some exquisite remains of ancient art, of some lost arts, and, to the generality of
mankind, of the more curious productions of modern manufacture. Does one man in a
million know how oval frames are turned? Ignorance of this kind exalts our opinion of
the unseen and unknown artist’s skill, if he be unseen and unknown, but raises no doubt
in our minds of the existence and agency of such an artist, at some former time and in
some place or other. Nor can I perceive that it varies at all the inference, whether the
question arise concerning a human agent or concerning an agent of a different species, or
an agent possessing in some respect a different nature.
Neither, secondly, would it invalidate our conclusion that the watch sometimes
went wrong, or that it seldom went exactly right. The purpose of the machinery, the
design, and the designer might be evident, and in the case supposed, would be evident, in
whatever way we accounted for the irregularity of the movement, or whether we could
account for it or not. It is not necessary that a machine be perfect in order to show with
what design it was made: still less necessary, where the only question is whether it were
made with any design at all.
Nor, thirdly, would it bring any uncertainty into the argument, if there were a few
parts of the watch, concerning which we could not discover or had not yet discovered in
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what manner they conduced to the general effect; or even some parts, concerning which
we could not ascertain whether they conduced to that effect in any manner whatever. For,
as to the first branch of the case, if by the loss, or disorder, or decay of the parts in
question, the movement of the watch were found in fact to be stopped, or disturbed, or
retarded, no doubt would remain in our minds as to the utility or intention of these parts,
although we should be unable to investigate the manner according to which, or the
connection by which, the ultimate effect depended upon their action or assistance; and the
more complex the machine, the more likely is this obscurity to arise. Then, as to the
second thing supposed, namely, that there were parts which might be spared without
prejudice to the movement of the watch, and that we had proved this by experiment, these
superfluous parts, even if we were completely assured that they were such, would not
vacate the reasoning which we had instituted concerning other parts. The indication of
contrivance remained, with respect to them, nearly as it was before.
Nor, fourthly, would any man in his senses think the existence of the watch with
its various machinery accounted for, by being told that it was one out of possible
combinations of material forms; that whatever he had found in the place where he found
the watch, must have contained some internal configuration or other; and that this
configuration might be the structure now exhibited, namely, of the works of a watch, as
well as a different structure.
Nor, fifthly, would it yield his inquiry more satisfaction, to be answered that there
existed in things a principle of order, which had disposed the parts of the watch into their
present form and situation. He never knew a watch made by the principle of order; nor
can he even form to himself an idea of what is meant by a principle of order, distinct
from the intelligence of the watchmaker.
Sixthly, he would be surprised to hear that the mechanism of the watch was no
proof of contrivance, only a motive to induce the mind to think so:
And not less surprised to be informed, that the watch in his hand was nothing
more than the result of the laws of metallic nature. It is a perversion of language to assign
any law as the efficient, operative cause of any thing. A law presupposes an agent; for it
is only the mode according to which an agent proceeds: it implies a power; for it is the
order according to which that power acts. Without this agent, without this power, which
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are both distinct from itself, the law does nothing, is nothing. The expression, the “law of
metallic nature,” may sound strange and harsh to a philosophic ear; but it seems quite as
justifiable as some others which are more familiar to him, such as “the law of vegetable
nature,” “the law of animal nature,” or, indeed, as “the law of nature” in general, when
assigned as the cause of phenomena, in exclusion of agency and power, or when it is
substituted into the place of these.
Neither, lastly, would our observer be driven out of his conclusion or from his
confidence in its truth, by being told that he knew nothing at all about the matter. He
knows enough for his argument; he knows the utility of the end; he knows the
subserviency and adaptation of the means to the end. These points being known, his
ignorance of other points, his doubts concerning other points, affect not the certainty of
his reasoning. The consciousness of knowing little need not beget a distrust of that which
he does know....
Every indication of contrivance, every manifestation of design which existed in
the watch, exists in the works of nature, with the difference on the side of nature of being
greater and more, and that in a degree which exceeds all computation. I mean, that the
contrivances of nature surpass the contrivances of art in the complexity, subtlety, and
curiosity of the mechanism; and still more, if possible, do they go beyond them in
number and variety; yet, in a multitude of cases, are not less evidently mechanical, not
less evidently contrivances, not less evidently accommodated to their end or suited to
their office, than are the most perfect productions of human ingenuity.
I know no better method of introducing so large a subject, than that of comparing
a single thing with a single thing: an eye, for example, with a telescope. As far as the
examination of the instrument goes, there is precisely the same proof that the eye was
made for vision, as there is that the telescope was made for assisting it. They are made
upon the same principles, both being adjusted to the laws by which the transmission and
refraction of rays of light are regulated. I speak not of the origin of the laws themselves;
but such laws being fixed, the construction in both cases is adapted to them. For instance,
these laws require, in order to produce the same effect, that the rays of light, in passing
from water into the eye, should be refracted by a more convex surface than when it
passes out of air into the eye. Accordingly we find that the eye of a fish, in that part of it
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called the crystalline lens, is much rounder than the eye of terrestrial animals. What
plainer manifestation of design can there be than this difference? What could a
mathematical instrument maker have done more to show his knowledge of his principle,
his application of that knowledge, his suiting his means to his end? …
But this, though much, is not the whole: by different species of animals, the
faculty we are describing is possessed in degrees suited to the different range of vision
which their mode of life and of procuring their food requires. Birds, for instance, in
general, procure their food by means of their beak; and the distance between the eye and
the point of the beak being small, it becomes necessary that they should have the power
of seeing very near objects distinctly. On the other hand, from being often elevated much
above the ground, living in the air, and moving through it with great velocity, they
require for their safety, as well as for assisting them in descrying their prey, a power of
seeing at a great distance—a power of which, in birds of rapine, surprising examples are
given. The fact accordingly is, that two peculiarities are found in the eyes of birds, both
tending to facilitate the change upon which the adjustment of the eye to different
distances depends. The one is a bony, yet, in most species, a flexible rim or hoop,
surrounding the broadest part of the eye, which confining the action of the muscles to that
part, increases the effect of their lateral pressure upon the orb, by which pressure its axis
is elongated for the purpose of looking at very near objects. The other is an additional
muscle called the marsupium, to draw, on occasion, the crystalline lens beck, and to fit
the same eye for the viewing of very distant objects. By these means, the eyes of birds
can pass from one extreme to another of their scale of adjustment, with more ease and
readiness than the eyes of other animals.
The eyes of fishes also, compared with those of terrestrial animals, exhibit certain
distinctions of structure adapted to their state and element. We have already observed
upon the figure of the crystalline compensating by its roundness the density of the
medium through which their light passes. To which we have to add, that the eyes of fish,
in their natural and indolent state, appear to be adjusted to near objects, in this respect
differing from the human eye, as well as those of quadrupeds and birds. The ordinary
shape of the fish’s eye being in a much higher degree convex than that of land animals, a
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corresponding difference attends its muscular conformation, namely, that it is throughout
calculated for flattening the eye.
The iris also in the eyes of fish does not admit of contraction. This is a great
difference, of which the probable reason is, that the diminished light in water is never
strong for the retina.
In the eel, which has to work its head through sand and gravel, the roughest and
harshest substances, there is placed before the eye, and at some distance from it, a
transparent, horny, convex case or covering, which, without obstructing the sight, defends
the organ. To such an animal could any thing be more wanted or more useful?
Thus, in comparison of the eyes of different kinds of animals, we see in their
resemblances and distinctions one general plan laid down, and that plan varied with the
varying exigencies to which it is to be applied....
In considering vision as achieved by the means of an image formed at the bottom
of the eye, we can never reflect without wonder upon the smallness yet correctness of the
picture, the subtlety of the touch, the fineness of the lines. A landscape of five or six
square leagues is brought into a space of half an inch diameter, yet the multitude of
objects which it contains are all preserved, are all discriminated in their magnitudes, positions, figures, colors. The prospect from Hampstead hill is compressed into the compass
of a sixpence, yet circumstantially represented. A stagecoach, traveling at an ordinary
speed for half an hour, passes in the eye only over one-twelfth of an inch, yet is this
change of place in the image distinctly perceived throughout it whole progress; for it is
only by means of that perception that the motion of the coach itself is made sensible to
the eye. If anything can abate our admiration of the smallness of the visual tablet
compared with the extent of vision, it is a reflection which the view of nature leads us
every hour to make, namely, that in the hands of the Creator, great and little are nothing.
Sturmius held that the examination of the eye was a cure for atheism. Besides that
conformity to optical principles which its internal constitution displays, and which alone
amounts to a manifestation of intelligence having been exerted in the structure—besides
this, which forms, no doubt, the leading character of the organ, there is to be seen, in
every thing belonging to it and about it, an extraordinary degree of care, an anxiety for its
preservation, due, if we may so speak, to its value and its tenderness. It is lodged in a
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strong, deep, bony socket, composed by the junction of seven different bones, hollowed
out at their edges. In some few species, as that of the coatimondi, the orbit is not bony
throughout; but whenever this is the case, the upper, which is the deficient part, is
supplied by a cartilaginous ligament, a substitution which shows the same care. Within
this socket it is imbedded in fat, of all animal substances the best adapted both to its
repose and motion. It is sheltered by the eyebrows; an arch of hair, which, like a thatched
penthouse, prevents the sweat and moisture of the forehead from running down into it.
But it is still better protected by its lid. Of the superficial parts of the animal frame, I
know none which, in its office and structure, is more deserving of attention than the
eyelid. It defends the eye; it wipes it; it closes it in sleep. Are there, in any work of art
whatever, purposes more evident than those which this organ fulfils? or an apparatus for
executing those purposes more intelligible, more appropriate, or more mechanical? If it
be overlooked by the observer of nature, it can only be because it is obvious and familiar.
This is a tendency to be guarded against. We pass by the plainest instances, whilst we are
exploring those which are rare and curious; by which conduct of the understanding, we
sometimes neglect the strongest observations, being taken up with others, which, though
more recondite and scientific, are, as solid arguments, entitled to much less
consideration…
Were there no example in the world, of contrivance, except that of the eye, it
would be alone sufficient to support the conclusion which we draw from it, as to the
necessity of an intelligent Creator. It could never be got rid of; because it could not be
accounted for by any other supposition, which did not contradict all the principles we
possess of knowledge; the principles, according to which, things do, as often as they can
be brought to the test of experience, turn out to be true or false. Its coats and humors,
constructed, as the lenses of a telescope are constructed, for the refraction of rays of light
to a point, which forms the proper action of the organ; the provision in its muscular
tendons for turning its pupil to the object, similar to that which is given to the telescope
by screws, and upon which power of direction in the eye, the exercise of its office as an
optical instrument depends; the further provision for its defence, for its constant lubricity
and moisture, which we see in its socket and its lids, in its gland for the secretion of the
matter of tears, its outlet or communication with the nose for carrying off the liquid after
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the eye is washed with it; these provisions compose altogether an apparatus, a system of
parts, a preparation of means, so manifest in their design, so exquisite in their
contrivance, so successful in their issue, so precious, and so infinitely beneficial in their
use, as, in my opinion, to bear down all doubt that can be raised upon the subject. And
what I wish to observe is this, that if other parts of nature were inaccessible to our
inquiries, or even if other parts of nature presented nothing to our examination but
disorder and confusion, the validity of this example would remain the same. If there were
but one watch in the world, it would not be less certain that it had a maker. If we had
never in our lives seen any but one single kind of hydraulic machine, yet, if of that one
kind we understood the mechanism and use, we should be as perfectly assured that it
proceeded from the hand, and thought, and skill of a workman, as if we visited a museum
of the arts, and saw collected there twenty different kinds of machines for drawing water,
or a thousand different kinds for other purposes. Of this point, each machine is a proof,
independently of all the rest. So it is with the evidences of a Divine agency. The proof is
not a conclusion which lies at the end of a chain of reasoning, of which chain each
instance of contrivance is only a link, and of which, if one link fail, the whole falls; but it
is an argument separately supplied by every separate example. An error in stating an
example, affects only that example. The argument is cumulative, in the fullest sense of
that term. The eye proves it without the ear; the ear without the eye. The proof in each
example is complete; for when the design of the part, and the conduciveness of its
structure to that design is shown, the mind may set itself at rest; no future consideration
can detract any thing from the force of the example…
Contrivance, if established, appears to me to prove every thing which we wish to
prove. Among other things, it proves the personality of the Deity, as distinguished from
what is sometimes called nature, sometimes called a principle, which terms, in the
mouths of those who use them philosophically, seem to be intended to admit and to
express an efficacy, but to exclude and to deny a personal agent. Now, that which can
contrive, which can design, must be a person. These capacities constitute personality, for
they imply consciousness and thought. They require that which can perceive an end or
purpose; as well as the power of providing means, and of directing them to their end.
They require a centre in which perceptions unite, and from which volitions flow; which is
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mind. The acts of a mind prove the existence of a mind: and in whatever a mind resides,
is a person. The seat of intellect is a person. We have no authority to limit the properties
of mind to any particular corporeal form, or to any particular circumscription of space.
These properties subsist, in created nature, under a great variety of sensible forms. Also
every animated being has its sensorium, that is, a certain portion of space, within which
perception and volition are exerted. This sphere may be enlarged to an indefinite extent;
may comprehend the universe; and, being so imagined, may serve to furnish us with as
good a notion, as we are capable of forming, of the immensity of the Divine Nature, i.e. of
a Being, infinite, as well in essence as in power; yet nevertheless a person.
From Natural Theology
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18
Fine Tuning
Robin Collins
Robin Collins, an American philosopher with training in mathematics, physics, and the history of
science, accepts the basic evolutionary paradigm of descent with modification of life-forms [see
Selections 19, 20, and E], but is skeptical that this process can be fully explained independently
of a cosmic Designer.

________________________________________________________________________
Suppose we went on a mission to Mars, and found a domed structure in which everything
was set up just right for life to exist. The temperature, for example, was set around 70
degrees Farenheit and the humidity was at 50 percent; moreover, there was an oxygen recycling system, an energy gathering system, and a whole system for the production of
food. Put simply, the domed structure appeared to be a fully functioning biosphere. What
conclusion would we draw from finding this structure? Would we draw the conclusion
that it just happened to form by chance? Certainly not. Instead, we would unanimously
conclude that it was designed by some intelligent being. Why would we draw this
conclusion? Because an intelligent designer appears to be the only plausible explanation
for the existence of the structure. That is, the only alternative explanation we can think
of—that the structure was formed by some natural process—seems extremely unlikely.
Of course, it is possible that, for example, through some volcanic eruption various metals
and other compounds could have formed, and then separated out in just the right way to
produce the “biosphere,” but such a scenario strikes us as extraordinarily unlikely, thus
making this alternative explanation unbelievable.
The universe is analogous to such a “biosphere,” according to recent findings in
physics. Almost everything about the basic structure of the universe—for example, the
fundamental laws and parameters of physics and the initial distribution of matter and
energy—is balanced on a razor’s edge for life to occur. As eminent Princeton physicist
Freeman Dyson notes, “There are many ... lucky accidents in physics. Without such accidents, water could not exist as liquid, chains of carbon atoms could not form complex
organic molecules and hydrogen atoms could not form breakable bridges between
molecules”—in short, life as we know it would be impossible.
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Scientists and others call this extraordinary balancing of the fundamental physical
structure of the universe for life the “fine-tuning of the cosmos.” It has been extensively
discussed by philosophers, theologians, and scientists, especially since the early 1970s
with many articles and books written on the topic. Today, many consider it as providing
the most persuasive current argument for the existence of God. For example, theoretical
physicist and popular science writer Paul Davies claims that with regard to basic structure
of the universe, “the impression of design is overwhelming.”
Many examples of this fine-tuning can be given. One particularly important
category of fine-tuning is that of the constants of physics. The constants of physics are a
set of fundamental numbers that, when plugged into the laws of physics, determine the
basic structure of the universe. An example of such a constant is the gravitational
constant G that is part of Newton’s law of gravity, F = GM1M2/r2. G essentially
determines the strength of gravity between two masses. If one were to double the value of
G, for instance, then the force of gravity between any two masses would double.
So far, physicists have discovered four forces in nature—gravity, the weak force,
electromagnetism, and the strong nuclear force that binds protons and neutrons together
in an atom. Each of these forces has its own coupling constant that determines its
strength, in analogy to the gravitational constant G. Using one of the standard
dimensionless measures of force strengths, gravity is the weakest of the forces, and the
strong nuclear force is the strongest, being a factor of 1040—or ten thousand billion,
billion, billion, billion—times stronger than gravity. Various calculations show that the
strength of each of the forces of nature must fall into a very small life-permitting region
for intelligent life to exist. As our first example, consider gravity. If we increased the
strength of gravity on earth a billionfold, for instance, the force of gravity would be so
great that any land-based organism anywhere near the size of human beings would be
crushed. (The strength of materials depends on the electromagnetic force via the finestructure constant, which would not be affected by a change in gravity.) As astrophysicist
Martin Rees notes, “In an imaginary strong gravity world, even insects would need thick
legs to support them, and no animals could get much larger.” Now, the above argument
assumes that the size of the planet on which life formed would be an earth-sized planet.
Could life forms of comparable intelligence to ourselves develop on a much smaller
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planet in such a strong-gravity world? The answer is no. A planet with a gravitational pull
of a thousand times that of earth—which would make the existence of organisms of our
size very improbable—would have a diameter of about 40 feet or 12 meters, once again
not large enough to sustain the sort of large-scale ecosystem necessary for organisms like
us to evolve. Of course, a billion-fold increase in the strength of gravity is a lot, but
compared to the total range of strengths of the forces in nature (which span a range of
1040 as we saw above), this still amounts to a fine-tuning of one part in 1031.
On the other hand, if the strong force were slightly increased the existence of
complex life would be seriously inhibited, if not rendered impossible. For instance, using
the latest equations and codes for stellar evolution and nucleosynthesis, Heinz Oberhummer, showed that a small increase in the strong force—by as little as 1 percent—would
drastically decrease, by thirty to a thousandfold, the total amount of oxygen formed in
stars. Since the oxygen on planets comes from previous stars that have exploded or blown
off their outer layers, this means that very little oxygen would be available for the
existence of carbon-based life. At the very least, this would have a life-inhibiting effect
given the many important, and seemingly irreplaceable, roles oxygen plays in living
processes, such as that of being essential for water. Other arguments can be given for the
other two forces—the electromagnetic force and the weak force—being fine-tuned, but
we do not have space to provide the evidence here.
There are other cases of the fine-tuning of the constants of physics besides the
strength of the forces, however. Probably the most widely discussed among physicists
and cosmologists—and the most esoteric—is the fine-tuning of what is known as the
cosmological constant. The cosmological constant was a term that Einstein included in
his central equation of his theory of gravity—that is, general relativity—which today is
thought to correspond to the energy density of empty space. A positive cosmological
constant acts as a sort of antigravity, a repulsive force causing space itself to expand. If
the cosmological constant had a significant positive value, space would expand so rapidly
that all matter would quickly disperse, and thus galaxies, stars, and even small aggregates
of matter could never form. The upshot is that it must fall exceedingly close to zero for
complex life to be possible in our universe.
Now, the fundamental theories of particle physics set a natural range of values for
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the cosmological constant. This natural range of values, however, is at least 1053—that is,
one followed by fifty three zeros—times the range of life-permitting values. That is, if 0
to L represent the range of life-permitting values, the theoretically possible range of
values is at least 0 to 1053 L. To intuitively see what this means, consider a dartboard
analogy: suppose that we had a dart board that extended across the entire visible galaxy,
with a bull’s eye on the dart board of less than an inch in diameter. The amount of finetuning of the cosmological constant could be compared to randomly throwing a dart at
the board and landing exactly in the bull's-eye! Further examples of the fine-tuning of the
fundamental constants of physics can also be given, such as that of mass difference
between the neutron and the proton. If, for example, the mass of the neutron were slightly
increased by about one part in seven hundred, stable hydrogen burning stars would cease
to exist.
Besides the constants of physics, however, there is also the fine-tuning of the
laws. If the laws of nature were not just right, life would probably be impossible. For
example, consider again the four forces of nature. If gravity did not exist, masses would
not clump together to form stars or planets, and hence the existence of complex,
intelligent life would be seriously inhibited, if not rendered impossible; if the
electromagnetic force didn’t exist, protons and neutrons could not bind together and
hence no atoms with atomic number greater than hydrogen would exist; and if the strong
force were a long-range force (like gravity and electromagnetism) instead of a short range
force that only acts between protons and neutrons in the nucleus, all matter would either
almost instantaneously undergo nuclear fusion and explode or be sucked together
forming a black hole.
Similarly, other laws and principles are necessary for complex life: as prominent
Princeton physicist Freeman Dyson points out, if the Pauli-exclusion principle did not
exist, which dictates that no two fermions can occupy the same quantum state, all
electrons would occupy the lowest atomic orbit, eliminating complex chemistry; and if
there were no quantization principle, which dictates that particles can only occupy certain
discrete allowed quantum states, there would be no atomic orbits and hence no chemistry
since all electrons would be sucked into the nucleus.
Finally, in his book Nature’s Density, biochemist Michael Denton extensively
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discusses various higher-level features of the natural world, such as the many unique
properties of carbon, oxygen, water, and the electromagnetic spectrum, that are
conducive to the existence of complex biochemical systems. As one of many examples
Denton presents, both the atmosphere and water are transparent to electromagnetic
radiation in a thin band in the visible region; otherwise the existence of terrestrial life
would be seriously inhibited, if not rendered impossible.
Thus, the evidence for fine-tuning is extensive, even if one has doubts about some
individual cases. As philosopher John Leslie has pointed out “clues heaped upon clues
can constitute weighty evidence despite doubts about each element in the pile.”
Imaginatively, one could think of each instance of fine-tuning mentioned above as a radio
dial: unless all the dials are set exactly right, complex, intelligent life would be
impossible. Or, one could think of the values of the initial conditions of the universe and
the constants of physics as coordinates on a dart board that fills the whole galaxy, and the
conditions necessary for life to exist as a extremely small target, say les than a trillionth
of an inch: unless the dart hits the target, complex life would be impossible. The fact that
the dials are perfectly set, or the dart has hit the target, strongly suggests that some
intelligent being set the dials or aimed the dart, for it seems enormously improbable that
such a coincidence could have happened by chance.
From “God, Design, and Fine-Tuning” (2002)

114

19
Explaining the Very Improbable
Richard Dawkins
Richard Dawkins (b. 1941), a British zoologist and evolutionary theorist, has written many
popular books on science and its relation to religion and politics. He is an outspoken atheist, who
claims to have explained the phenomenon of religious belief with his theory of cultural evolution
known as “memetics”.

________________________________________________________________________
We animals are the most complicated things in the known universe. The universe that we
know, of course, is a tiny fragment of the actual universe. There may be yet more
complicated objects than us on other planets, and some of them may already know about
us. But this doesn’t alter the point that I want to make. Complicated things, everywhere,
deserve a very special kind of explanation. We want to know how they came into
existence and why they are so complicated. The explanation, as I shall argue, is likely to
be broadly the same for complicated things everywhere in the universe; the same for us,
for chimpanzees, worms, oak trees and monsters from outer space. On the other hand, it
will not be the same for what I shall call ‘simple’ things, such as rocks, clouds, rivers,
galaxies and quarks. These are the stuff of physics. Chimps and dogs and bats and
cockroaches and people and worms and dandelions and bacteria and galactic aliens are
the stuff of biology.
The difference is one of complexity of design. Biology is the study of complicated
things that give the appearance of having been designed for a purpose. Physics is the
study of simple things that do not tempt us to invoke design. At first sight, man-made
artefacts like computers and cars will seem to provide exceptions. They are complicated
and obviously designed for a purpose, yet they are not alive, and they are made of metal
and plastic rather than of flesh and blood. In this book they will be firmly treated as
biological objects.... Never mind whether cars and computers are ‘really’ biological
objects. The point is that if anything of that degree of complexity were found on a planet,
we should have no hesitation in concluding that life existed, or had once existed, on that
planet. Machines are the direct products of living objects; they derive their complexity
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and design from living objects, and they are diagnostic of the existence of life on a planet.
The same goes for fossils, skeletons, and dead bodies.
I said that physics is the study of simple things, and this, too, may seem strange at
first. Physics appears to be a complicated subject, because the ideas of physics are
difficult for us to understand. Our brains were designed to understand hunting and
gathering, mating and childrearing: a world of medium-sized objects moving in three dimensions at moderate speeds. We are ill-equipped to comprehend the very small and the
very large; things whose duration is measured in picoseconds or gigayears; particles that
don’t have position; forces and fields that we cannot see or touch, which we know of only
because they affect things that we can see or touch. We think that physics is complicated
because it is hard for us to understand, and because physics books are full of difficult
mathematics. But the objects that physicists study are still basically simple objects. They
are clouds of gas or tiny particles, or lumps of uniform matter like crystals, with almost
endlessly repeated atomic patterns. They do not, at least by biological standards, have
intricate working parts. Even large physical objects like stars consist of a rather limited
array of parts, more or less haphazardly arranged. The behaviour of physical,
nonbiological objects is so simple that it is feasible to use existing mathematical language
to describe it, which is why physics books are full of mathematics.
Physics books may be complicated, but physics books, like cars and computers,
are the product of biological objects—human brains. The objects and phenomena that a
physics book describes are simpler than a single cell in the body of its author. And the
author consists of trillions of those cells, many of them different from each other, organized with intricate architecture and precision-engineering into a working machine capable
of writing a book (my trillions are American, like all my units: one American trillion is a
million millions; an American billion is a thousand millions). Our brains are no better
equipped to handle extremes of complexity than extremes of size and the other difficult
extremes of physics. Nobody has yet invented the mathematics for describing the total
structure and behaviour of such an object as a physicist, or even of one of his cells. What
we can do is understand some of the general principles of how living things work, and
why they exist at all.
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This was where we came in. We wanted to know why we, and all other
complicated things, exist. And we can now answer that question in general terms, even
without being able to comprehend the details of the complexity itself. To take an analogy,
most of us don’t understand in detail how an airliner works. Probably its builders don’t
comprehend it fully either: engine specialists don’t in detail understand wings, and wing
specialists understand engines only vaguely. Wing specialists don’t even understand
wings with full mathematical precision: they can predict how a wing will behave in
turbulent conditions, only by examining a model in a wind tunnel or a computer
simulation—the sort of thing a biologist might do to understand an animal. But however
incompletely we understand how an airliner works, we all understand by what general
process it came into existence. It was designed by humans on drawing boards. Then other
humans made the bits from the drawings, then lots more humans (with the aid of other
machines designed by humans) screwed, rivetted, welded or glued the bits together, each
in its right place. The process by which an airliner came into existence is not
fundamentally mysterious to us, because humans built it. The systematic putting together
of parts to a purposeful design is something we know and understand, for we have
experienced it at first hand, even if only with our childhood Meccano or Erector set.
What about our own bodies? Each one of us is a machine, like an airliner only
much more complicated. Were we designed on a drawing board too, and were our parts
assembled by a skilled engineer? The answer is no. It is a surprising answer, and we have
known and understood it for only a century or so. When Charles Darwin first explained
the matter, many people either wouldn’t or couldn’t grasp it. I myself flatly refused to
believe Darwin’s theory when I first heard about it as a child. Almost everybody
throughout history, up to the second half of the nineteenth century, has firmly believed in
the opposite—the Conscious Designer theory. Many people still do, perhaps because the
true, Darwinian explanation of our own existence is still, remarkably, not a routine part of
the curriculum of a general education. It is certainly very widely misunderstood.
The watchmaker of my title is borrowed from a famous treatise by the eighteenthcentury theologian William Paley. His Natural Theology—or Evidences of the Existence
and Attributes of the Deity Collected from the Appearances of Nature, published in 1802,
is the best-known exposition of the ‘Argument from Design’, always the most influential
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of the arguments for the existence of a God. It is a book that I greatly admire, for in his
own time its author succeeded in doing what I am struggling to do now. He had a point to
make, he passionately believed in it, and he spared no effort to ram it home clearly. He
had a proper reverence for the complexity of the living world, and he saw that it demands
a very special kind of explanation. The only thing he got wrong—admittedly quite a big
thing!—was the explanation itself. He gave the traditional religious answer to the riddle,
but he articulated it more clearly and convincingly than anybody had before. The true
explanation is utterly different, and it had to wait for one of the most revolutionary
thinkers of all time, Charles Darwin.
Paley begins Natural Theology with a famous passage:
In crossing a heath, suppose I pitched my foot against a stone, and were
asked how the stone came to be there; I might possibly answer, that, for
anything I knew to the contrary, it had lain there for ever: nor would it
perhaps be very easy to show the absurdity of this answer. But suppose I
had found a watch upon the ground, and it should be inquired how the
watch happened to be in that place; I should hardly think of the answer
which I had before given, that for anything I knew, the watch might have
always been there.
Paley here appreciates the difference between natural physical objects like stones, and
designed and manufactured objects like watches. He goes on to expound the precision
with which the cogs and springs of a watch are fashioned, and the intricacy with which
they are put together. If we found an object such as a watch upon a heath, even if we
didn’t know how it had come into existence, its own precision and intricacy of design
would force us to conclude
that the watch must have had a maker: that there must have existed, at
some time, and at some place or other, an artificer or artificers, who
formed it for the purpose which we find it actually to answer; who
comprehended its construction, and designed its use.
Nobody could reasonably dissent from this conclusion, Paley insists, yet that is just what
the atheist, in effect, does when he contemplates the works of nature, for:
every indication of contrivance, every manifestation of design, which
existed in the watch, exists in the works of nature; with the difference, on
the side of nature, of being greater or more, and that in a degree which
exceeds all computation.
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Paley drives his point home with beautiful and reverent descriptions of the dissected
machinery of life, beginning with the human eye, a favorite example which Darwin was
later to use and which will reappear throughout this book. Paley compares the eye with a
designed instrument such as a telescope, and concludes that ‘there is precisely the same
proof that the eye was made for vision, as there is that the telescope was made for
assisting it’. The eye must have had a designer, just as the telescope had.
Paley’s argument is made with passionate sincerity and is informed by the best
biological scholarship of his day, but it is wrong, gloriously and utterly wrong. The
analogy between telescope and eye, between watch and living organism, is false. All
appearances to the contrary, the only watchmaker in nature is the blind forces of physics,
albeit deployed in a very special way. A true watchmaker has foresight: he designs his
cogs and springs, and plans their interconnections, with a future purpose in his mind’s
eye. Natural selection, the blind, unconscious, automatic process which Darwin
discovered, and which we now know is the explanation for the existence and apparently
purposeful form of all life, has no purpose in mind. It has no mind and no mind’s eye. It
does not plan for the future. It has no vision, no foresight, no sight at all. If it can be said
to play the role of watchmaker in nature, it is the blind watchmaker.
I shall explain all this, and much else besides. But one thing I shall not do is
belittle the wonder of the living ‘watches’ that so inspired Paley. On the contrary, I shall
try to illustrate my feeling that here Paley could have gone even further. When it comes
to feeling awe over living ‘watches’ I yield to nobody. I feel more in common with the
Reverend William Paley than I do with the distinguished modern philosopher, a wellknown atheist, with whom I once discussed the matter at dinner. I said that I could not
imagine being an atheist at any time before 1859, when Darwin’s Origin of Species was
published. ‘What about Hume?’, replied the philosopher. ‘How did Hume explain the
organized complexity of the living world?’, I asked. ‘He didn’t’, said the philosopher.
‘Why does it need any special explanation?’
Paley knew that it needed a special explanation; Darwin knew it, and I suspect
that in his heart of hearts my philosopher companion knew it too. In any case it will be
my business to show it here. As for David Hume himself, it is sometimes said that that
great Scottish philosopher disposed of the Argument from Design a century before
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Darwin. But what Hume did was criticize the logic of using apparent design in nature as
positive evidence for the existence of a God. He did not offer any alternative explanation
for apparent design, but left the question open. An atheist before Darwin could have said,
following Hume: ‘I have no explanation for complex biological design. All I know is that
God isn’t a good explanation, so we must wait and hope that somebody comes up with a
better one.’ I can’t help feeling that such a position, though logically sound, would have
left one feeling pretty unsatisfied, and that although atheism might have been logically
tenable before Darwin, Darwin made it possible to be an intellectually fulfilled atheist. I
like to think that Hume would agree, but some of his writings suggest that he
underestimated the complexity and beauty of biological design. The boy naturalist
Charles Darwin could have shown him a thing or two about that, but Hume had been
dead 40 years when Darwin enrolled in Hume’s university of Edinburgh.
I have talked glibly of complexity, and of apparent design, as though it were
obvious what these words mean. In a sense it is obvious—most people have an intuitive
idea of what complexity means. But these notions, complexity and design, are so pivotal
to this book that I must try to capture a little more precisely, in words, our feeling that
there is something special about complex, and apparently designed things.
So, what is a complex thing? How should we recognize it? In what sense is it true
to say that a watch or an airliner or an earwig or a person is complex, but the moon is
simple? The first point that might occur to us, as a necessary attribute of a complex thing,
is that it has a heterogeneous structure. A pink milk pudding or blancmange is simple in
the sense that, if we slice it in two, the two portions will have the same internal
constitution: a blancmange is homogeneous. A car is heterogeneous: unlike a
blancmange, almost any portion of the car is different from other portions. Two times
half a car does not make a car. This will often amount to saying that a complex object, as
opposed to a simple one, has many parts, these parts being of more than one kind.
Such heterogeneity, or ‘many-partedness’, may be a necessary condition, but it is
not sufficient. Plenty of objects are many-parted and heterogeneous in internal structure,
without being complex in the sense in which I want to use the term. Mont Blanc, for
instance, consists of many different kinds of rock, all jumbled together in such a way that,
if you sliced the mountain anywhere, the two portions would differ from each other in
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their internal constitution. Mont Blanc has a heterogeneity of structure not possessed by a
blancmange, but it is still not complex in the sense in which a biologist uses the term.
Let us try another tack in our quest for a definition of complexity, and make use
of the mathematical idea of probability. Suppose we try out the following definition: a
complex thing is something whose constituent parts are arranged in a way that is unlikely
to have arisen by chance alone. To borrow an analogy from an eminent astronomer, if
you take the parts of an airliner and jumble them up at random, the likelihood that you
would happen to assemble a working Boeing is vanishingly small. There are billions of
possible ways of putting together the bits of an airliner, and only one, or very few, of
them would actually be an airliner. There are even more ways of putting together the
scrambled parts of a human.
This approach to a definition of complexity is promising, but something more is
still needed. There are billions of ways of throwing together the bits of Mont Blanc, it
might be said, and only one of them is Mont Blanc. So what is it that makes the airliner
and the human complicated, if Mont Blanc is simple? Any old jumbled collection of parts
is unique and, with hindsight, is as improbable as any other. The scrap-heap at an aircraft
breaker’s yard is unique. No two scrap-heaps are the same. If you start throwing
fragments of aeroplanes into heaps, the odds of your happening to hit upon exactly the
same arrangement of junk twice are just about as low as the odds of your throwing
together a working airliner. So, why don’t we say that a rubbish dump, or Mont Blanc, or
the moon, is just as complex as an aeroplane or a dog, because in all these cases the
arrangement of atoms is ‘improbable’?
The combination lock on my bicycle has 4,096 different positions. Every one of
these is equally ‘improbable’ in the sense that, if you spin the wheels at random, every
one of the 4,096 positions is equally unlikely to turn up. I can spin the wheels at random,
look at whatever number is displayed and exclaim with hindsight: ‘How amazing. The
odds against that number appearing are 4,096:1. A minor miracle!’That is equivalent to
regarding the particular arrangement of rocks in a mountain, or of bits of metal in a scrapheap, as ‘complex’. But one of those 4,096 wheel positions really is interestingly unique:
the combination 1207 is the only one that opens the lock. The uniqueness of 1207 has
nothing to do with hindsight: it is specified in advance by the manufacturer. If you spun
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the wheels at random and happened to hit 1207 first time, you would be able to steal the
bike, and it would seem a minor miracle. If you struck lucky on one of those multi-dialled
combination locks on bank safes, it would seem a very major miracle, for the odds
against it are many millions to one, and you would be able to steal a fortune.
Now, hitting upon the lucky number that opens the bank’s safe is the equivalent,
in our analogy, of hurling scrap metal around at random and happening to assemble a
Boeing 747. Of all the millions of unique and, with hindsight equally improbable,
positions of the combination lock, only one opens the lock. Similarly, of all the millions
of unique and, with hindsight equally improbable, arrangements of a heap of junk, only
one (or very few) will fly. The uniqueness of the arrangement that flies, or that opens the
safe, is nothing to do with hindsight. It is specified in advance. The lock-manufacturer
fixed the combination, and he has told the bank manager. The ability to fly is a property
of an airliner that we specify in advance. If we see a plane in the air we can be sure that it
was not assembled by randomly throwing scrap metal together, because we know that the
odds against a random conglomeration’s being able to fly are too great.
Now, if you consider all possible ways in which the rocks of Mont Blanc could
have been thrown together, it is true that only one of them would make Mont Blanc as we
know it. But Mont Blanc as we know it is defined with hindsight. Any one of a very large
number of ways of throwing rocks together would be labelled a mountain, and might
have been named Mont Blanc. There is nothing special about the particular Mont Blanc
that we know, nothing specified in advance, nothing equivalent to the plane taking off, or
equivalent to the safe door swinging open and the money tumbling out.
What is the equivalent of the safe door swinging open, or the plane flying, in the
case of a living body? Well, sometimes it is almost literally the same. Swallows fly. As
we have seen, it isn’t easy to throw together a flying machine. If you took all the cells of
a swallow and put them together at random, the chance that the resulting object would fly
is not, for everyday purposes, different from zero. Not all living things fly, but they do
other things that are just as improbable, and just as specifiable in advance. Whales don’t
fly, but they do swim, and swim about as efficiently as swallows fly. The chance that a
random conglomeration of whale cells would swim, let alone swim as fast and efficiently
as a whale actually does swim, is negligible.
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At this point, some hawk-eyed philosopher (hawks have very acute eyes—you
couldn’t make a hawk’s eye by throwing lenses and lightsensitive cells together at
random) will start mumbling something about a circular argument. Swallows fly but they
don’t swim; and whales swim but they don’t fly. It is with hindsight that we decide
whether to judge the success of our random conglomeration as a swimmer or as a flyer.
Suppose we agree to judge its success as an Xer, and leave open exactly what X is until
we have tried throwing cells together. The random lump of cells might turn out to be an
efficient burrower like a mole or an efficient climber like a monkey. It might be very
good at wind-surfing, or at clutching oily rags, or at walking in ever decreasing circles
until it vanished. The list could go on and on. Or could it?
If the list really could go on and on, my hypothetical philosopher might have a
point. If, no matter how randomly you threw matter around, the resulting conglomeration
could often be said, with hindsight, to be good for something, then it would be true to say
that I cheated over the swallow and the whale. But biologists can be much more specific
than that about what would constitute being ‘good for something’. The minimum
requirement for us to recognize an object as an animal or plant is that it should succeed in
making a living of some sort (more precisely that it, or at least some members of its kind,
should live long enough to reproduce). It is true that there are quite a number of ways of
making a living—flying, swimming, swinging through the trees, and so on. But, however
many ways there may be of being alive, it is certain that there are vastly more ways of
being dead, or rather not alive. You may throw cells together at random, over and over
again for a billion years, and not once will you get a conglomeration that flies or swims
or burrows or runs, or does anything, even badly, that could remotely be construed as
working to keep itself alive.
This has been quite a long, drawn-out argument, and it is time to remind ourselves
of how we got into it in the first place. We were looking for a precise way to express
what we mean when we refer to something as complicated. We were trying to put a
finger on what it is that humans and moles and earthworms and airliners and watches
have in common with each other, but not with blancmange, or Mont Blanc, or the moon.
The answer we have arrived at is that complicated things have some quality, specifiable
in advance, that is highly unlikely to have been acquired by random chance alone. In the
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case of living things, the quality that is specified in advance is, in some sense,
‘proficiency’; either proficiency in a particular ability such as flying, as an aero-engineer
might admire it; or proficiency in something more general, such as the ability to stave off
death, or the ability to propagate genes in reproduction.
Staving off death is a thing that you have to work at. Left to itself—and that is
what it is when it dies—the body tends to revert to a state of equilibrium with its
environment. If you measure some quantity such as the temperature, the acidity, the water
content or the electrical potential in a living body, you will typically find that it is
markedly different from the corresponding measure in the surroundings. Our bodies, for
instance, are usually hotter than our surroundings, and in cold climates they have to work
hard to maintain the differential. When we die the work stops, the temperature
differential starts to disappear, and we end up the same temperature as our surroundings.
Not all animals work so hard to avoid coming into equilibrium with their surrounding
temperature, but all animals do some comparable work. For instance, in a dry country,
animals and plants work to maintain the fluid content of their cells, work against a natural
tendency for water to flow from them into the dry outside world. If they fail they die.
More generally, if living things didn’t work actively to prevent it, they would eventually
merge into their surroundings, and cease to exist as autonomous beings. That is what
happens when they die.
With the exception of artificial machines, which we have already agreed to count
as honorary living things, nonliving things don’t work in this sense. They accept the
forces that tend to bring them into equilibrium with their surroundings. Mont Blanc, to be
sure, has existed for a long time, and probably will exist for a while yet, but it does not
work to stay in existence. When rock comes to rest under the influence of gravity it just
stays there. No work has to be done to keep it there. Mont Blanc exists, and it will go on
existing until it wears away or an earthquake knocks it over. It doesn’t take steps to
repair wear and tear, or to right itself when it is knocked over, the way a living body
does. It just obeys the ordinary laws of physics.
Is this to deny that living things obey the laws of physics? Certainly not. There is
no reason to think that the laws of physics are violated in living matter. There is nothing
supernatural, no ‘life force’, to rival the fundamental forces of physics. It is just that if
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you try to use the laws of physics, in a naive way, to understand the behaviour of a whole
living body, you will find that you don’t get very far. The body is a complex thing with
many constituent parts, and to understand its behaviour you must apply the laws of
physics to its parts, not to the whole. The behaviour of the body as a whole will then
emerge as a consequence of interactions of the parts.
Take the laws of motion, for instance. If you throw a dead bird into the air it will
describe a graceful parabola, exactly as physics books say it should, then come to rest on
the ground and stay there. It behaves as a solid body of a particular mass and wind
resistance ought to behave. But if you throw a live bird in the air it will not describe a
parabola and come to rest on the ground. It will fly away, and may not touch land this
side of the county boundary. The reason is that it has muscles which work to resist
gravity and other physical forces bearing upon the whole body. The laws of physics are
being obeyed within every cell of the muscles. The result is that the muscles move the
wings in such a way that the bird stays aloft. The bird is not violating the law of gravity.
It is constantly being pulled downwards by gravity, but its wings are performing active
work—obeying laws of physics within its muscles—to keep it aloft in spite of the force
of gravity. We shall think that it defies a physical law if we are naive enough to treat it
simply as a structureless lump of matter with a certain mass and wind resistance. It is
only when we remember that it has many internal parts, all obeying laws of physics at
their own level, that we understand the behaviour of the whole body. This is not, of
course, a peculiarity of living things. It applies to all man-made machines, and potentially
applies to any complex, many-parted object.
This brings me to the final topic that I want to discuss in this rather philosophical
chapter, the problem of what we mean by explanation. We have seen what we are going
to mean by a complex thing. But what kind of explanation will satisfy us if we wonder
how a complicated machine, or living body, works? The answer is the one that we arrived
at in the previous paragraph. If we wish to understand how a machine or living body
works, we look to its component parts and ask how they interact with each other. If there
is a complex thing that we do not yet understand, we can come to understand it in terms
of simpler parts that we do already understand.
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If I ask an engineer how a steam engine works, I have a pretty fair idea of the
general kind of answer that would satisfy me. Like Julian Huxley I should definitely not
be impressed if the engineer said it was propelled by ‘force locomotif’. And if he started
boring on about the whole being greater than the sum of its parts, I would interrupt him:
‘Never mind about that, tell me how it works.’ What I would want to hear is something
about how the parts of an engine interact with each other to produce the behaviour of the
whole engine. I would initially be prepared to accept an explanation in terms of quite
large subcomponents, whose own internal structure and behaviour might be quite
complicated and, as yet, unexplained. The units of an initially satisfying explanation
could have names like fire-box, boiler, cylinder, piston, steam governor. The engineer
would assert, without explanation initially, what each of these units does. I would accept
this for the moment, without asking how each unit does its own particular thing. Given
that the units each do their particular thing, I can then understand how they interact to
make the whole engine move.
Of course, I am then at liberty to ask how each part works. Having previously
accepted the fact that the steam governor regulates the flow of steam, and having used
this fact in my understanding of the behaviour of the whole engine, I now turn my
curiosity on the steam governor itself. I now want to understand how it achieves its own
behaviour, in terms of its own internal parts. There is a hierarchy of subcomponents
within components. We explain the behaviour of a component at any given level, in terms
of interactions between subcomponents whose own internal organization, for the
moment, is taken for granted. We peel our way down the hierarchy, until we reach units
so simple that, for everyday purposes, we no longer feel the need to ask questions about
them. Rightly or wrongly for instance, most of us are happy about the properties of rigid
rods of iron, and we are prepared to use them as units of explanation of more complex
machines that contain them.
Physicists, of course, do not take iron rods for granted. They ask why they are
rigid, and they continue the hierarchical peeling for several more layers yet, down to
fundamental particles and quarks. But life is too short for most of us to follow them. For
any given level of complex organization, satisfying explanations may normally be
attained if we peel the hierarchy down one or two layers from our starting layer, but not
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more. The behaviour of a motor car is explained in terms of cylinders, carburettors and
sparking plugs. It is true that each one of these components rests atop a pyramid of
explanations at lower levels. But if you asked me how a motor car worked you would
think me somewhat pompous if I answered in terms of Newton’s laws and the laws of
thermodynamics, and downright obscurantist if I answered in terms of fundamental
particles. It is doubtless true that at bottom the behaviour of a motor car is to be explained
in terms of interactions between fundamental particles. But it is much more useful to
explain it in terms of interactions between pistons, cylinders and sparking plugs.
The behaviour of a computer can be explained in terms of interactions between
semiconductor electronic gates, and the behaviour of these, in turn, is explained by
physicists at yet lower levels. But, for most purposes, you would in practice be wasting
your time if you tried to understand the behaviour of the whole computer at either of
those levels. There are too many electronic gates and too many interconnections between
them. A satisfying explanation has to be in terms of a manageably small number of
interactions. This is why, if we want to understand the workings of computers, we prefer
a preliminary explanation in terms of about half a dozen major subcomponents—
memory, processing mill, backing store, control unit, input-output handler, etc. Having
grasped the interactions between the half-dozen major components, we then may wish to
ask questions about the internal organization of these major components. Only specialist
engineers are likely to go down to the level of AND gates and NOR gates, and only
physicists will go down further, to the level of how electrons behave in a semiconducting
medium.
For those that like ‘-ism’ sorts of names, the aptest name for my approach to
understanding how things work is probably ‘hierarchical reductionism’. If you read
trendy intellectual magazines, you may have noticed that ‘reductionism’ is one of those
things, like sin, that is only mentioned by people who are against it. To call oneself a
reductionist will sound, in some circles, a bit like admitting to eating babies. But, just as
nobody actually eats babies, so nobody is really a reductionist in any sense worth being
against. The nonexistent reductionist—the sort that everybody is against, but who exists
only in their imaginations—tries to explain complicated things directly in terms of the
smallest parts, even, in some extreme versions of the myth, as the sum of the parts! The
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hierarchical reductionist, on the other hand, explains a complex entity at any particular
level in the hierarchy of organization, in terms of entities only one level down the
hierarchy; entities which, themselves, are likely to be complex enough to need further
reducing to their own component parts; and so on. It goes without saying—though the
mythical, baby-eating reductionist is reputed to deny this—that the kinds of explanations
which are suitable at high levels in the hierarchy are quite different from the kinds of
explanations which are suitable at lower levels. This was the point of explaining cars in
terms of carburettors rather than quarks. But the hierarchical reductionist believes that
carburetors are explained in terms of smaller units which are explained in terms of
smaller units … , which are ultimately explained in terms of the smallest of fundamental
particles. Reductionism, in this sense, is just another name for an honest desire to
understand how things work.
We began this section by asking what kind of explanation for complicated things
would satisfy us. We have just considered the question from the point of view of
mechanism: how does it work? We concluded that the behaviour of a complicated thing
should be explained in terms of interactions between its component parts, considered as
successive layers of an orderly hierarchy. But another kind of question is how the
complicated thing came into existence in the first place. This is the question that this
whole book is particularly concerned with, so I won’t say much more about it here. I shall
just mention that the same general principle applies as for understanding mechanism. A
complicated thing is one whose existence we do not feel inclined to take for granted,
because it is too ‘improbable’. It could not have come into existence in a single act of
chance. We shall explain its coming into existence as a consequence of gradual,
cumulative, step-by-step transformations from simpler things, from primordial objects
sufficiently simple to have come into being by chance. Just as ‘big-step reductionism’
cannot work as an explanation of mechanism, and must be replaced by a series of small
step-by-step peelings down through the hierarchy, so we can’t explain a complex thing as
originating in a single step. We must again resort to a series of small steps, this time
arranged sequentially in time.
In his beautifully written book, The Creation, the Oxford physical chemist Peter
Atkins begins:
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I shall take your mind on a journey. It is a journey of comprehension,
taking us to the edge of space, time, and understanding. On it I shall argue
that there is nothing that cannot be understood, that there is nothing that
cannot be explained, and that everything is extraordinarily simple ... A
great deal of the universe does not need any explanation. Elephants, for
instance. Once molecules have learnt to compete and to create other
molecules in their own image, elephants, and things resembling elephants,
will in due course be found roaming through the countryside.
Atkins assumes the evolution of complex things—the subject matter of this book—to be
inevitable once the appropriate physical conditions have been set up. He asks what the
minimum necessary physical conditions are, what is the minimum amount of design work
that a very lazy Creator would have to do, in order to see to it that the universe and, later,
elephants and other complex things, would one day come into existence. The answer,
from his point of view as a physical scientist, is that the Creator could be infinitely lazy.
The fundamental original units that we need to postulate, in order to understand the
coming into existence of everything, either consist of literally nothing (according to some
physicists), or (according to other physicists) they are units of the utmost simplicity, far
too simple to need anything so grand as deliberate Creation.
Atkins says that elephants and complex things do not need any explanation. But
that is because he is a physical scientist, who takes for granted the biologists’ theory of
evolution. He doesn’t really mean that elephants don’t need an explanation; rather that he
is satisfied that biologists can explain elephants, provided they are allowed to take certain
facts of physics for granted. His task as a physical scientist, therefore, is to justify our
taking those facts for granted. This he succeeds in doing. My position is complementary.
I am a biologist. I take the facts of physics, the facts of the world of simplicity, for
granted. If physicists still don’t agree over whether those simple facts are yet understood,
that is not my problem. My task is to explain elephants, and the world of complex things,
in terms of the simple things that physicists either understand, or are working on. The
physicist’s problem is the problem of ultimate origins and ultimate natural laws. The
biologist’s problem is the problem of complexity. The biologist tries to explain the
workings, and the coming into existence, of complex things, in terms of simpler things.
He can regard his task as done when he has arrived at entities so simple that they can
safely be handed over to physicists.

[FromThe Blind Watchmaker, Ch.1]
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20
Darwinist Religion
Phillip Johnson
Phillip Johnson, an emeritus professor of law at the University of California at Berkeley, is
considered by many to be the father of the intelligent design movement, which opposes the theory
of evolution in favor of a form of creationism. He is the co-founder and program advisor of the
Discovery Institute’s Center for Science and Culture, which advocates the introduction of
intelligent design theories in schools. His book Darwin on Trial, from which this selection is
taken, sparked a strong reaction from a number of scientists and philosophical naturalists, both
theist and atheist.

________________________________________________________________________
The Preface to the 1984 pamphlet Science and Creationism: A View From the National
Academy of Sciences, signed by the Academy’s president, Frank Press, assured the nation
that it is “false ... to think that the theory of evolution represents an irreconcilable conflict
between religion and science.” Dr. Press explained:
A great many religious leaders accept evolution on scientific grounds
without relinquishing their belief in religious principles. As stated in a
resolution by the Council of the National Academy of Sciences in 1981,
however, “Religion and science are separate and mutually exclusive
realms of human thought whose presentation in the same context leads to
misunderstanding of both scientific theory and religious belief.”
The Academy’s concern was only to justify its opposition to creation-science, and
it did not feel obliged to explain what “religion” might be, or under what circumstances
the religious realm might be entitled to protection from incursions by science. Stephen
Jay Gould had somewhat more to say on this subject, however, in his rebuttal to Irving
Kristol’s charge that neo-Darwinism as currently taught incorporates “an ideological bias
against religious belief.” Gould responded that most scientists show no hostility to
religion, because their subject “doesn’t intersect the concerns of theology.”
Science can no more answer the question of how we ought to live than
religion can decree the age of the earth. Honorable and discerning
scientists (most of us, I trust) have always understood that the limits to
what science can answer also describe the power of its methods in their
proper domain. Darwin himself exclaimed that science couldn’t touch the
problem of evil and similar moral conundrums: “A dog might as well
speculate on the mind of Newton. Let each man hope and believe what he
can.”

130

The Gould-Darwin disclaimer contains an important ambiguity. If science can tell
us nothing about how we ought to live, does this mean that knowledge about this subject
can be obtained through religion, or does it mean that we can know no more about good
and evil than a dog knows about the mind of Newton? Each man may hope and believe as
he can, but there are some who would say that hopes and beliefs are mere subjective
expressions of feeling, little more than sentimental nonsense, unless they rest upon the
firm foundation of scientific knowledge.
One Darwinist who says exactly this is Cornell University Professor William
Provine, a leading historian of science. Provine insists that the conflict between science
and religion is inescapable, to the extent that persons who manage to retain religious
beliefs while accepting evolutionary biology “have to check [their] brains at the churchhouse door.” Specifically:
Modern science directly implies that the world is organized strictly in
accordance with mechanistic principles. There are no purposive principles
whatsoever in nature. There are no gods and no designing forces that are
rationally detectable....
Second, modern science directly implies that there are no inherent
moral or ethical laws, no absolute guiding principles for human society.
Third, human beings are marvelously complex machines. The
individual human becomes an ethical person by means of two primary
mechanisms: heredity and environmental influences. That is all there is.
Fourth, we must conclude that when we die, we die and that is the end
of us....
Finally, free will as it is traditionally conceived—the freedom to make
uncoerced and unpredictable choices among alternative possible courses
of action—simply does not exist.... There is no way that the evolutionary
process as currently conceived can produce a being that is truly free to
make choices.
Gould had assured Kristol that among evolutionary biologists there is “an entire
spectrum of religious attitudes—from devout daily prayer and worship to resolute
atheism.” I have myself noticed a great deal more of the latter than the former, and
Provine agrees with me. He reports that most evolutionary biologists are atheists, “and
many have been driven there by their understanding of the evolutionary process and other
science.” The few who see no conflict between their biology and their religion “are either
obtuse or compartmentalized in their thinking, or are effective atheists without realizing
it.” Scientific organizations hide the conflict for fear of jeopardizing the funding for
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scientific research, or because they feel that religion plays a useful role in moral
education. According to Provine, who had the Academy’s 1984 statement specifically in
mind, “These rationalizations are politic but intellectually dishonest.”
It is not difficult to reconcile all these statements, once we untangle the confusing
terminology. The Academy is literally correct that there is no incompatibility between
“evolution” and “religion.” When these terms are not defined specifically, neither has
enough content to be incompatible with anything else. There is not even any conflict
between evolution and theistic religion. God might very well have “created” by gradually
developing one kind of creature out of other kinds. Evolution of that sort is not what the
scientists have in mind, but they have nothing to gain from making this clear to the
public.
Gould’s remark is similarly misleading. Most scientific naturalists accept what is
called the “fact-value distinction,” and do not claim that a scientific description of what
“is” can lead directly to a theory of what we “ought” to do. On the other hand, they do
not consider all statements about ethics to be equally rational. A rational person starts
with what is known and real rather than what is unknown and unreal. As George Gaylord
Simpson explained the matter:
Of course there are some beliefs still current, labelled as religious and
involved in religious emotions, that are flatly incompatible with evolution
and therefore are intellectually untenable in spite of their emotional
appeal. Nevertheless, I take it as now self-evident, requiring no further
special discussion, that evolution and true religion are compatible.
A scientific doctrine that sets the boundary between true and false religion is
certainly not “anti-religious,” but it directly contradicts the Academy’s assurance that
religion and science are separate and mutually exclusive realms of human thought.
Scientific naturalists do not see a contradiction, because they never meant that the
realms of science and religion are of equal dignity and importance. Science for them is
the realm of objective knowledge; religion is a matter of subjective belief. The two
should not conflict because a rational person always prefers objective knowledge to
subjective belief, when the former is available. Religions which are based on
intellectually untenable ideas (such as that there is a Creator who has somehow
communicated His will to humans) are in the realm of fantasy. Naturalistic religion,
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which looks to science for its picture of reality, is a way of harnessing irrational forces
for rational purposes. It may perform useful service by recruiting support for scientific
programs in areas like environmental protection and medical research.
The American Scientific Affiliation (ASA) incurred the wrath of Darwinists for
mixing the wrong kind of religion with science. The ASA’s membership is made up of
science teachers and others who identify themselves as evangelical Christians committed
both to Jesus Christ and to a scientific understanding of the natural world. The
fundamentalist creation-scientists split from the ASA years ago in disgust at its members’
willingness to accept not only the geological evidence that the earth is very old, but also
the theory of biological evolution.
The ASA leadership has generally embraced “compatibilism” (the doctrine that
science and religion do not conflict because they occupy separate realms) and “theistic
evolution.” Theistic evolution is not easy to define, but it involves making an effort to
maintain that the natural world is God-governed while avoiding disagreement with the
Darwinist establishment on scientific matters. Because the Darwinists have become
increasingly explicit about the religious and philosophical implications of their system,
this strategy led the theism in the ASA’s evolution to come under ever greater pressure.
Compatibilism has its limits, however, and some ASA leaders were prodded into
action by the strong naturalistic bias of the National Academy’s 1984 pamphlet, which
tried to give the public the impression that science has all the major problems of
evolution well in hand. With foundation support, the ASA produced its own 48-page
illustrated booklet, titled Teaching Science in a Climate of Controversy: A View from the
American Scientific Affiliation, and mailed it to thousands of school teachers. The general
tenor of the booklet was to encourage open-mindedness, especially on such “open
questions” as whether life really arose by chance, how the first animals could have
evolved in the Cambrian explosion, and how human intelligence and upright posture
evolved.19

19

The following paragraphs reflect the general theme of Teaching Science:
Many aspects of evolution are currently being studied by scientists who hold varying degrees of belief
or disbelief in God. No matter how those investigations turn out, most scientists agree that a ‘creation
science’ based on an earth only a few thousand years old provides no theoretical basis sound enough to
serve as a reasonable alternative.
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The ASA members who wrote Teaching Science naively expected that most
scientists would welcome their contribution as a corrective to the overconfidence that
evolutionary science tends to project when it is trying to persuade the public not to
entertain any doubts. The official scientific organizations, however, are at war with
creationism, and their policy is to demand unconditional surrender.
Persons who claim to be scientists, but who try to convince school teachers that
there are “open questions” about the naturalistic understanding of the world, are traitors
in that war.
Retribution quickly followed. A California “science consultant” named William
Bennetta, who makes a career of pursuing creationists, organized a posse of scientific
heavyweights to condemn the ASAs pamphlet as “an attempt to replace science with a
system of pseudoscience devoted to confirming Biblical narratives.” A journal called The
Science Teacher published a collection of essays edited by Bennetta, titled “Scientists
Decry a Slick New Packaging of Creationism.” Nine prominent scientists, including
Gould, [Douglas] Futuyma, [Niles] Eldredge, and [Vincent] Sarich, contributed heavyhanded condemnations of Teaching Science. The pervasive message was that the ASA is
a deceitful creationist front which disguises its Biblical literalist agenda under a pretence
of scientific objectivity.
The accusations bewildered the authors of Teaching Science, and were so far off
the mark that persons familiar with the ASA might easily have mistaken them for
intentional misrepresentations. It would be a mistake to infer any intent to deceive,
however, because really zealous scientific naturalists do not recognize subtle distinctions
among theists. To the zealots, people who say they believe in God are either harmless
sentimentalists who add some vague God-talk to a basically naturalistic worldview, or

Clearly, it is difficult to teach evolution—or even to avoid teaching it—without stepping into a
controversy loaded with all kinds of implications: scientific, religious, philosophical, educational, political,
and legal. Dogmatists at either extreme who insist that theirs is the only tenable position tend to make both
sides seem unattractive.
Many intelligent people, however, who accept the evidence for an earth billions of years old and
recognize that life-forms have changed drastically over much of that time, also take the Bible seriously and
worship God as their Creator. Some (but not all) who affirm creation on religious grounds are able to
envision macro-evolution as a possible explanation of how God has created new life-forms. In other words,
a broad middle ground exists in which creation and evolution are not seen as antagonists.

134

they are creationists. In either case they are fools, but in the latter case they are also a
menace.
From a zealot’s viewpoint, the ASA writers had provided ample evidence of a
creationist purpose. Why would they harp on “open questions” except to imply that God
might have taken a hand in the appearance of new forms? That suggestion is creationism
by definition, and the ASA admits to being an organization of Christians who accept the
authority of the Bible. Their true reason for rejecting scientific evolution must therefore
be that it contradicts the Biblical narrative. What other reason could they have?
Mixing religion with science is obnoxious to Darwinists only when it is the wrong
religion that is being mixed. To prove the point, we may cite two of the most important
founders of the modern synthesis, Theodosius Dobzhansky and Julian Huxley. Julian
Huxley’s religion of “evolutionary humanism” offered humanity the “sacred duty” and
the “glorious opportunity” of seeking “to promote the maximum fulfillment of the
evolutionary process on the earth.” That did not mean merely working to ensure that the
organisms that have the most offspring continue to have the most offspring, but rather
promoting the “fullest realization” of mankind’s “inherent possibilities.” Inspired by the
same vision, the American philosopher and educational reformer John Dewey launched a
movement in 1933 for “religious humanism,” whose Manifesto reflected the assumption
current among scientific naturalists at the time that the final demise of theistic religion
would usher in a new era of scientific progress and social cooperation for mankind. Soon
thereafter, Hitler and Stalin provided a stunning realization of some of mankind’s
inherent possibilities. Dewey’s successors admitted in 1973 that a new Manifesto was
needed because the events of the previous forty years had made the original statement
“seem far too optimistic.”
The revised Manifesto makes some unenthusiastic concessions to reality, such as
that “Science has sometimes brought evil instead of good,” and “Traditional religions are
surely not the only obstacle to human progress.” The overall message is as before. It is
that salvation comes through science:
Using technology wisely, we can control our environment, conquer
poverty, markedly reduce disease, extend our life-span, significantly
modify our behavior, alter the course of human evolution and cultural
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development, unlock vast new powers, and provide humankind with
unparalleled opportunity for achieving an abundant and meaningful life.
The scientist-philosopher who went farther than anybody else in drawing a
message of cosmic optimism from evolution was Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, the
unorthodox Jesuit paleontologist who played an important role in the Piltdown and
Peking Man discoveries. Teilhard aimed to bring Christianity up to date by founding it
squarely upon the rock of evolution rather than upon certain events alleged to have
occurred in Palestine nearly two thousand years ago. The more rigorously materialistic
Darwinists dismissed Teilhard’s philosophy as pretentious claptrap, but it had a strong
appeal to those of a more spiritual cast of mind, such as Theodosius Dobzhansky.
In his reply to Irving Bristol, Gould cited Dobzhansky, “the greatest evolutionist
of our century and a lifelong Russian Orthodox,” to illustrate the compatibility of
evolution and religion. For Dobzhansky the two were a good deal more than compatible,
for he wrote in his book Mankind Evolving that Darwin had healed “the wound inflicted
by Copernicus and Galileo.” This wound was the discovery that the earth, and therefore
man, is not the physical center of the universe. Darwinism had healed it by placing
mankind at the spiritual center of the universe, because man now understands evolution
and has the potential capacity to take control of it. Dobzhansky exulted that “Evolution
need no longer be a destiny imposed from without; it may conceivably be controlled by
man, in accordance with his wisdom and his values.” For further detail he referred his
readers to the following quotations, which encapsulate Teilhard’s “inspiring vision”:
Is evolution a theory, a system, or a hypothesis? It is much more—it is a
general postulate to which all theories, all hypotheses, all systems must
henceforth bow and which they must satisfy in order to be thinkable and
true. Evolution is a light which illuminates all facts, a trajectory which all
lines of thought must follow—this is what evolution is.
Evolution is, in short, the God we must worship. It is taking us to heaven, “The
Point Omega” in Teilhard’s jargon, which is:
a harmonized collectivity of consciousness, equivalent to a kind of
superconsciousness. The earth is covering itself not only by myriads of
thinking units, but by a single continuum of thought, and finally forming a
functionally single Unit of Thought of planetary dimensions. The plurality
of individual thoughts combine and mutually reinforce each other in a
single act of unanimous Thought.... In the dimension of Thought, like in
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the dimension of time and Space, can the Universe reach consummation in
anything but the Measureless?
The naive optimism of these attempts to fashion a scientific religion survives in the
contemporary “New Age” movement, but the trend among Darwinists today is to take a
more somber view of humanity’s prospects. Writing in 1989, Maitland Edey and Donald
Johanson speculate that Homo sapiens may be about to make itself extinct, as a result of
nuclear war or ecological catastrophe. This depressing situation is the result of a runaway
technology that produces enormous quantities of toxic waste, destroys the jungle and the
ozone layer, and permits unrestrained population growth. We are unable to deal
intelligently with these problems because “in our guts we are passionate stone age
people” who are capable of creating technology but not controlling it. Edey and Johanson
think that science is about to develop the technical capacity to design “better people”
through genetic engineering. If humanity is to avoid extinction, it must summon the
political will to take control of evolution, and make it in the future a matter of human
choice rather than blind selection.
The continual efforts to base a religion or ethical system upon evolution are not an
aberration, and practically all the most prominent Darwinist writers have tried their hand
at it. Darwinist evolution is an imaginative story about who we are and where we came
from, which is to say it is a creation myth. As such it is an obvious starting point for
speculation about how we ought to live and what we ought to value. A creationist
appropriately starts with God’s creation and God’s will for man. A scientific naturalist
just as appropriately starts with evolution and with man as a product of nature. In its
mythological dimension, Darwinism is the story of humanity’s liberation from the
delusion that its destiny is controlled by a power higher than itself. Lacking scientific
knowledge, humans at first attribute natural events like weather and disease to supernatural beings. As they learn to predict or control natural forces they put aside the lesser
spirits, but a more highly evolved religion retains the notion of “a rational Creator who
rules the universe.”
At last the greatest scientific discovery of all is made, and modern humans learn
that they are the products of a blind natural process that has no goal and cares nothing for
them. The resulting “death of God” is experienced by some as a profound loss, and by
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others as a liberation. But liberation to what? If blind nature has somehow produced a
human species with the capacity to rule earth wisely, and if this capacity has previously
been invisible only because it was smothered by superstition, then the prospects for
human freedom and happiness are unbounded. That was the message of the Humanist
Manifesto of 1933.
Another possibility is that purposeless nature has produced a world ruled by
irrational forces, where might makes right and human freedom is an illusion. In that case
the right to rule belongs to whoever can control the use of science. It would be illogical
for the rulers to worry overmuch about what people say they want, because science
teaches them that wants are the product of irrational forces. In principle, people can be
made to want something better. It is no kindness to leave them as they are, because
passionate stone age people can do nothing but destroy themselves when they have the
power of scientific technology at their command.
Whether a Darwinist takes the optimistic or the pessimistic view, it is imperative
that the public be taught to understand the world as scientific naturalists understand it.
Citizens must learn to look to science as the only reliable source of knowledge, and the
only power capable of bettering (or even preserving) the human condition.
From Darwin on Trial
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21
Faith and Adequation
E. F. Schumacher
E. F. Schumacher (1911-77), author of the highly regarded Small is Beautiful, was an
internationally renowned British economist who criticized Western economies and philosophies,
proposing environmentally safe technologies matched to the scale of community life.

________________________________________________________________________
What enables man to know anything at all about the world around him? “Knowing
demands the organ fitted to the object,” said Plotinus (died A.D. 270). Nothing can be
known without there being an appropriate “instrument” in the makeup of the knower.
This is the Great Truth of “adaequatio” (adequateness), which defines knowledge as
adaequatio rei et intellectus—the understanding of the knower must be adequate to the
thing to be known.
From Plotinus, again, comes: “Never did eye see the sun unless it had first
become sunlike, and never can the soul have vision of the First Beauty unless itself be
beautiful.” John Smith the Platonist (1618-52) said: “That which enables us to know and
understand aright in the things of God must be a living principle of holiness within us”; to
which we might add the statement by Saint Thomas Aquinas that “Knowledge comes
about insofar as the object known is within the knower.”
Man comprises four great Levels of Being [matter, life, consciousness, selfawareness]; there is therefore a correspondence or “connaturality” between the structure
of man and the structure of the world. This is a very ancient idea and has usually been
expressed by calling man a “microcosm”, which somehow “corresponds” with the
“macrocosm” which is the world. He is a physicochemical system, like the rest of the
world, and he also possesses the invisible and mysterious powers of life, consciousness,
and self-awareness, some or all of which he can detect in many beings around him.
Our five bodily senses make us adequate to the lowest Level of Being—inanimate
matter. But they can supply nothing more than masses of sense data, to “make sense” of
which we require abilities or capabilities of a different order. We may call them
“intellectual senses.” Without them we should be unable to recognize form, pattern,
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regularity, harmony, rhythm, and meaning, not to mention life, consciousness, and selfawareness. While the bodily senses may be described as relatively passive, mere
receivers of whatever happens to come along and to a large extent controlled by the mind,
the intellectual senses are the mind-in-action, and their keenness and reach are qualities
of the mind itself. As regards the bodily senses, all healthy people possess a very similar
endowment, but no one could possibly overlook the fact that there are significant
differences in the power and reach of people's minds.
It is therefore quite unrealistic to try to define and delimit the intellectual
capabilities of “man” as such—as if all human beings were much the same, like animals
of the same species. Beethoven's musical abilities, even in deafness, were incomparably
greater than mine, and the difference did not lie in the sense of hearing; it lay in the mind.
Some people are incapable of grasping and appreciating a given piece of music, not because they are deaf but because of a lack of adaequatio in the mind. The music is grasped
by intellectual powers which some people possess to such a degree that they can grasp,
and retain in their memory, an entire symphony on one hearing or one reading of the
score; while others are so weakly endowed that they cannot get it at all, no matter how
often and how attentively they listen to it. For the former, the symphony is as real as it
was to the composer; for the latter, there is no symphony: there is nothing but a
succession of more or less agreeable but altogether meaningless noises. The former's
mind is adequate to the symphony; the latter's mind is inadequate, and thus incapable of
recognizing the existence of the symphony.
The same applies throughout the whole range of possible and actual human
experiences. For every one of us only those facts and phenomena “exist” for which we
possess adaequatio, and as we are not entitled to assume that we are necessarily adequate
to everything, at all times, and in whatever condition we may find ourselves, so we are
not entitled to insist that something inaccessible to us has no existence at all and is
nothing but a phantom of other people's imaginations.
There are physical facts which the bodily senses pick up, but there are also
nonphysical facts which remain unnoticed unless the work of the senses is controlled and
completed by certain “higher” faculties of the mind. Some of these nonphysical facts
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represent “grades of significance,” to use a term coined by G. N. M. Tyrrell, who gives
the following illustration:
Take a book, for example. To an animal a book is merely a colored shape.
Any higher significance a book may hold lies above the level of its
thought. And the book is a colored shape; the animal is not wrong. To go a
step higher, an uneducated savage may regard a book as a series of marks
on paper. This is the book as seen on a higher level of significance than
the animal's, and one which corresponds to the savage's level of thought.
Again it is not wrong, only the book can mean more. It may mean a series
of letters arranged according to certain rules. This is the book on a higher
level of significance than the savage's.... Or finally, on a still higher level,
the book may be an expression of meaning. (Grades of Significance)
In all these cases the “sense data” are the same; the facts given to the eye are
identical. Not the eye, only the mind, can determine the “grade of significance.” People
say: “Let the facts speak for themselves”; they forget that the speech of facts is real only
if it is heard and understood. It is thought to be an easy matter to distinguish between fact
and theory, between perception and interpretation. In truth, it is extremely difficult. You
see the full moon just above the horizon behind the silhouettes of some trees or buildings,
and it appears to you as a disc as large as that of the sun; but the full moon straight above
your head looks quite small. What are the true sizes of the moon images actually received
by the eye? They are exactly the same in both cases. And yet, even when you know this
to be so, your mind will not easily let you see the two discs as of equal size. “Perception
is not determined simply by the stimulus pattern,” writes R. L. Gregory in Eye and Brain;
“rather it is a dynamic searching for the best interpretation of the available data.” This
searching uses not only the sensory information but also other knowledge and experience,
although just how far experience affects perception, according to Gregory, is a difficult
question to answer. In short, we “see” not simply with our eyes but with a great part of
our mental equipment as well, and since this mental equipment varies greatly from person
to person, there are inevitably many things which some people can “see” but which
others cannot, or, to put it differently, for which some people are adequate while others
are not.
When the level of the knower is not adequate to the level (or grade of
significance) of the object of knowledge, the result is not factual error but something
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much more serious: an inadequate and impoverished view of reality. Tyrrell pursues his
illustration further, as follows:
A book, we will suppose, has fallen into the hands of intelligent beings
who know nothing of what writing and printing mean, but they are
accustomed to dealing with the external relationships of things. They try to
find out the “laws” of the book, which for them mean the principles
governing the order in which the letters are arranged.... They will think
they have discovered the laws of the book when they have formulated
certain rules governing the external relationships of the letters. That each
word and each sentence expresses a meaning will never dawn on them
because their background of thought is made up of concepts which deal
only with external relationships, and explanation to them means solving
the puzzle of these external relationships.... Their methods will never
reach the grade [of significance] which contains the idea of meanings.
(Tyrell, Grades of Significance)
Just as the world is a hierarchic structure with regard to which it is meaningful to
speak of “higher” and “lower,” so the senses, organs, powers, and other “instruments” by
which the human being perceives and gains knowledge of the world form a hierarchic
structure of “higher” and “lower.” “As above, so below,” the Ancients used to say: to the
world outside us there corresponds, in some fashion, a world inside us. And just as the
higher levels in the world are rarer, more exceptional, than the lower levels—mineral
matter is ubiquitous; life only a thin film on the Earth; consciousness, relatively rare; and
self-awareness, the great exception—so it is with the abilities of people. The lowest
abilities, such as seeing and counting, belong to every normal person, while the higher
abilities, such as those needed for the perceiving and grasping of the more subtle aspects
of reality, are less and less common as we move up the scale.
There are inequalities in the human endowment, but they are probably of much
less importance than are differences in interests and in what Tyrrell calls the “background
of thought.” The intelligent beings of Tyrrell’s allegory lacked adaequatio with regard to
the book because they based themselves on the assumption that the “external
relationships of the letters” were all that mattered. They were what we should call
scientific materialists, whose faith is that objective reality is limited to that which can be
actually observed and who are ruled by a methodical aversion to the recognition of
higher levels or grades of significance.
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The level of significance to which an observer or investigator tries to attune
himself is chosen, not by his intelligence, but by his faith. The facts themselves which he
observes do not carry labels indicating the appropriate level at which they ought to be
considered. Nor does the choice of an inadequate level lead the intelligence into factual
error or logical contradiction. All levels of significance up to the adequate level—i.e., up
to the level of meaning in the example of the book—are equally factual, equally logical,
equally objective, but not equally real.
It is by an act of faith that I choose the level of my investigation; hence the saying
Credo ut intelligam—”I have faith so as to be able to understand.” If I lack faith, and
consequently choose an inadequate level of significance for my investigation, no degree
of “objectivity” will save me from missing the point of the whole operation, and I rob
myself of the very possibility of understanding. I shall then be one of those of whom it
has been said: “They, seeing, see not; and hearing they hear not, neither do they
understand” (Matt 13:13).
In short, when dealing with something representing a higher grade of significance
or Level of Being than inanimate matter, the observer depends not only on the
adequateness of his own higher qualities, perhaps “developed” through learning and
training; he depends also on the adequateness of his “faith” or, to put it more
conventionally, of his fundamental presuppositions and basic assumptions. In this respect
he tends to be very much a child of his time and of the civilization in which he has spent
his formative years; for the human mind, generally speaking, does not just think: it thinks
with ideas, most of which it simply adopts and takes over from its surrounding society.
There is nothing more difficult than to become critically aware of the
presuppositions of one’s thought. Everything can be seen directly except the eye through
which we see. Every thought can be scrutinized directly except the thought by which we
scrutinize. A special effort, an effort of self-awareness, is needed: that almost impossible
feat of thought recoiling upon itself—almost impossible but not quite. In fact, this is the
power that makes man human and also capable of transcending his humanity. It lies in
what the Bible calls man’s “inward parts.” As already mentioned, “inward” corresponds
with “higher” and “outward” corresponds with “lower.” The senses are man's most
outward instruments; when it is a case of “they, seeing, see not; and hearing they hear

143

not,” the fault lies not with the senses but with the inward parts—”for this people's heart
is waxed gross”; they fail to “understand with their heart” (Matt. 13:15; Acts 28:27).
Only through the “heart” can contact be made with the higher grades of significance and
Levels of Being.
For anyone wedded to the materialistic Scientism of the modern age it will be
impossible to understand what this means. He has no belief in anything higher than man,
and he sees in man nothing but a highly evolved animal. He insists that truth can be
discovered only by means of the brain, which is situated in the head and not in the heart.
All this means that “understanding with one's heart” is to him a meaningless collection of
words. From his point of view, he is quite right: The brain, situated in the head and
supplied with data by the bodily senses, is fully adequate for dealing with inanimate
matter, the lowest of the four great Levels of Being. Indeed, its working would be only
disturbed, and possibly distorted, if the “heart” interfered in any way. As a materialistic
scientist, he believes that life, consciousness, and self-awareness are nothing but
manifestations of complex arrangements of inanimate particles—a “faith” which makes it
perfectly rational for him to place exclusive reliance on the bodily senses, to “stay in the
head,” and to reject any interference from the “powers” situated in the heart. For him, in
other words, higher levels of Reality simply do not exist, because his faith excludes the
possibility of their existence. He is like a man who, although in possession of a radio
receiver, refuses to use it because he has made up his mind that nothing can be obtained
from it but atmospheric noises.
Faith is not in conflict with reason, nor is it a substitute for reason. Faith chooses
the grade of significance or Level of Being at which the search for knowledge and
understanding is to aim. There is reasonable faith and there is unreasonable faith. To look
for meaning and purpose at the level of inanimate matter would be as unreasonable an act
of faith as an attempt to “explain” the masterpieces of human genius as nothing but the
outcome of economic interests or sexual frustrations. The faith of the agnostic is perhaps
the most unreasonable of all, because, unless it is mere camouflage, it is a decision to
treat the question of significance as insignificant, like saying: “I am not willing to decide
whether [reverting to Tyrrell’s example] a book is merely a colored shape, a series of
marks on paper, a series of letters arranged according to certain rules, or an expression of
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meaning.” Not surprisingly, traditional wisdom has always treated the agnostic with
withering contempt: “I know thy works, that thou art neither cold nor hot: I would thou
wert cold or hot. So then because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spue
thee out of my mouth” (Rev. 3:15-16).
It can hardly be taken as an unreasonable act of faith when people accept the
testimony of prophets, sages, and saints who, in different languages but with virtually one
voice, declare that the book of this world is not merely a colored shape but an expression
of meaning; that there are Levels of Being above that of humanity; and that man can
reach these higher levels provided he allows his reason to be guided by faith. No one has
described man's possible journey to the truth more clearly than the Bishop of Hippo,
Saint Augustine (354–430):
The first step forward ... will be to see that the attention is fastened on
truth. Of course faith does not see truth clearly, but it has an eye for it, so
to speak, which enables it to see that a thing is true even when it does not
see the reason for it. It does not yet see the thing it believes, but at least it
knows for certain that it does not see it and that it is true nonetheless. This
possession through faith of a hidden but certain truth is the very thing
which will impel the mind to penetrate its content, and to give the formula,
“Believe that you may understand” (Crede ut intelligas), its full meaning.
(Etienne Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of St. Augustine)
With the light of the intellect we can see things which are invisible to our bodily
senses. No one denies that mathematical and geometrical truths are “seen” in this way. To
prove a proposition means to give it a form, by analysis, simplification, transformation,
or dissection, through which the truth can be seen; beyond this seeing there is neither the
possibility of nor the need for any further proof.
Can we see, with the light of the intellect, things which go beyond mathematics
and geometry? Again, no one denies that we can see what another person means,
sometimes even when he does not express himself accurately. Our everyday language is a
constant witness to this power of seeing, of grasping ideas, which is quite different from
the processes of thinking and forming opinions. It produces flashes of understanding.
As far as St Augustine is concerned, faith is the heart of the matter. Faith
tells us what there is to understand; it purifies the heart, and so allows
reason to profit from discussion; it enables reason to arrive at an
understanding of God's revelation. In short, when Augustine speaks of
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understanding, he always has in mind the product of a rational activity for
which faith prepares the way. (Ibid.)
As the Buddhists say, faith opens “the eye of truth,” also called “the Eye of the Heart” or
“the Eye of the Soul.” Saint Augustine insisted that “our whole business in this life is to
restore to health the eye of the heart whereby God may be seen.” Persia's greatest Sufi
poet, Rumi (1207–73), speaks of “the eye of the heart, which is seventy-fold and of
which these two sensible eyes are only the gleaners (Mathnawi)”; while John Smith the
Platonist advises: “We must shut the eyes of sense, and open that brighter eye of our
understandings, that other eye of the soul, as the philosopher calls our intellectual faculty,
‘which indeed all have, but few make use of it’” (Select Discourses). The Scottish
theologian, Richard of Saint-Victor (d. 1173), says: “For the outer sense alone perceives
visible things and the eye of the heart alone sees the invisible” (Selected Writings on
Contemplation).
The power of “the Eye of the Heart,” which produces insight, is vastly superior to
the power of thought, which produces opinions. “Recognizing the poverty of
philosophical opinions,” says the Buddha, “not adhering to any of them, seeking the
truth, I saw” (Suttanipata IV, ix, 3). The process of mobilizing the various powers
possessed by man, gradually and, as it were, organically, is described in a Buddhist text:
One cannot, I say, attain supreme knowledge all at once; only by a gradual
training, a gradual action, a gradual unfolding, does one attain perfect
knowledge. In what manner? A man comes, moved by confidence; having
come, he joins; having joined, he listens; listening, he receives the
doctrine; having received the doctrine, he remembers it; he examines the
sense of the things remembered; from examining the sense, the things are
approved of; having approved, desire is born; he ponders; pondering, he
eagerly trains himself; and eagerly training himself, he mentally realizes
the highest truth itself and penetrating it by means of wisdom, he sees.
(Majjhima Nikaya, LXX)
This is the process of gaining adaequatio, of developing the instrument capable of
seeing and thus understanding the truth that does not merely inform the mind but liberates
the soul. “And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” (John 8:32).
As these matters have become unfamiliar in the modern world, it may be of value
if I quote a contemporary author, Maurice Nicoll:
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A world of inward perception then begins to open out, distinct from that of
outer perception. Inner space appears. The creation of the world begins in
man himself. At first all is darkness: then light appears and is separated
from the darkness. By this light we understand a form of consciousness to
which our ordinary consciousness is, by comparison, darkness. This light
has constantly been equated with truth and freedom. Inner perception of
oneself, of one's invisibility, is the beginning of light. This perception of
truth is not a matter of sense-perception, but of the perception of the truth
of “ideas”—through which, certainly, the perception of our senses is
greatly increased. The path of self-knowledge has this aim in view, for no
one can know himself unless he turns inwards. . . . This struggle marks the
commencement of that inner development of man which has been written
about in many different ways (yet really always in the same way)
throughout that small part of Time whose literature belongs to us, and
which we think of as the entire history of the world. [Psychological
Commentaries, Vol 1, Chapter X]
Sense data alone do not produce insight or understanding of any kind. Ideas
produce insight and understanding, and the world of ideas lies within us. The truth of
ideas cannot be seen by the senses but only by that special instrument sometimes referred
to as “the Eye of the Heart,” which, in a mysterious way, has the power of recognizing
truth when confronted with it. If we describe the results of this power as illumination, and
the results of the senses as experience, we can say that
1. Experience, and not illumination, tells us about the existence, appearance, and
changes of sensible things, such as stones, plants, animals, and people.
2. Illumination, and not experience, tells us what such things mean, what they
could be, and what they perhaps ought to be.
Our bodily senses, yielding experience, do not put us into touch with the higher
grades of significance and the higher Levels of Being existing in the world around us:
they are not adequate for such a purpose, having been designed solely for registering the
outer differences between various existing things and not their inner meanings. Higher
grades of significance and Levels of Being cannot be recognized without faith and the
help of the higher abilities of the inner man. When these higher abilities are not brought
into action, either because they are lacking or because an absence of faith leaves them
unutilized, there is a lack of adaequatio on the part of the knower, with the consequence
that nothing of higher significance or Level of Being can be known by him.
[From A Guide for the Perplexed]
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_______________________________________________________________________
If Naturalism is true, every finite thing or event must be (in principle) explicable in terms
of the Total System. I say ‘explicable in principle’ because of course we are not going to
demand that naturalists, at any given moment, should have found the detailed explanation
of every phenomenon. Obviously many things will only be explained when the sciences
have made further progress. But if Naturalism is to be accepted we have a right to
demand that every single thing should be such that we see, in general, how it could be
explained in terms of the Total System. If any one thing exists which is of such a kind
that we see in advance the impossibility of ever giving it that kind of explanation, then
Naturalism would be in ruins. If necessities of thought force us to allow to any one thing
any degree of independence from the Total System—if any one thing makes good a claim
to be on its own, to be something more than an expression of the character of Nature as a
whole—then we have abandoned Naturalism. For by Naturalism we mean the doctrine
that only Nature—the whole interlocked system—exists. And if that were true, every
thing and event would, if we knew enough, be explicable without remainder as a
necessary product of the system. The whole system being what it is, it ought to be a
contradiction in terms if you were not reading this book at the moment; and, conversely,
the only cause why you are reading it ought to be that the whole system, at such and such
a place and hour, was bound to take that course.
One threat against strict Naturalism has recently been launched on which I myself
will base no argument, but which it will be well to notice. The older scientists believed
that the smallest particles of matter moved according to strict laws: in other words, that
the movements of each particle were ‘interlocked’ with the total system of Nature. Some
modern scientists seem to think—if I understand them—that this is not so. They seem to
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think that the individual unit of matter (it would be rash to call it any longer a ‘particle')
moves in an indeterminate or random fashion; moves, in fact, ‘on its own’ or ‘of its own
accord’. The regularity which we observe in the movements of the smallest visible bodies
is explained by the fact that each of these contains millions of units and that the law of
averages therefore levels out the idiosyncrasies of the individual unit’s behavior. The
movement of one unit is incalculable, just as the result of tossing a coin once is
incalculable: the majority movement of a billion units can however be predicted, just, as,
if you tossed a coin a billion times, you could predict a nearly equal number of heads and
tails. Now it will be noticed that if this theory is true we have really admitted something
other than Nature. If the movements of the individual units are events ‘on their own',
events which do not interlock with all other events, then these movements are not part of
Nature. It would be, indeed, too great a shock to our habits to describe them as supernatural. I think we should have to call them sub-natural. But all our confidence that
Nature has no doors, and no reality outside herself for doors to open on, would have
disappeared. There is apparently something outside her, the sub-natural; it is indeed from
this Subnatural that all events and all ‘bodies’ are, as it were, fed into her. And clearly if
she thus has a back door opening on the Subnatural, it is quite in the cards that she may
also have a front door opening on the Supernatural—and events might be fed into her at
that door too.
I have mentioned this theory because it puts in a fairly vivid light certain
conceptions which we shall have to use later on. But I am not, for my own part, assuming
its truth. Those who like myself have had a philosophical rather than a scientific
education find it almost impossible to believe that the scientists really mean what they
seem to be saying. I cannot help thinking they mean no more than that the movements of
individual units are permanently incalculable to us, not that they are in themselves
random and lawless. And even if they mean the latter, a layman can hardly feel any
certainty that some new scientific development may not tomorrow abolish this whole idea
of a lawless Subnature. For it is the glory of science to progress. I therefore turn willingly
to other ground.
It is clear that everything we know, beyond our own immediate sensations, is
inferred from those sensations. I do not mean that we begin, as children, by regarding our
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sensations as ‘evidence’ and thence arguing consciously to the existence of space, matter,
and other people. I mean that if, after we are old enough to understand the question, our
confidence in the existence of anything else (say, the solar system or the Spanish
Armada) is challenged, our argument in defense of it will have to take the form of
inferences from our immediate sensations. Put in its most general form the inference
would run, ‘Since I am presented with colors, sounds, shapes, pleasures and pains which I
cannot perfectly predict or control, and since the more I investigate them the more regular
their behavior appears, therefore there must exist something other than myself and it must
be systematic'. Inside this very general inference, all sorts of special trains of inference
lead us to more detailed conclusions.
All possible knowledge, then, depends on the validity of reasoning. If the feeling
of certainty which we express by words like ‘must be’ and ‘therefore’ and ‘since’ is a real
perception of how things outside our own minds really must be, well and good. But if this
certainty is merely a feeling in our own minds and not a genuine insight into realities
beyond them—if it merely represents the way our minds happen to work—then we can
have no knowledge. Unless human reasoning is valid no science can be true.
It follows that no account of the universe can be true unless that account leaves it
possible for our thinking to be a real insight. A theory which explained everything else in
the whole universe, but which made it impossible to believe that our thinking was valid,
would be utterly out of court. For that theory would itself have been reached by thinking,
and if thinking is not valid that theory would, of course, be itself demolished. It would
have destroyed its own credentials. It would be an argument which proved that no
argument was sound—a proof that there are no such things as proofs—which is nonsense.
Thus a strict materialism refutes itself for the reason given long ago by Professor
Haldane: ‘If my mental processes are determined wholly by the motions of atoms in my
brain, I have no reason to suppose that my beliefs are true ... and hence I have no reason
for supposing my brain to be composed of atoms.’ (Possible Worlds, p. 209)
But Naturalism, even if it is not purely materialistic, seems to me to involve the
same difficulty, though in a somewhat less obvious form. It discredits our processes of
reasoning or at least reduces their credit to such a humble level that it can no longer
support Naturalism itself.
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The easiest way of exhibiting this is to notice the two senses of the word
‘because’. We can say, ‘Grandfather is ill today because he ate lobster yesterday.’ We
can also say, ‘Grandfather must be ill today because he hasn't got up yet (and we know
he is an invariably early riser when he is well).’ In the first sentence because indicates the
relation of Cause and Effect: The eating made him ill. In the second, it indicates the
relation of what logicians call Ground and Consequent. The old man's late rising is not
the cause of his disorder but the reason why we believe him to be disordered. There is a
similar difference between ‘He cried out because it hurt him’ (Cause and Effect) and ‘It
must have hurt him because he cried out’ (Ground and Consequent). We are especially
familiar with the Ground and Consequent because in mathematical reasoning: ‘A = C
because, as we have already proved, they are both equal to B.’
The one indicates a dynamic connection between events or ‘states of affairs’; the
other, a logical relation between beliefs or assertions.
Now a train of reasoning has no value as a means of finding truth unless each step
in it is connected with what went before in the Ground-Consequent relation. If our B does
not follow logically from our A, we think in vain. If what we think at the end of our
reasoning is to be true, the correct answer to the question, ‘Why do you think this?’ must
begin with the Ground-Consequent because.
On the other hand, every event in Nature must be connected with previous events
in the Cause and Effect relation. But our acts of thinking are events. Therefore the true
answer to ‘Why do you think this?’ must begin with the Cause-Effect because.
Unless our conclusion is the logical consequent from a ground it will be worthless
and could be true only by a fluke. Unless it is the effect of a cause, it cannot occur at all.
It looks therefore, as if, in order for a train of thought to have any value, these two
systems of connection must apply simultaneously to the same series of mental acts.
But unfortunately the two systems are wholly distinct. To be caused is not to be
proved. Wishful thinkings, prejudices, and the delusions of madness are all caused, but
they are ungrounded. Indeed to be caused is so different from being proved that we
behave in disputation as if they were mutually exclusive. The mere existence of causes
for a belief is popularly treated as raising a presumption that it is groundless, and the
most popular way of discrediting a person's opinions is to explain them causally—‘You
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say that because (Cause and Effect) you are a capitalist, or a hypochondriac, or a mere
man, or only a woman’. The implication is that if causes fully account for a belief, then,
since causes work inevitably, the belief would have had to arise whether it had grounds or
not. We need not, it is felt, consider grounds for something which can be fully explained
without them.
But even if grounds do exist, what exactly have they got to do with the actual
occurrence of the belief as a psychological logical event? If it is an event it must be
caused. It must in fact be simply one link in a causal chain which stretches back to the
beginning and forward to the end of time. How could such a trifle as lack of logical
grounds prevent the beliefs occurrence or how could the existence of grounds promote it?
There seems to be only one possible answer. We must say that just as one way in
which a mental event causes a subsequent mental event is by Association (when I think
of parsnips I think of my first school), so another way in which it can cause it, is simply
by being a ground for it. For then being a cause and being a proof would coincide.
But this, as it stands, is clearly untrue. We know by experience that a thought does
not necessarily cause all, or even any, of the thoughts which logically stand to it as
Consequents to Ground. We should be in a pretty pickle if we could never think ‘This is
glass’ without drawing all the inferences which could be drawn. It is impossible to draw
them all; quite often we draw none. We must therefore amend our suggested law. One
thought can cause another, not by being, but by being seen to be, a ground for it.
If you distrust the sensory metaphor in seen, you may substitute apprehended or
grasped or simply known. It makes little difference for all these words recall us to what
thinking really is. Acts of thinking are no doubt events; but they are a very special sort of
events. They are ‘about’ something other than themselves and can be true or false. Events
in general are not ‘about’ anything and cannot be true or false. (To say ‘these events, or
facts are false’ means of course that someone’s account of them is false). Hence acts of
inference can, and must, be considered in two different lights. On the one hand they are
subjective events, items in somebody’s psychological history. On the other hand, they are
insights into, or knowings of, something other than themselves. What from the first point
of view is the psychological transition from thought A to thought B, at some particular
moment in some particular mind, is, from the thinker's point of view a perception of an
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implication (if A, then B). When we are adopting the psychological point of view we may
use the past tense. ‘B followed A in my thoughts.’ But when we assert the implication we
always use the present—‘B follows from A’. If it ever ‘follows from’ in the logical sense,
it does so always. And we cannot possibly reject the second point of view as a subjective
illusion without discrediting all human knowledge. For we can know nothing, beyond our
own sensations at the moment, unless the act of inference is the real insight that it claims
to be.
But it can be this only on certain terms. An act of knowing must be determined, in
a sense, solely by what is known; we must know it to be thus solely because it is thus.
That is what knowing means. You may call this a Cause and Effect because, and call
‘being known’ a mode of causation if you like. But it is a unique mode. The act of
knowing has no doubt various conditions, without which it could not occur: attention, and
the states of will and health which this presupposes. But its positive character must be
determined by the truth it knows. If it were totally explicable from other sources it would
cease to be knowledge, just as (to use the sensory parallel) the ringing in my ears ceases
to be what we mean by ‘hearing’ if it can be fully explained from causes other than a
noise in the outer world—such as, say, the tinnitus produced by a bad cold. If what seems
an act of knowledge is partially explicable from other sources, then the knowing
(properly so called) in it is just what they leave over, just what demands, for its
explanation, the thing known, as real hearing is what is left after you have discounted the
tinnitus. Any thing which professes to explain our reasoning fully, without introducing an
act of knowing thus solely determined by what is known, is really a theory that there is no
reasoning.
But this, it seems to me, is what Naturalism is bound to do. It offers what
professes to be a full account of our mental behavior; but this account, on inspection,
leaves no room for the acts of knowing or insight on which the whole value of our
thinking, as a means to truth, depends.
It is agreed on all hands that reason, and even sentience, and life itself are late
comers in Nature. If there is nothing but Nature, therefore, reason must have come into
existence by a historical process. And of course, for the Naturalist, this process was not
designed to produce a mental behavior that can find truth. There was no Designer; and
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indeed, until there were thinkers, there was no truth or falsehood. The type of mental
behavior we now call rational thinking or inference must therefore have been ‘evolved’
by natural selection, by the gradual weeding out of types less fitted to survive.
Once, then, our thoughts were not rational. That is, all our thoughts once were, as
many of our thoughts still are, merely subjective events, not apprehensions of objective
truth. Those which had a cause external to ourselves at all were (like our pains) responses
to stimuli. Now natural selection could operate only by eliminating responses that were
biologically hurtful and multiplying those which tended to survival. But it is not
conceivable that any improvement of responses could ever turn them into acts of insight,
or even remotely tend to do so. The relation between response and stimulus is utterly
different from that, between knowledge and the truth known. Our physical vision is a far
more useful response to light than that of the cruder organisms which have only a photosensitive spot. But neither this improvement nor any possible improvements we can
suppose could bring it an inch nearer to being a knowledge of light. It is admittedly
something without which we could not have had that knowledge. But the knowledge is
achieved by experiments and inferences from them, not by refinement of the response. It
is not men with specially good eyes who know about light, but men who have studied the
relevant sciences. In the same way our psychological responses to our environment—our
curiosities, aversions, delights, expectations—could be indefinitely improved (from the
biological point of view) without becoming anything more than responses. Such
perfection of the non-rational responses, far from amounting to their conversion into
valid inferences, might be conceived as a different method of achieving survival—an
alternative to reason. A conditioning which secured that we never felt delight except in
the useful nor aversion save from the dangerous, and that the degrees of both were
exquisitely proportional to the degree of real utility or danger in the object, might serve
us as well as reason or in some circumstances better.
Besides natural selection there is, however, experience—experience originally
individual but handed on by tradition and instruction. It might be held that this, in the
course of millennia, could conjure the mental behavior we call reason—in other words,
the practice of inference—out of a mental behavior which was originally not rational.
Repeated experiences of finding fire (or the remains of fire) where he had seen smoke
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would condition a man to expect fire whenever he saw smoke. This expectation,
expressed in the form ‘If smoke, then fire’ becomes what we call inference. Have all our
inferences originated in that way?
But if they did they are all invalid inferences. Such a process will no doubt
produce expectation. It will train men to expect fire when they see smoke in just the same
way as it trained them to expect that all swans would be white (until they saw a black
one) or that water would always boil at 212° (until someone tried a picnic on a
mountain). Such expectations are not inferences and need not be true. The assumption
that things which have been conjoined in the past will always be conjoined in the future is
the guiding principle not of rational but of animal behavior. Reason comes in precisely
when you make the inference ‘Since always conjoined, therefore probably connected’
and go on to attempt the discovery of the connection. When you have discovered what
smoke is you may then be able to replace the mere expectation of fire by a genuine
inference. Till this is done reason recognizes the expectation as a mere expectation.
Where this does not need to be done—that is, where the inference depends on an
axiom—we do not appeal to past experience at all. My belief that things which are equal
to the same thing are equal to one another is not at all based on the fact that I have never
caught them behaving otherwise. I see that it ‘must’ be so. That some people nowadays
call axioms tautologies seems to me irrelevant. It is by means of such ‘tautologies’ that
we advance from knowing less to knowing more. And to call them tautologies is another
way of saying that they are completely and certainly known. To see fully that A implies
B does (once you have seen it) involve the admission that the assertion of A and the
assertion of B are at bottom in the same assertion. The degree to which any true
proportion is a tautology depends on the degree of your insight into it. 9 x 7 = 63 is a
tautology to the perfect arithmetician, but not to the child learning its tables nor to the
primitive calculator who reached it, perhaps, by adding seven nines together. If Nature is
a totally interlocked system, then every true statement about her (e.g., there was a hot
summer in 1959) would be a tautology to an intelligence that could grasp that system in
its entirety. ‘God is love’ may be a tautology to the seraphim, not to men.
‘But’, it will be said, ‘it is incontestable that we do in fact reach truths by
inferences’. Certainly. The Naturalist and I both admit this. We could not discuss
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anything unless we did. The difference I am submitting is that he gives, and I do not, a
history of the evolution of reason which is inconsistent with the claims that he and I both
have to make for inference as we actually practice it. For his history is, and from the
nature of the case can only be, an account, in Cause and Effect terms, of how people
came to think the way they do. And this of course leaves in the air the quite different
question of how they could possibly be justified in so thinking. This imposes on him the
very embarrassing task of trying to show how the evolutionary product which he has
described could also be a power of ‘seeing’truths.
But the very attempt is absurd. This is best seen if we consider the humblest and
almost the most despairing form in which it could be made. The Naturalist might say,
‘Well, perhaps we cannot exactly see—not yet—how natural selection would turn subrational mental behavior into inferences that reach truth. But we are certain that this in
fact has happened. For natural selection is bound to preserve and increase useful
behavior. And we also find that our habits of inference are in fact useful. And if they are
useful they must reach truth’. But notice what we are doing. Inference itself is on trial:
that is, the Naturalist has given an account of what we thought to be our inferences which
suggests that they are not real insights at all. We, and he, want to be reassured. And the
reassurance turns out to be one more inference (if useful, then true)—as if this inference
were not, once we accept his evolutionary picture, under the same suspicion as all the
rest. If the value of our reasoning is in doubt, you cannot try to establish it by reasoning.
If, as I said above, a proof that there are no proofs is nonsensical, so is a proof that there
are proofs. Reason is our starting point. There can be no question either of attacking or
defending it. If by treating it as a mere phenomenon you put yourself outside it, there is
then no way, except by begging the question, of getting inside again.
A still humbler position remains. You may, if you like, give up all claim to truth.
You may say simply ‘Our way of thinking is useful’—without adding, even under your
breath, ‘and therefore true’. It enables us to set a bone and build a bridge and make a
Sputnik. And that is good enough. The old, high pretensions of reason must be given
up. It is a behavior evolved entirely as an aid to practice. That is why, when we use it
simply for practice, we get along pretty well; but when we fly off into speculation and
try to get general views of ‘reality’ we end in the endless, useless, and probably merely
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verbal disputes of the philosopher. We will be humbler in future. Goodbye to all that.
No more theology, no more ontology, no more metaphysics.
But then, equally, no more Naturalism. For of course Naturalism is a prime
specimen of that towering speculation, discovered from practice and going far beyond
experience, which is now being condemned. Nature is not an object that can be
presented either to the senses or the imagination. It can be reached only by the most
remote inferences. Or not reached, merely approached. It is the hoped for, the assumed,
unification in a single interlocked system of all the things inferred from our scientific
experiments. More than that, the Naturalist, not content to assert this, goes on to the
sweeping negative assertion. ‘There is nothing except this’—an assertion, surely, as
remote from practice, experience, and any conceivable verification as has ever been
made since men began to use their reason speculatively. Yet on the present view, the
very first step into such a use was an abuse, the perversion of a faculty merely practical,
and the source of all chimeras.
On these terms the Theist’s position must be a chimera nearly as outrageous as
the Naturalist’s. (Nearly, not quite; it abstains from the crowning audacity of a huge
negative). But the Theist need not, and does not, grant these terms. He is not committed
to the view that reason is a comparatively recent development molded by a process of
selection which can select only the biologically useful. For him, reason—the reason of
God—is older than Nature, and from it the orderliness of Nature, which alone enables
us to know her, is derived. For him, the human mind in the act of knowing is
illuminated by the Divine reason. It is set free, in the measure required, from the huge
nexus of non-rational causation—free from this to be determined by the truth known.
And the preliminary processes within Nature which led up to this liberation, if there
were any, were designed to do so.
To call the act of knowing—the act, not of remembering that something was so
in the past, but of ‘seeing’that it must be so always and in any possible world—to call
this act ‘supernatural’is some violence to our ordinary linguistic usage. But of course
we do not mean by this that it is spooky, or sensational, or even (in any religious sense)
‘spiritual’. We mean only that it ‘won’t fit in’; that such an act, to be what it claims to
be—and if it is not, all our thinking is discredited—cannot be merely the exhibition at a
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particular place and time of that total, and largely mindless, system of events called
‘Nature’. It must break sufficiently free from that universal chain in order to be
determined by what it knows.
It is of some importance here to make sure that, if vaguely spatial imagery
intrudes (and in many minds it certainly will), it should not be of the wrong kind. We
had better not envisage our acts of reason as something ‘above’ or ‘behind’ or ‘beyond’
Nature. Rather ‘this side of Nature’—if you must picture spatially, picture them
between us and her. It is by inferences that we build up the idea of Nature at all. Reason
is given before Nature and on reason our concept of Nature depends. Our acts of
inference are prior to our picture of Nature almost as the telephone is prior to the
friend's voice we hear by it. When we try to fit these acts into the picture of Nature we
fail. The item which we put into that picture and label ‘Reason’ always turns out to be
somehow different from the reason we ourselves are enjoying and exercising while we
put it in. The description we have to give of thought as an evolutionary phenomenon
always makes a tacit exception in favor of the thinking which we ourselves perform at
that moment. For the one can only, like any other particular feat, exhibit, at particular
moments in particular consciousnesses, the general and for the most part non-rational
working of the whole interlocked system. The other, our present act, claims and must
claim, to be an act of insight, a knowledge sufficiently free from non-rational causation
to be determined (positively) only by the truth it knows. But the imagined thinking
which we put into the picture depends—because our whole idea of Nature depends—on
the thinking we are actually doing, not vice versa. This is the prime reality, on which
the attribution of reality to anything else rests. If it won't fit into Nature, we can't help it.
We will certainly not, on that account, give it up. If we do, we should be giving up
Nature too.
From Miracles, Ch. 3
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_______________________________________________________________________
Something peculiar has been going on in science for the past one hundred years or so.
Many researchers are unaware of it, and others won’t admit it even to their own
colleagues. But there is a strangeness in the air.
What has happened is that biologists, who once postulated a privileged role for
the human mind in nature’s hierarchy, have been moving relentlessly toward the hardcore materialism that characterized nineteenth-century physics. At the same time,
physicists, faced with compelling experimental evidence, have been moving away from
strictly mechanical models of the universe to a view that sees the mind as playing an
integral role in all physical events. It is as if the two disciplines were on fast-moving
trains, going in opposite directions and not noticing what is happening across the tracks.
This role reversal by biologists and physicists has left the contemporary
psychologist in an ambivalent position. From the perspective of biology, the psychologist
studies phenomena that are far removed from the core of certainty, that is, the
submicroscopic world of atoms and molecules. From the perspective of physics, the
psychologist deals with “the mind,” an undefined primitive that seems at once essential
and impenetrable. Clearly, both views embody some measure of truth—and a
resolution of the problem is essential to deepening and extending the foundations of
behavioral science.
The study of life at all levels, from social to molecular behavior, has in modern
times relied on reductionism as the chief explanatory concept. This approach to
knowledge tries to comprehend one level of scientific phenomena in terms of
concepts at a lower and presumably more fundamental level. In chemistry, large-scale
reactions are accounted for by examining the behavior of molecules. Similarly,
physiologists study the activity of living cells in terms of processes carried out by
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organelles and other subcellular entities. And in geology, the formations and properties
of minerals are described using the features of the constituent crystals. The essence of
these cases is seeking explanation in underlying structures and activities.
Reductionism at the psychological level is exemplified by the viewpoint in Carl
Sagan’s best-selling book The Dragons of Eden. He writes: “My fundamental
premise about the brain is that its workings—what we sometimes call ‘mind’—are a
consequence of its anatomy and physiology and nothing more.” As a further
demonstration of this trend of thought, we note that Sagan’s glossary does not
contain the words mind, consciousness, perception, awareness, or thought, but rather
deals with entries such as synapse, lobotomy, proteins, and electrodes.
Such attempts to reduce human behavior to its biological basis have a long
history, beginning with the early Darwinians and their contemporaries working in
physiological psychology. Before the nineteenth century, the mind-body duality, which
was central to Descartes’s philosophy, had tended to place the human mind outside the
domain of biology. Then the stress that the evolutionists placed on our “apeness”
made us subject to biological study by methods appropriate to nonhuman primates
and, by extension, to other animals. The Pavlovian school reinforced that theme, and it
became a cornerstone of many behavioral theories. While no general agreement has
emerged among psychologists as to how far reductionism should be carried, most will
readily concede that our actions have hormonal, neurological, and physiological
components. Although Sagan’s premise lies within a general tradition in psychology, it is
radical in aiming at complete explanation in terms of the underlying level. This goal I
take to be the thrust of his phrase “and nothing more.”
At the time various schools of psychology were attempting to reduce their science
to biology, other life scientists were also looking for more basic levels of explanation.
Their outlook can be seen in the writings of a popular spokesman of molecular biology,
Francis Crick. In his book, Of Molecules and Men, a contemporary attack on vitalism—
the doctrine that biology needs to be explained in terms of life forces lying outside the
domain of physics—Crick states: “The ultimate aim of the modern movement in
biology is in fact to explain all biology in terms of physics and chemistry.” He goes on to
say that by physics and chemistry he refers to the atomic level, where our knowledge is
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secure. By use of the italicized all, he expresses the position of radical reductionism that
has been the dominant viewpoint among an entire generation of biochemists and molecular biologists.
If we now combine psychological and biological reductionism and assume they
overlap, we end up with a sequence of explanation going from mind to anatomy and
physiology, to cell physiology, to molecular biology, to atomic physics. All this
knowledge is assumed to rest on a firm bedrock of understanding the laws of quantum
mechanics, the newest and most complete theory of atomic structures and processes.
Within this context, psychology becomes a branch of physics, a result that may cause
some unease among both groups of professionals.
This attempt to explain everything about human beings in terms of the first
principles of physical science is not a new idea and had reached a definitive position in
the views of the mid-nineteenth-century European physiologists. A representative of that
school, Emil Du Bois-Reymond, set forth his extreme opinions in the introduction to an
1848 book on animal electricity. He wrote that “if only our methods were sufficient, an
analytical mechanics [Newtonian physics] of general life processes would be possible
and fundamentally would reach even to the problem of the freedom of the will.”
There is a certain hubris in the words of these early savants that was picked up
by Thomas Huxley and his colleagues in their defense of Darwinism and, even today,
echoes in the theories of modern reductionists, who would move from the mind to the
first principles of atomic physics. It is most clearly seen at present in the writings of the
sociobiologists, whose arguments animate the contemporary intellectual scene. In any
case, Du Bois-Reymond’s views are consistent with the modern radical reductionists,
except that quantum mechanics has now replaced Newtonian mechanics as the
underlying discipline.
During the period in which psychologists and biologists were steadily moving
toward reducing their disciplines to the physical sciences, they were largely unaware of
perspectives emerging from physics that cast an entirely new light on their
understanding. Toward the close of the [nineteenth] century, physics presented a very
ordered picture of the world, in which events unfolded in characteristic, regular ways,
following Newton’s equations in mechanics and Maxwell’s in electricity. These
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processes moved inexorably, independent of the scientist, who was simply a
spectator. Many physicists considered their subject as essentially complete.
Starting with the introduction of the theory of relativity by Albert Einstein in
1905, this neat picture was unceremoniously upset. The new theory postulated that
observers in different systems moving with respect to each other would perceive the
world differently. The observer thus became involved in establishing physical reality.
The scientist was losing the spectator’s role and becoming an active participant in the
system under study.
With the development of quantum mechanics, the role of the observer became
an even more central part of physical theory, an essential component in defining an
event. The mind of the observer emerged as a necessary element in the structure of
the theory. The implications of the developing paradigm greatly surprised early
quantum physicists and led them to study epistemology and the philosophy of
science. Never before in scientific history, to my knowledge, had all of the leading
contributors produced books and papers expounding the philosophical and humanistic
meaning of their results.
Werner Heisenberg, one of the founders of the new physics, became deeply
involved in the issues of philosophy and humanism. In Philosophical Problems of
Quantum Physics, he wrote of physicists having to renounce thoughts of an objective
time scale common to all observers, and of events in time and space that are
independent of our ability to observe them. Heisenberg stressed that the laws of nature
no longer dealt with elementary particles, but with our knowledge of these particles—
that is, with the contents of our minds. Erwin Schrodinger, the man who formulated
the fundamental equation of quantum mechanics, wrote an extraordinary little book in
1958 called Mind and Matter. In this series of essays, he moved from the results of the
new physics to a rather mystical view of the universe that he identified with the
“perennial philosophy” of Aldous Huxley. Schrodinger was the first of the quantum
theoreticians to express sympathy with the Upanishads and Eastern philosophical
thought. A growing body of literature now embodies this perspective, including two
popular works, The Tao Physics by Fritjof Capra and The Dancing Wu Li Masters by
Gary Zukav.
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The problem faced by quantum theorists can best be seen in the famous
paradox, “Who killed Schrodinger’s Cat?” In a hypothetical formulation, a kitten is
put in a closed box with a jar of poison and a trip-hammer poised to smash the
jar. The hammer is activated by a counter that records random events, such as
radioactive decay. The experiment lasts just long enough for there to be a probability
of one-half that the hammer will be released. Quantum mechanics represents the
system mathematically by the sum of a live-cat and a dead-cat function, each with a
probability of one-half. The question is whether the act of looking (the measurement)
kills or saves the cat, since before the experimenter looks in the box both solutions are
equally likely.
This lighthearted example reflects a deep conceptual difficulty. In more formal
terms, a complex system can only be described by using a probability distribution that
relates the possible outcomes of an experiment. In order to decide among the various
alternatives, a measurement is required. This measurement is what constitutes an event,
as distinguished from the probability, which is a mathematical abstraction. However, the
only simple and consistent description physicists were able to assign to a measurement
involved an observer’s becoming aware of the result. Thus the physical event and the
content of the human mind were inseparable. This linkage forced many researchers to
seriously consider consciousness as an integral part of the structure of physics. Such
interpretations moved science toward the idealist as contrasted with the realist
conception of philosophy.
The views of a large number of contemporary physical scientists are summed
up in the essay “Remarks on the Mind-Body Question” written by Nobel laureate
Eugene Wigner. Wigner begins by pointing out that most physical scientists have
returned to the recognition that thought—meaning the mind—is primary. He goes
on to state: “It was not possible to formulate the laws of quantum mechanics in a
fully consistent way without reference to the consciousness.” And he concludes by
noting how remarkable it is that the scientific study of the world led to the content
of consciousness as an ultimate reality.
A further development in yet another field of physics reinforces Wigner’s
viewpoint. The introduction of information theory and its application to
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thermodynamics has led to the conclusion that entropy, a basic concept of that
science, is a measure of the observer’s ignorance of the atomic details of the system.
When we measure the pressure, volume, and temperature of an object, we have a
residual lack of knowledge of the exact position and velocity of the component atoms
and molecules. The numerical value of the amount of information we are missing is
proportional to the entropy. In earlier thermodynamics, entropy had represented, in an
engineering sense, the energy of the system unavailable to perform external work. In
the modern view, the human mind enters once again, and entropy relates not just to
the state of the system but to our knowledge of that state.
The founders of modern atomic theory did not start out to impose a
“mentalist” picture on the world. Rather, they began with the opposite point of
view and were forced to the present-day position in order to explain experimental
results.
We are now in a position to integrate the perspectives of three large fields:
psychology, biology, and physics. By combining the positions of Sagan, Crick, and
Wigner as spokesmen for various outlooks, we get a picture of the whole that is quite
unexpected.
First, the human mind, including consciousness and reflective thought, can be
explained by activities of the central nervous system, which, in turn, can be reduced to
the biological structure and function of that physiological system. Second, biological
phenomena at all levels can be totally understood in terms of atomic physics, that is,
through the action and interaction of the component atoms of carbon, nitrogen, oxygen, and so forth. Third and last, atomic physics, which is now understood most fully
by means of quantum mechanics, must be formulated with the mind as a primitive
component of the system.
We have thus, in separate steps, gone around an epistemological circle—from
the mind, back to the mind. The results of this chain of reasoning will probably lend
more aid and comfort to Eastern mystics than to neurophysiologists and molecular
biologists; nevertheless, the closed loop follows from a straightforward combination of
the explanatory processes of recognized experts in the three separate sciences. Since
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individuals seldom work with more than one of these paradigms, the general problem
has received little attention.
If we reject this epistemological circularity, we are left with two opposing
camps: a physics with a claim to completeness because it describes all of nature, and a
psychology that is all-embracing because it deals with the mind, our only source of
knowledge of the world. Given the problems in both of these views, it is perhaps well to
return to the circle and give it more sympathetic consideration. If it deprives us of firm
absolutes, at least it encompasses the mind-body problem and provides a framework
within which individual disciplines can communicate. The closing of the circle provides
the best possible approach for psychological theorists.
The strictly reductionist approach to human behavior so characteristic of
sociobiology also runs into trouble on more narrowly biological grounds. For it includes
an assumption of continuity in evolution from early mammals to man, which implies that
the mind, or consciousness, was not a radical departure. Such an assumption is hardly
justified when one considers the dramatic instances of discontinuity in evolution. The
origin of the universe itself, the “big bang,” is a cosmic example of a discontinuity. The
beginning of life, while less cataclysmic, is certainly another example.
The encoding of information in genetic molecules introduced the possibility of
profound disturbances in the laws that governed the universe. Before the coming of
genetic life, for example, fluctuations in temperature or noise were averaged out, giving
rise to precise laws of planetary evolution. Afterward, however, a single molecular
event at the level of thermal noise could lead to macroscopic consequences. For if the
event were a mutation in a self-replicating system, then the entire course of biological
evolution could be altered. A single molecular event could kill a whale by inducing a
cancer or destroy an ecosystem by generating a virulent virus that attacks a key species
in that system. The origin of life does not abrogate the underlying laws of physics,
but it adds a new feature: large-scale consequences of molecular events. This rule
change makes evolutionary history indeterminate and so constitutes a clear-cut
discontinuity.
A number of contemporary biologists and psychologists believe that the origin
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of reflective thought that occurred during primate evolution is also a discontinuity
that has changed the rules. Again, the new situation does not abrogate the underlying
biological laws, but it adds a feature that necessitates novel ways of thinking about the
problem. The evolutionary biologist Lawrence B. Slobodkin has identified the new
feature as an introspective self image. This property, he asserts, alters the response to
evolutionary problems and makes it impossible to assign major historical events to
causes inherent in biological evolutionary laws. Slobodkin is claiming that the rules
have changed, and man cannot be understood by laws applicable to other mammals
whose brains have a very similar physiology.
This emergent feature of man has, in one form or another, been discussed
by numerous anthropologists, psychologists, and biologists. It is part of the empirical
data that cannot be shelved just to preserve reductionist purity. The discontinuity
needs to be thoroughly studied and evaluated, but first it needs to be recognized.
Primates are very different from other animals, and human beings are very different
from other primates.
We now understand the troublesome features in a forceful commitment to
uncritical reductionism as a solution to the problem of the mind. We have discussed the
weaknesses of that position. In addition to being weak, it is a dangerous view, since
the way we respond to our fellow human beings is dependent on the way we
conceptualize them in our theoretical formulations. If we envision our fellows solely as
animals or machines, we drain our interactions of humanistic richness. If we seek our
behavioral norms in the study of animal societies, we ignore those uniquely human
features that so enrich our lives. Radical reductionism offers very little in the area of
moral imperatives. Further, it presents the wrong glossary of terms for a humanistic
pursuit.
The scientific community has made notable progress in understanding the brain,
and I share the enthusiasm for neurobiology that characterizes modern-day research.
Nevertheless, we should be reluctant to let that clan generate statements that go beyond
science and lock us into philosophical positions that impoverish our humanity by
denying the most intriguing aspect of our species. To underrate the significance of the
appearance and character of reflective thought is a high price to pay in order to honor the
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liberation of science from theology by our reductionist predecessors several generations
back. The human psyche is part of the observed data of science. We can retain it and
still be good empirical biologists and psychologists.
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24
The Argument from Consciousness
J. L. Mackie
[See biographical note for Selection 6.]

________________________________________________________________________
How could consciousness arise in a purely material universe? How could minds be made
out of matter? This difficulty for materialist and naturalist views has been stressed
repeatedly and in various forms. Cicero, for example, argued that there is not enough
room inside a man’s head for the material recording of everything that someone with a
good memory (like Cicero himself, who could learn a whole speech by heart) can store
up and recall (Cicero, Tusculan Disputations, Book I, Chapter XXV, 61). [John] Locke
[1632-1704] gave it a central place in his argument for the existence of a god:
If then there must be something eternal, let us see what sort of being it must be. And to
that, it is very obvious to reason, that it must necessarily be a cogitative being. For it is as
impossible to conceive, that ever bare incogitative matter should produce a thinking
intelligent being, as that nothing should of itself produce matter. . . . Matter, then, by its
own strength, cannot produce in itself so much as motion: the motion it has, must also be
from eternity, or else be produced, and added to matter by some other being more
powerful than matter. . . . But let us suppose motion eternal too; yet matter, incogitative
matter and motion . . . could never produce thought. . . . you may as rationally expect to
produce sense, thought, and knowledge, by putting together in a certain figure and
motion, gross particles of matter, as by those that are the very minutest, that do anywhere
exist. They knock, impell, and resist one another, just as the greater do, and that is all
they can do. So that if we will suppose nothing first, or eternal: matter can never begin to
be: if we suppose bare matter, without motion, eternal; motion can never begin to be: if
we suppose only matter and motion first, or eternal; thought can never begin to be (J.
Locke, Essay concerning Human Understanding, Book IV, Chapter x, Section 10).
Locke thus argues that the something that exists from eternity must be a
‘cogitative being’, an eternal mind, and then appeals to other sorts of evidence to support
the ascription to this eternal mind of the traditional attributes of God. It is significant that
Locke says only that matter and motion cannot in themselves produce thought: he admits
that we cannot decide, ‘by the contemplation of our own ideas, without revelation …
whether omnipotency has not given to some systems of matter fitly disposed, a power to
perceive and think’. That is, he leaves it open that a mere material being might think,
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since it is not impossible for us to conceive that God can ‘superadd to matter a faculty of
thinking’ (Essay, Book III, Chapter iv, Section 6).
Just before the passage quoted, Locke has argued that ‘something must be from
eternity’. He seems here to be guilty of an equivocation, which [Gottfried] Leibniz [16461716] rightly criticized, between saying that at every time there was something, and
saying that there is some one thing that has existed at all times. It is only the former that
would follow from his claim that ‘nonentity cannot produce a real being’, but it is the
latter that he assumes when he goes on to ask ‘what sort of thing it must be’ that is
eternal. Without this fallacious step, the thesis that thought could not have originated
from ‘incogitative being’, such as matter and motion, would yield only the conclusion
that there has always been some mind, not that there is one eternal mind (Essay, Book IV,
Chapter x, Section 8; G. W. Leibniz, New Essays concerning Human Understanding,
Book IV, Chapter x). But perhaps Locke’s formulation is merely too condensed, and
what he intends is a cosmological argument. Nevertheless, if his argument showed even
that thought must always be derived from some pre-existing thinking being, this would
significantly weaken the materialist position, and so would be an important step towards
theism.
Its plausibility, however, rests on too crude a picture of matter, conveyed by the
statement that all that material particles in motion, large or small, can do is to ‘knock,
impell, and resist one another’. The simplicity of this model has been undermined by later
physics, and twentieth-century computer technology should at least make us cautious
about laying down a priori what material structures could not do—for example, no one
today could use Cicero’s argument about memory. Locke’s position is also weakened by
his admission that God might have given a power to perceive and think to ‘systems of
matter fitly disposed’. Since he means this literally, distinguishing it from the possibility
that God might have attached an immaterial thinking substance to certain material bodies,
he is allowing that, as a result of divine intervention, material structures might think after
all. That is, he has abandoned any claim to know a priori that material structures simply
could not be conscious. But if some material structures could be conscious, how can we
know a priori that material structures cannot of themselves give rise to consciousness?
Locke’s reason for this admission is also revealing. If, instead of supposing that material
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structures themselves sometimes think, we assumed that there are immaterial substances,
minds, or souls, associated with our bodies, we should have to say that matter somehow
acts upon these immaterial things (in perception). This is as hard to understand as how
material structures could think; yet we have to accept one or other of these. The problem
is one that [George] Berkeley [1685-1753] saw very clearly: once we admit that there is a
material world at all, we cannot deny that material things causally affect consciousness;
but then we have no good reason for saying that material things could not be conscious;
nor, finally, for saying that material things could not in themselves give rise to
consciousness. It was because he realized this that Berkeley wanted to deny that there is a
material world at all.
However, Locke might reply to our challenge, ‘How can we know a priori that
material structures cannot of themselves give rise to consciousness?’, by saying that if
material things did think, it could only be by a very elaborate arrangement and mutual
adjustment of their parts, that it is very improbable that they should fall of their own
accord into such elaborate patterns, and therefore that conscious material beings would
require a divine consciousness to bring them into existence. The argument from
consciousness, thus interpreted, would be a special case of the argument for design.
A similar line of thought has been developed by [Richard] Swinburne [b. 1934]
(The Existence of God, Chapter 9). He does not claim to know that material structures
could not of themselves give rise to consciousness, but only that we cannot find or
envisage any explanation of how this could happen, and he therefore argues that a
‘personal explanation’, one in terms of the intentional action of an intelligent agent, is
more probable: the latter hypothesis can account better for the phenomena of
consciousness, and is therefore confirmed by their undeniable occurrence.
Swinburne’s main task, therefore, is to demonstrate ‘the scientific inexplicability
of consciousness’. He begins by arguing against several versions of the extreme
materialist view which denies that there are any distinct mental events, holding that
consciousness, phenomenal properties, beliefs, decisions, and so on can either be
identified without remainder with neurophysiological states and occurrences or
eliminated in favor of these, so that we have a complete and adequate account in purely
physical terms of all the things that actually occur. Swinburne maintains that it is just
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evident and unquestionable that ‘there are phenomenal properties, blueness, painfulness,
smelling of roses, which are not the same as physical properties’. He says that ‘Any
world-view which denies the existence of experienced sensations of blueness or loudness
or pain does not describe how things are—that this is so stares us in the face’. Consequently ‘Some kind of dualism of entities or properties or states is inevitable’. Though
some philosophers would disagree, I think that in this he is clearly right. I think, however,
that all we have strong grounds for asserting is a dualism of properties, where what
counts as the occurrence of an irreducibly mental property is just one’s having of such
and such an experiential or phenomenal content; distinctively mental events can also be
admitted if an event is equated with the instantiation of some property at some time.
Swinburne develops his argument in terms of a dualism of mental events as distinct from
brain-events, but (as he says) the points he wants to make can be put just as well in terms
of a dualism of properties.
To establish a complete scientific explanation of mental events, Swinburne says,
the materialist would need to take three distinct steps. He would have first to establish
either a one-one or a one-many correlation between each kind of mental event and one or
more kinds of brain-events. Secondly, he would have to turn this correlation into a causal
account: ‘To show that the brain-events are the ultimate determinant of what goes on, the
materialist will need to show that the occurrence of all mental events is predictable from
knowledge of brain-events alone, and that the occurrence of brain-events is explicable in
physiological terms . . . whereas the occurrence of all brain-events is not predictable from
knowledge of mental events alone’. Thirdly, he would need to show that the ways in
which brain-events cause mental events are natural laws, simple enough to be
explanatory.
Each of these three steps, he says, presents difficulties. The lack of public
observability of mental events will make the establishment of correlations very dubious.
Our experience of freedom of choice—if such freedom is not an illusion—means that
‘choices cannot be invariably predicted from prior brain-states’. Also, if, as quantum
theory seems to say, the basic physical laws are statistical or probabilistic this would
leave a gap for the independent operation of intentions, so that what happens would not
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be completely predictable from the physical side. But Swinburne rests his case mainly on
difficulties about the third step, to which I shall come in a moment.
The alleged difficulties for the first two steps are really not very formidable.
Swinburne makes them look greater than they are by misrepresenting the materialist’s
programme. This is not actually to construct an explanation of all mental events in
physical terms, but to defend the thesis that there is such an explanation in an objective,
realist sense, whether or not we shall ever be able to formulate it—that is, that there are
natural laws and relationships by which minds and consciousness could have arisen, and
therefore probably did arise, out of physical things which had initially no mental
properties. In all this discussion, ‘explanations’ and ‘laws’ must be taken to be objective
entities, distinct from any knowledge or statement of them. The alleged difficulty for the
first step was only a difficulty about discovering and establishing correlations: it casts no
doubt on the supposition that there are correlations or laws.
There is, indeed, a well-known argument against the existence of psychophysical
laws. Here the main idea is that mental predicates or psychological descriptions are
subject to constraints quite different from those to which physical terms are subject:
mental and physical schemes of description and explanation have ‘disparate commitments’. In particular, the ascription to someone of a desire or belief at one time has to
cohere with other ascriptions to him of intentions, hopes, fears, expectations, and so on:
‘the content of a propositional attitude derives from its place in the pattern’. But I would
ask: are these psychological descriptions supposed to be true? Is there a mental reality
which they can capture and describe, or are they just a manner of speaking? More
particularly, are there occurrent mental states and events which the psychological terms
describe, or is psychological talk both dispositional and general, so that what it describes
is a person’s whole pattern of behavior over some longish period of time, or even a longterm pattern of interaction between some numbers of persons? If it is the latter, as the
phrase ‘the holism of the mental’ suggests, then indeed we should not expect there to be
psychophysical correlations, and we could infer a priori that mental predicates do not
denote physically definable natural kinds. But then this style of description has little
relevance to our present problem: it does not pick out any occurrent states or events or
properties which it might be difficult for natural science to explain. If, on the other hand,
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we confine ourselves to psychological descriptions which identify occurrent mental
states, etc.—and such there must in principle be, since we are introspectively aware of the
states, etc., which they would describe—then we cannot rule out correlations between
these and physical features as either impossible or even improbable a priori.
Another popular argument against psychophysical laws is that there cannot be
necessary biconditional relationships of this sort. A mental state of desire, belief, and so
on surely could be realized in widely different material embodiments. If there were
Martians, they might have thoughts which could be equated with some of our thoughts,
described in the same ‘that’-clauses, but it would not be surprising if these were
connected with quite different neurophysiological structures from ours. Certainly; but for
our present purpose biconditional relationships are not needed. All that the materialist
wants are laws saying that wherever there is such and such a physiological state there is
such and such a mental state; the converse is not required, so the possibility even of
indefinitely various physical realizations of the same mental state is not a difficulty for
him. Nor, indeed, does he need these relationships to be necessary in a sense that can be
challenged by speculations about Martians and the like: it is enough if in the actual world
there are causal laws which ensure that certain neurophysiological states give rise to
certain mental states.
Thus Swinburne’s difficulty for the first step dissolves. The first of his difficulties
for the second step is obscure. It seems, he says, to an agent ‘that the choice is up to him
whether to be influenced by rational considerations or not, his choice not being
predetermined for him by his brain, character, or environment; and that it is rational
considerations, not brain-states which influence him (though not conclusively)’. But that
it is rational considerations which influence him is nothing against the materialist view,
which of course assumes that the recognition and weighing of rational considerations are
themselves encoded somehow in the neurophysiological basis: ‘rational considerations,
not brain-states’ is a false antithesis in the context of an examination of the materialist
view. Equally, that the choice is up to him is nothing against the materialist theory, which
will accept this, but identify him with something which has, we have agreed, distinctively
mental properties, but still consists of physical elements interrelated in no doubt very
complex ways. The fact that the choice is up to him will seem to tell against the
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materialist programme only if we have first begged the question against that programme
by assuming that there is a not-materially-constituted he in the field. But perhaps the
point is that some choices are not caused at all, and cannot therefore be physically
explicable even in principle. This, however, could not be shown by our experience of
freedom of choice: there can be no such thing as an experience of an absence of any
cause of one’s decision. At most the agent could simply not be aware of any cause; but
this is not a positive impression of the decision’s not being caused. If it turns out that all
choices are caused, there will not be even an illusion of freedom in a contra-causal sense
to be explained. Still, it may be that some choices have no antecedent sufficient
conditions. This would indeed preclude an explanation of them, even in principle, by
physical causes. But it would not preclude their being explained by a coexistent physical
basis, provided that that basis itself lacked antecedent sufficient causes. And here what
Swinburne puts forward as the second difficulty for this second step, the indeterminism
of quantum physics, would be rather a help than a difficulty. If physical processes themselves are to some extent indeterministic, then even if some choices have no antecedent
sufficient causes they may well be understandable as necessary correlates of some
equally uncaused physical occurrences.
However, it is the third step which Swinburne sees as the main difficulty for the
materialist. He says that ‘In scientific theory we demand simple connections between
entities of a few kinds in terms of which we can explain diverse phenomena’, illustrating
this with the way in which the atomic theory explains the empirically discovered laws of
fixed proportions in chemical combinations. Nothing like this, he thinks, is available for
the explanation of mental events and properties.
Although it is theoretically possible that a scientific theory of this kind should be created,
still the creation of such a theory does not look a very likely prospect. Brain-states are
such different things qualitatively from experiences, intentions, beliefs, etc. that a natural
connection between them seems almost impossible. For how could brain-states vary
except in their chemical composition and the speed and direction of their electrochemical interactions, and how could there be a natural connection between variations in
these respects and variations in the kind of respects in which intentions differ—say the
differences between intending to sign a cheque, intending to square the circle, and
intending to lecture for another half an hour? There does not seem the beginning of a
prospect of a simple scientific theory of this kind and so of having established laws of
mind-body interaction as opposed to lots of diverse correlations; which, just because they
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are unconnected in an overall theory, are for that reason not necessarily of universal
application. If we cannot have scientific laws we cannot have scientific explanation. The
materialist’s task of giving a full explanation of the occurrence of a man’s mental events,
and of his intentions, beliefs, and capacities seems doomed to failure. For a detailed
materialist theory could not be a simple enough theory for us to have reasonable
confidence in its truth (Swinburne, pp. 171-2).
This argument is clearly a remote descendant of Locke’s. But too many issues are
being run together and hurried over at once. First, as I said, the question is not whether
the materialist can formulate a theory that would explain the mind-body interaction, but
whether he can reasonably believe that there are laws that would explain this. Even if he
could formulate such a theory, it would be too much to expect that he should be able to
explain all a particular man’s mental events, simply because he could not ascertain all the
relevant initial conditions. Analogously, though no one doubts that there are simple
physical laws which account for all meteorological phenomena, no one expects to be able
to predict the exact course of the next Caribbean hurricane, or to explain in detail the
course of the last one. Secondly, as we saw in connection with the argument against
psychophysical laws, intending to sign a cheque is not the sort of item for which we
should expect to find a systematic neural correlate, let alone a simple intelligible
explanatory law. Rather, we should have to consider what are the constituents of some
particular occurrent mental state which falls under the description ‘intending to sign a
cheque’; these will no doubt include some occurrent believing and latent striving, the
latter being, and being known as, the ground of a disposition to act in certain ways in
certain experienced circumstances. Then the question will be whether there could be an
explanatory law connecting each of these constituents with some neural counterpart and
basis. If there is any problem here, it must be about these elements; having seen the
variety of things that computers can do—including playing chess, and learning to play it
better—and having seen how the circuits used have been repeatedly reduced in physical
size, we know (as Cicero could not) that complexity is no problem. Thirdly, when we
focus on the elements, the only one that seems hard to explain by a simple law relating it
to a physical basis is awareness itself, in an occurrent, not a dispositional, sense: the
possession of an experiential content. This is the one element of our mental life that we
would hesitate to ascribe to a computer, however sophisticated its performances.
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Swinburne’s argument is, as I said, a descendent of Locke’s. His question, ‘how
could brain-states vary except in their chemical composition and the speed and direction
of their electro-chemical interactions?’ is just a subtler variant of Locke’s assertion that
all that material particles, big or small, can do is to ‘knock, impel, and resist one another’.
Now I do not deny that there is a problem here for the materialist and naturalist, but it is
important to get the precise problem into focus and cut it down to size. It is just that it is
hard to see how there can be an intelligible law connecting material structures, however
we describe them, with experiential content. The materialist cannot deny that there are
states with such content, and he has to assume that there is a fundamental law of nature
which says that such content will arise whenever there is a material structure of a certain
complicated sort, and that that content will vary in a certain systematic way with the
material basis.
Granting that this is a difficulty for materialism, we must consider whether any
alternative view is better off. Swinburne examines two such possibilities. One is dualism.
This is the doctrine that there just are irreducibly different kinds of things in the world,
physical things, states, events, and processes on the one hand, and mental entities, states,
events, and processes on the other. Physical occurrences will not explain mental ones, nor
will mental occurrences explain physical ones. I take it that this means that the items in
one category will not as a whole be explained by those in the other, since all but the most
implausible forms of dualism will allow some interaction between the mental and the
physical; and, as we saw with Locke, the recognition of such interaction undermines any
a priori certainty that the mental cannot as a whole arise from the physical. Swinburne
assumes that this dualism of kinds of things and occurrences will carry with it a dualism
of types of explanation: scientific, causal explanation will hold for physical things, and
personal explanation, which explains results as the fulfillments of intentions, will hold for
all mental things. It is not at all easy to see how this will work for all the phenomena of
consciousness, unless we return to the Berkeleian view; comparatively few of the
contents of my conscious states are fulfillments of any intentions of mine. And if we did
admit two such radically different kinds of explanation, what sort of explanation could
we expect to hold for the interactions between the mental and the physical which, as I
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said, any plausible dualism must admit? But of course Swinburne is not concerned to
defend this sort of dualism, which, as he says, is ‘a very messy world-picture’.
‘The other alternative’, he says, ‘is to seek a personal explanation of mind-body
correlations and a personal explanation of the operation of the factors cited in scientific
explanation. That there are such explanations is a central thesis of theism.’ That is, we
can avoid a dualism of types of explanation by making all explanation ultimately
personal. Scientific explanation is reduced to a special case of personal explanation,
because the laws on which it relies are themselves just fulfillments of God’s intentions.
The fulfillment of God’s intentions is the uniform pattern that is exemplified both in the
causal laws that govern physical things and in the connections between brain-events and
mental events. Whereas the latter connections are not intelligible in themselves, they
become so when seen as being intentionally brought about by God. ‘The trouble with the
materialist’s programme’, Swinburne says, ‘was that there was no natural connection
between brain-events and correlated mental events. But the intention of an agent to join
them binds them together. There is a very natural connection indeed between an agent’s
intention to bring about X, and the occurrence of X. . . . That is why the prospects are so
much better for a reduction of all explanation to personal explanation. It can give a
natural explanation of all connections in the world in terms of an agent’s intention to
bring about those connections’(pp. 172-3).
Swinburne does not question the ‘story of the gradual evolution of conscious
beings out of inorganic matter’, nor does he deny that there is ‘a satisfactory scientific
explanation . . . of the evolution of more and more complex beings’. What he denies is
simply that there is a scientific explanation of this complexity’s giving rise to conscious
life.
It is now a simple matter for Swinburne to put together an argument from
consciousness for the existence of a god. He has argued earlier that the god of traditional
theism would have some reason for bringing other conscious beings into existence,
though not, indeed, an overwhelmingly strong motive for doing so. His recent argument
has been meant to show that it is very unlikely that such beings should have come about
by normal physical processes. Thus the undeniable existence of conscious beings is, he
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claims, much more readily explained by the theistic hypothesis than without it, and this
yields a good confirmatory inductive argument for that hypothesis.
But how good an argument is it?

This depends very much on the alleged

naturalness and intelligibility of the connection between an intention and its fulfillment.
No doubt this seems, in some central cases, very natural and direct. I decide to raise my
arm, and up it goes. But we know that the apparent directness of this connection is
illusory. There is in fact a complex causal path joining whatever brain-event is the
correlate of my decision through nerves and muscles to the movement of my arm. We
form the picture of the immediate—that is, not mediated—fulfillment of an intention only
by leaving out, and indeed by being normally unaware of, all the intermediate parts of
this causal process. Certainly the resulting movement mirrors the content of the decision
or intention: that is why it can be said to fulfill it. But the possibility of this apparently
simple and satisfactory relationship depends upon a physical mechanism and ultimately
on an evolutionary development, and perhaps also on a history of conscious or
unconscious learning in one’s own early life. I now justifiably expect some such
decisions to be fulfilled in a flash: I know that in ordinary circumstances I can raise my
arm or even throw a ball. But we have no right to abstract from what is really such a
complex process the simple relationship which is all that ordinarily interests us, and to
use this as a familiar model for an intelligible immediate efficacy of intentions, to be
employed in constructing personal explanations elsewhere, in the supposed creative and
governing activity of a god.
Swinburne may reply that it is simply written into the theistic hypothesis that God
is capable of such immediate fulfillments of intention. No doubt it is; but that is a
fundamentally mysterious element in that hypothesis which makes it antecedently
improbable. What I am pointing out is that we cannot reduce its prior improbability by
seeing an analogy between this supposed divine ability and any experience we have of
the direct fulfillment of an intention.
In fact any personal explanations that we can actually give, as applied to ordinary
actions, constitute, when properly spelled out, a sub-class of causal explanations, not a
rival mode of explanation to the causal one. We can indeed describe an action as the
fulfillment of an intention, as the carrying out of a decision, without explicitly making
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causal claims: we can draw attention to the merely logical relation between some correct
description of what is done and the content of the deciding or intending, the ‘that’-clause
which says what decision or intention it was. But there is no way in which we can explain
the occurrence or coming about of a movement or its result without bringing in some
reference, however vague, to ordinary causal explanation. Teleological description may
be distinct from anything involving causation; but teleological explanation of anything’s
coming about is, in all ordinary cases, only a special kind of explanation in terms of
efficient causes. For example, to explain an action as purposive is to indicate that it is
causally brought about by the agent’s desires, beliefs, and decisions. If we say that a plant
or an animal has such and such organs, or behaves in a certain way, because this serves
some function or tends to produce some result, this is shorthand for a causal account of
how these features have been developed by natural selection. And there are causal
feedback mechanisms underlying the apparent purposiveness of homing rockets.
These are general difficulties for Swinburne’s use of personal explanation as a
separate category of explanation in hypotheses about relations between the world and a
god: they arise, for example, in his inductive version of the cosmological argument as
well as in his argument from consciousness. But there are also special difficulties about
his use of it to explain the mind-body connection. Has God somehow brought it about
that material structures do now generate consciousness? But then is this not almost as
hard to understand as that material structures should do this of themselves? Or are we to
regard each separate body-mind connection, for example the supervening of each state of
perceptual awareness on the appropriate sensory input and neurophysiological
disturbance, as the fulfillment of a fresh divine intention, so that sensory perception is,
strictly speaking, an indefinitely repeated miracle, so that we have here an endless series
of divine interventions in the natural causal order? But further, if, as Locke puts it,
omnipotency has given to some systems of matter fitly disposed a power to perceive and
think, why is it only to fitly disposed ones? Could not omnipotency superadd a faculty of
thinking as easily to a block of wood as to a brain? If materialism has difficulty in
explaining how even the most elaborate neural structures can give rise to consciousness,
theism, with its personal explanations and direct intention-fulfillments, has at least as
great a difficulty in explaining why consciousness is found only in them.
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I have conceded that having to postulate a fundamental natural law of emergence
for awareness is something of a difficulty for the materialist. But when we look at all
closely at the rival view we find that the difficulties for theism are at least as great. Of
course, the demand that the world and its workings should be completely intelligible is an
unreasonable one: any theory has to tolerate a certain amount of sheer brute fact. The
most we can say is that, among rival hypotheses, relative simplicity (of certain kinds) is
an advantage. In fact, once we have rejected, as we must, both the extreme materialism
that would deny even distinctively mental properties and the complete immaterialism of
Berkeley or of phenomenalism, we are stuck with some kind of dualism; and unless this
is an absurdly extreme dualism it must admit psychophysical laws or lawlike correlations
of some sort. To put it simply, the mind-body gap must be bridged somewhere and
somehow. Personal explanation in terms of the unmediated fulfillment of intentions does
not provide an easier bridge than the one that the materialist has to postulate between
certain complex electro-chemical systems and awareness. It may seem to do so, but only
because we borrow and use as a model for it the merely superficial familiar aspect of
what are really complex and mediated causal processes of human action. We ordinarily
have an illusion of the literally immediate fulfillment of some of our own intentions. This
is even a useful illusion: it is as convenient to treat action as ‘transparent’ as it is to treat
knowledge and language as being so too. But to develop out of this a theory of a god’s
bare thought and intention first creating matter out of nothing, then instituting causal
laws, and finally annexing animal and human consciousness to certain natural systems, is
to build myth upon myth.
From The Miracle of Theism
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Scientific Method and Nonmaterial Consciousness
Jean-François Revel and Matthieu Ricard
Jean-François Revel (1924-2006) and Matthieu Ricard (b. 1946) are a French father and son
whose dialogue about the validity of the Buddhist path and its compatibility with Western science
is recorded in The Monk and the Philosopher, from which this selection is taken. Their
conversation was sparked by Ricard’s abandonment of a promising career in molecular biology to
become a Tibetan Buddhist monk, to the consternation of his father, a well-known atheist
philosopher, political thinker, and champion of the scientific pursuit, who was disappointed to see
his son leave the field of science.

________________________________________________________________________
MONK - According to Buddhism, the conflict between materialist and idealist points of
view, between mind and matter, is a false problem.

In fact, in the mind of most

philosophers and scientists, it’s a question of ‘solid’ matter and ‘nonmaterial’ mind being
in opposition to each other. But the dominant idea today among scientists is that such
dualism infringes the laws of conservation of energy by supposing that a nonmaterial
object can influence a material system. Such a view of things does indeed raise insoluble
problems. So it might be useful instead to investigate the ‘reality’ of matter itself, for it’s
actually in reifying matter that materialism comes up against its failure to understand the
nature of mind. According to Buddhism, atomic particles can neither be ‘solid’ nor even
exist intrinsically at all. No collection of such entities, however numerous, is any more
real than its constituent parts. Without making too much of the parallels with modern
physics, it’s hard not to be reminded of Heisenberg, who wrote, ‘Neither atoms, nor even
sub-atomic particles, are real. They form a world of potentialities or possibilities rather
than of objects or facts.’
We’ll come back to the Buddhist analysis of the reality of phenomena later. For the
purposes of the present argument, suffice it to say that according to this view, the
opposition of mind and matter is not irreducible because neither one nor the other exists
in an autonomous and permanent manner. There’s nothing, therefore, to stop
consciousness from being able to manifest in the brain through chemical reactions,
leading to physiological processes that act on the body; nor anything to prevent such
processes exerting an influence in return on consciousness. This interaction lasts as long
as the consciousness is associated with the body. But Buddhists add that what guides the
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workings of the brain and its decisions is the nonmaterial consciousness. To deny that is a
metaphysical choice made by neurobiologists, just as asserting it is a metaphysical choice
made by Buddhists. By its very nature, consciousness escapes the methods of
investigation used by physical scientists. But not to be able to find something is no proof
of its nonexistence. Buddhism’s choice is based on experience acquired through
contemplation. So finally the only way to settle the debate is to investigate any indirect
indications there might be that a consciousness separate from the body could exist. In
Buddhist terminology, the subtle or nonmaterial consciousness is ‘without form’, but it’s
not ‘nonexistent’ because it’s capable of fulfilling a function. Consciousness carries
within it the capacity to interact with the body, which itself has no ultimate reality.
PHILOSOPHER - Wait a minute. As a professional philosopher, I’ve always been very
wary of the various trends that come and go whereby people try to justify metaphysical
theories by exploiting certain scientific developments. That’s not what science is meant
for. Take Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, for example. Indeterminacy in particle
physics, at the time I trained in philosophy—just at the beginning of the Second World
War—was the major scientific phenomenon of the time. All the nonmaterialist
philosophies jumped on the indeterminacy bandwagon, saying, ‘Ah, you see? Free will is
perfectly possible, because matter’s not completely determined.’ I don’t think much of
that sort of reasoning. It’s hard to see how indeterminacy in particle physics could make
it any more possible for human action to determine natural phenomena.
MONK - I agree that such comparisons are rather artificial. Buddhist philosophy is
consistent enough by itself to do without them. Nevertheless, they sometimes help to
throw a bridge, or at least a gangway, between Buddhist ideas and those of Western
philosophy, and make for greater openness of mind. According to Buddhism, there is an
interaction between consciousness and a body with which it’s temporarily associated. The
stream of consciousness continues after death and experiences different states of
existence between each birth and each death. The ‘embodied mind’ is what defines the
relationship between the stream of consciousness and the nervous system. That embodied
mind could also be called the gross aspect of consciousness, as it’s associated with the
physical body. The subtle aspect constitutes the continuum of consciousness, which
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carries on from one life to another. It’s a continuum without beginning or end, because
consciousness could never arise from nothing, nor from inanimate matter—each instant
of consciousness can only be born from the preceding instant of consciousness and result
in the following instant of consciousness. In physics there’s the principle of the
conservation of energy: mass energy can neither be created nor disappear, but only be
transformed. In just the same way, we could speak here in terms of a principle of the
conservation of consciousness. So there’s a continuum, a current of consciousness for
each being, which can be changed, just as the water of a river can be either polluted or
purified. That’s how, through such transformation, it’s possible for the confused state of
ordinary beings to become the enlightened state of a Buddha.
PHILOSOPHER

- Would it be true to say that the existence of a nonmaterial

consciousness is indispensable for Buddhism, because of the fundamental doctrinal point
of reincarnation?
MONK - Yes, in fact the only definite proof of the reality of a nonmaterial consciousness
would be the existence of reincarnation, or more accurately the continuity of
consciousness. But I’d first like to say a few words about the transmission of thoughts,
which also presupposes nonmaterial consciousness. There are so many examples of the
transmission of thoughts, not only accounts in the texts but also in every day life around
the great teachers, that it’s almost commonplace for Tibetans. It’s seen as a manifestation
of the interdependence of phenomena. Since there’s nothing quite like personal
experience, I’ll tell you about my own. While I was meditating in a small hut near my
first teacher, Kangyur Rinpoche, I started to think about the animals I’d killed when I was
young. I used to go fishing, until suddenly when I was fifteen I realized that was bringing
suffering to and killing living creatures. Once, I’d also shot at a rat with a rifle. Thinking
about it, I felt a mixture of profound regret and incredulity that I could have been so blind
to the suffering of others and have cared so little about it. So I decided to go and see
Kangyur Rinpoche and tell him what I’d done—to confess, in a way. I went in to see
him; I didn’t speak Tibetan at that stage, but his son was there. As soon as he saw me,
Kangyur Rinpoche looked at me and laughed. Before I could utter a word of my
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confession, he said a few words to his son, who translated, ‘How many animals have you
killed in your life?’
PHILOSOPHER - That’s interesting.
MONK - At the time, this event seemed completely natural to me. I just smiled. It wasn’t
at all a feeling of being plunged into something strange and supernatural. But, at the same
time, one such experience is enough to open the mind. As they say, it’s enough to taste
one drop of the sea to know that it’s salty.
PHILOSOPHER - I agree. But the fact that certain psyches can communicate with other
psyches—something that is only very rarely observed but which some people have
nevertheless experienced, including yourself—doesn’t completely prove that there’s a
purely mental principle in man.
MONK - It doesn’t prove it, but it makes it a pretty strong presumption. I should add, too,
that the attitude of these Tibetan teachers is always very humble. They might be having
this kind of experience all the time, but they only very rarely let anyone know. They
don’t like putting their powers on display and are certainly not trying to impress anybody.
It’s a faculty that’s relatively common in great Tibetan teachers and always goes hand in
hand with a high degree of spiritual realization. I’ve never seen or heard of it in ordinary
practitioners.
These are the same great teachers who speak from their own experience of a state of
consciousness after death. In view of the capacities that can be observed in them and of
all the other signs of perfection they show in daily life, it seems more likely that they’re
telling the truth than otherwise; that’s all I can say.
PHILOSOPHER - That kind of reasoning, the very considerations you’ve just brought up,
are found in many of Plato’s dialogues. People who’ve attained a high degree of spiritual
development, whose exceptional character is revealed by this or that sign of selflessness,
humility, and nobility altogether, seem to be able to perceive supernatural phenomena.
All these things come together to allow those who are open to such arguments to accept
the hypothesis of a mental principle and the immortality of the soul. But stringent
evidence alone, if there was no act of faith added on, wouldn’t allow them to reach that
conclusion.
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MONK - If you define faith as conviction born from experience, why shouldn’t such an
act of faith be valid? Of course, it’s always difficult to get anyone else to share that
conviction if they haven’t had the same experience.
PHILOSOPHER - That’s just the point. That’s why the only real evidence is evidence
independent of any subjective experience.
MONK - Why the only real evidence? Faith in Buddhism isn’t blind, irrational belief in
particular points of dogma. What we’re talking about here isn’t just an act of trust; it’s the
most likely and credible explanation.
PHILOSOPHER - Here we’re back to the everlasting great attempt—and I do mean
attempt—to rationalize what is in fact irrational. Here again the basic reference is Plato,
or Pascal. It’s to try to use a dialectic, a very tight argument, very rational in its word-forword structure, to end up with proof, through reason, of something that just doesn’t
depend on reason. So you always come up against a final limit, because there’s always a
step to be surmounted that no longer depends on evidence.
MONK - There are some steps that it would be well worth surmounting. The way those
teachers conduct their lives seems perfectly consistent, without the slightest false note.
Why would such remarkable people with so many admirable qualities, those still alive
and all those who’ve appeared throughout the history of Buddhism, suddenly start
inventing false truths when it comes to their experience of a stream of nonmaterial
consciousness continuing after death?
PHILOSOPHER - That’s not what I’m saying. An act of faith doesn’t have to be
fraudulent. But it’s not absolute proof; it’s testimony, like historical knowledge.
MONK - Wait a minute, let’s be careful here. The act of faith is something we make. It’s
not the same for those who, like the Buddha, assert that consciousness is nonmaterial,
that its stream continues after death, and that one stream of consciousness among others
is identifiable. For them it’s a matter of direct experience, not faith.
PHILOSOPHER - It’s a bit the same situation as for the mystics of Western tradition.
Take St. John of the Cross, St. Catherine of Siena, and others who saw God within their
own lifetime, in states of transport or ecstasy. They were quite sure they’d had experience
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of the divine. But the mass of Christians take them at their word—or not, as the case may
be—without casting any doubt on their honesty or their humility. All the same, their
testimony isn’t the same as rational proof. What I’ve noticed about this sort of reasoning
is that it uses two different pathways together. One is to use bits and pieces of science to
try to show, through rational demonstration, that an immortal, mental principle exists.
The other is to call on the suprasensory and supernatural experiences of people who may
well have lived those experiences in complete sincerity and, being perfectly respectable
and honorable, may well have no intention of deceiving anyone. But that’s not enough.
History is full of people of perfectly good faith who were wrong.
MONK - But how could someone be wrong about that kind of experience?
PHILOSOPHER - They could have an experience that they feel proves the existence of a
principle that continues in the hereafter, when in fact it’s just an impression. Couldn’t
they be wrong? It’s no real evidence for anyone who hasn’t had that experience himself.
It remains something of the order of probability or possibility only.
MONK - It could only be proved if you had the experience yourself. It’s really an indirect
proof that I’ve been proposing here, that of the validity of testimony. But we still have a
second point to tackle—people who remember their previous lives. That’s something
that, in the end, could clarify the question of reincarnation.
PHILOSOPHER - Well, yes, it could, as long as such people could convince us that
they’re remembering real events, and that it’s not just a novel. Pythagoras also claimed to
remember all his previous lives.
MONK - There have been several studies of case histories of this kind.
PHILOSOPHER - Has all that ever really been proved?
MONK - Hundreds of cases have been reported in the history of Tibet. I personally have
heard several firsthand accounts whose validity I had little reason to doubt, and I can cite
one case whose validity I have no reason to doubt at all, as I myself witnessed it. I’ll give
you two examples. The first is not something I witnessed myself, but I heard the account
from someone I trust completely. A great teacher called Dudjom Lingpa died in 1903.
He’d lived in Amdo, in the northeast of Tibet. Just before dying, he told his disciples that
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he had to leave for the region of Pemako in southern Tibet, near the Indian border, two
months’ walk from Amdo. After his death, faithful to his dying words, a hundred or so of
his disciples set out for Pemako with the idea of finding his reincarnation there. They
searched in vain for almost five years, and gradually, one after the other, gave up and
made their way home. Only about fifteen really stubborn ones remained and continued
looking. One day, they arrived at the edge of a village where they saw a group of
children. Running around among them was a young boy who’d said to his parents that
morning, ‘Some friends are coming today, we’ll need to get a meal ready for them.’ The
children were playing by jumping over a low stone wall.
PHILSOPHER - How old was the child?
MONK - Five or six. Just as the monks were passing close by, the boy in question
stumbled over a stone and, on the point of falling, reached out his hand to the lama who
was just next to him, calling, ‘Yeshe, give me a hand!’ Yeshe was indeed the lama’s
name. He was quite shocked, but for the moment kept quiet. The travelers were then
invited to share the household meal. Now, it happened that this lama Yeshe was wearing
round his neck a reliquary containing a lock of hair. Seeing the reliquary, the child
exclaimed, ‘Hey! But that’s the hair I gave you!’ It was indeed a lock of hair that his
former teacher had given him. That child became Dudjom Rinpoche, who died in 1987
and was one of my own main teachers.
Secondly, here’s the story I witnessed myself, the reincarnation of Khyentse
Rinpoche, the teacher I lived with for fifteen years. He was identified by one of his
closest disciples, a great teacher in his own right called Trulshik Rinpoche, who is now
seventy-two and lives in the mountains in Nepal. I took part in the search myself. Once
the child was found, it was decided that a ceremony for his longevity should be
performed in a sacred cave in the east of Nepal. So we went off to the cave, near which
Trulshik Rinpoche had been in retreat. A hundred or so former disciples of Khyentse Rinpoche’s assembled there for the occasion. During the ceremony, Trulshik Rinpoche read
to the child the name that had been given to him and sent by the Dalai Lama, offered him
some ceremonial robes and performed a long life ritual in his honor. On the last day,
there was a celebration during which the officiating lama would normally give each
participant a little bit of a consecrated liquid to drink. Trulshik Rinpoche, who was
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presiding over the ceremony, was expected to be the one who distributed this substance.
But the child, seeing Trulshik Rinpoche beginning to do so, decided that he’d do it
himself, although only two-and-a-half years old. With great calm—the scene lasted a
good five minutes—he got his mother to come over to him and gave her a drop of the
liquid, then Khyentse Rinpoche’s grandson, whom he knew, and about twenty other
people whose name he’d heard only once or twice. As he called them, he distinctly spoke
the names of several of these people who’d only been introduced to him the day before.
PHILOSOPHER - At two-and-a-half! But at that age children can hardly talk!
MONK - Hardly, but just enough to call people by name. The day before, for example, I
was holding the boy in my arms and pointed out to him a friend of mine, Luc, a French
engineer, who’s building one of our monasteries in India. A little bit jokingly, I said,
‘There, that’s Luc, who’s building your monastery in Bodhgaya.’ The next day, he called
Luc by name and gave him the blessing. So this is certainly an especially bright child,
with an astonishing memory. But that wasn’t the most astonishing thing that happened.
Among the participants, of whom there were about a hundred, were a group of
Bhutanese who had just arrived after three days’ walk from the Nepalese border. One of
them had been an old servant of the former Khyentse Rinpoche. When the child had
blessed all the people sitting nearby, one of the monks asked him ‘So, now, is that all?’
‘No, no,’ he replied, and pointed at someone in the small crowd. Another monk went
over to indicate different people sitting in the direction the boy was pointing at —‘This
one? That one there?’ and so on, until he reached the old Bhutanese servant, whereupon
the boy said, ‘Yes! That one!’ So the old man was brought over and the boy, perched on
his throne, gave him the blessing. The man burst into tears.
PHILOSOPHER - It’s very striking. Nevertheless, I’d still say, once again, that events of
this kind can only be taken as proof if you experience them yourself. Even if you believe
that accounts of them are given in absolute sincerity.
MONK - Yes, I do understand that. I’m only telling this story because it was something I
saw with my own eyes. For me, it has a greater weight of truth than something I’ve heard
someone else recounting. But I should add that I’ve heard descriptions of dozens of
similar events. When people ask the Dalai Lama—surely the very personification of
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sincerity and honesty—if he had these kind of memories, he says, ‘As soon as I arrived in
Lhasa, I told my attendants that my teeth were in a box in a particular room of the
Norbulingka, the Summer Palace. When they opened the box, they found the thirteenth
Dalai Lama’s false teeth. I pointed at the box and told them my teeth were inside. But
now, I don’t remember anything!’
PHILOSOPHER - Well, let’s say all that belongs to Buddhism’s metaphysical beliefs.
And I do think it has all the features of metaphysical (not to say religious) conviction.
What characterizes rational thought is that all the evidence can be communicated to
anyone, and they can even be obliged to admit its validity—even those who haven’t
themselves observed the experiment being carried out and who wouldn’t be able to carry
it out themselves, but who are bound to accept that it could always be reconstituted. The
kind of experience you’re talking about, on the other hand, is only completely convincing
at firsthand.
MONK - I know very well what the criteria of rational thought are, and that its evidence
has to be communicable to everyone or to be such as to oblige them to accept its validity.
For example, conviction of the truth of a mathematical demonstration arises in the mind,
doesn’t it? If it has a physical application, it can also be verified experimentally.
Contemplative thought leads to a conviction which arises in the mind, too. The certainty
arising from a life of contemplative practice, or a life lived with a spiritual teacher, is just
as powerful as that arising from the demonstration of a theorem. As for its experimental
verification, the only difference is that it’s usually inner, which removes none of its
authenticity. Its outer aspects —goodness, tolerance, compassion, wisdom—are only
‘signs’ of inner realization.
PHILOSOPHER - I’m not arguing against its authenticity for those who experience it
firsthand. But in the context of our dialogue, which is supposed to be getting at the details
of what Buddhism means for a Westerner, I’m just emphasizing that as well as the
dimension of practical, purely psychological wisdom there’s also an additional dimension
that’s metaphysical or supernatural.
MONK - The events I was telling you about just now have absolutely nothing to do with
mystical experience, and my own testimony is not in the slightest bit metaphysical. These
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are events that I saw with my own eyes, and not in some exalted state of mind, but in the
calmest—I’d almost go so far as to say the most ordinary— circumstances possible. And
since you mention mystical accounts, I’d like to add, by way of a parenthesis, that people
sometimes try hard to belittle such accounts using what could be called ‘medical
materialism’, which consists of saying that St. Teresa of Avila was an hysteric, that St.
Francis of Assisi had some hereditary psychological problem, that St. Paul had an
epileptic fit on the road to Damascus, that Joan of Arc was schizophrenic, and so forth.
It’s true that stimulating certain parts of the brain can give rise to hallucinations and other
disturbances of experience, as can the various lesions and malfunctions that the brain is
subject to through disease. But such explanations can’t possibly cover the spiritual
experiences of thousands of perfectly sane and healthy contemplatives.
PHILOSOPHER - Even if one doesn’t resort to the degrading or even contemptuous sort
of explanations you mention, nevertheless one can—and must, in good methodology—
distinguish between the type of proof that can be communicated to the whole of mankind,
such that everyone’s obliged to accept its validity, and the type of proof that’s only proof
for those who’ve had that particular firsthand experience.
MONK - You’re right that it’s a problem of methodology. If you dismiss one particular
phenomenon because it’s an exception and can’t be reproduced, how could you ever
recognize that it corresponds to reality, should that in fact be the case?
PHILOSOPHER - I think it has to be dismissed as long as it isn’t part of your own
experience.
MONK - But in that case the only truths we could accept would be those that everyone
can see or experience at the same time.
PHILOSOPHER - My opinion is that the events you’ve recounted are of the order of
historical testimony rather than scientific proof. Now, historical testimony, meaning, ‘Soand-so said this or that, I was there, I heard him say so,’ is very valuable evidence.
Without it, there’d be no history. But it’s never final proof. Any historian can contradict
another historian and say, ‘I’ve found another source which proves that this or that
testimony is false or incomplete.’ That’s why history, although it’s a science, is not an
exact science. It’s based exclusively on the testimony of a limited number of individuals
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about an experience which can’t be reproduced. Yet history is more scientific than the
accounts you’ve been talking about, because it relies not only on personal testimony but
also on nonpersonal documents and monuments, even if they’re subject to various
interpretations too. For supernatural experiences, it can only be one mind against another.
I don’t think we’ll get any further on that theme. The idea we should stay with is this:
unless you’re within a certain system of faith—and I do mean that in the noblest sense of
the term—there’ll always be something missing that will prevent a viewpoint that is
metaphysical by definition being proved. A metaphysical viewpoint can never be
completely proved. We’ve been trying for two thousand five hundred years to build a
rational system of metaphysics, to make metaphysics as rigorous as mathematics. But it’s
never worked—because metaphysics, intrinsically, is outside the scope of that system of
reasoning.
MONK - But it’s not outside the scope of spiritual realization, which is an undeniable
reality and takes place on another level, that of contemplative experience—the direct
vision of a truth that the mind is obliged to accept because it corresponds, in that domain,
to the nature of things. That doesn’t make such a point of view irrational, either. It simply
goes beyond conceptual reasoning. Let’s tackle our problem from the other end. Just
suppose for a moment that such unusual phenomena as memories of previous lives really
did exist. How could they be proved if the very fact of being the exception makes them
unacceptable?
PHILOSOPHER - For that, you’d need an impartial observer who spoke the language
fluently and was accepted within the Tibetan community, to observe these matters with
skepticism and rigor.
MONK - If that’s all you need, Yours Truly could perhaps be considered a candidate.
Personally, I always try to adopt the most objective possible attitude, knowing that
otherwise I’d be an easy target for those who denounce anything asserted on the basis of
blind credulity. In discussions with my Tibetan friends, I always try to be the devil’s
advocate, and to add spice to the argument I always adopt a materialist point of view.
There’s no doubt that I couldn’t believe fully in the transmission of thoughts until I
experienced it myself. In the case of the child who made the old man come over to him,

191

I’m happy to have seen it with my own eyes. But my deepest conviction in the spiritual
path doesn’t just arise from a few outer events of the sort. It’s rooted in confirmation of
certain metaphysical and contemplative truths, moment by moment.
PHILOSOPHER - My own conclusion, then, which is not definitive, is that your
testimony carries more weight than that of some drugged hippie who’d approached
Buddhism in a much less authentic way. Any scrupulous historian would say the same.
That’s exactly how one proceeds in history: the testimony of such-and-such a witness
carries great weight, but it’s still only a testimony. Once again, we have to distinguish
between the historical sciences, mind sciences, and human sciences on the one hand, and
the ‘hard’ sciences on the other. The latter entail proofs that everyone, whatever their
opinion might be, would be bound to accept; whereas in the former, the gathering of
testimonies helps to get to ever higher and higher probabilities of truth, but there’s
nevertheless a threshold of absolute certainty that can never be completely reached.
MONK - I can guarantee that you’d have no chance at all of getting an inhabitant of the
tropical forests of New Guinea to accept even a hundredth of the discoveries of science.
The other person has to have some comparable mental framework. You’d have to educate
him in a particular way for many years. Similarly, people who haven’t opened their
minds to it could never be made to accept the results of contemplative research. There
too, some education is necessary. The goal of the sciences of what is reproducible, the
hard sciences, is actually not to solve metaphysical problems, nor to give meaning to life,
but to describe the material world as exactly as possible. To say that reality can be
reduced simply to matter and that consciousness is just a property of the nervous system
is no more than a definition of the context in which science operates. Contemplative life,
too, has its own rules, and the deep conviction that comes from practicing it has, on the
mind, as much impact as any experiment whatsoever that can be carried out in the
material world. Observation of the nature of the mind, from a purely contemplative point
of view, can bring about a certainty just as complete as observing a body falling under the
effect of gravity.

From The Monk and the Philosopher, Ch. 3
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Miracles
David Hume
[See biographical note for Selection 16.]

_____________________________________________________________________
Though experience be our only guide in reasoning concerning matters of fact; it must
be acknowledged, that this guide is not altogether infallible, but in some cases is apt to
lead us into errors. One, who in our climate, should expect better weather in any week
of June than in one of December, would reason justly, and conformably to experience:
but it is certain, that he may happen, in the event, to find himself mistaken.
However, we may observe, that, in such a case, he would have no cause to
complain of experience; because it commonly informs us beforehand of the uncertainty, by that contrariety of events, which we may learn from a diligent observation.
All effects follow not with like certainty from their supposed causes. Some events are
found, in all countries and all ages, to have been constantly conjoined together:
Others are found to have been more variable, and sometimes to disappoint our
expectations; so that, in our reasonings concerning matter of fact, there are all
imaginable degrees of assurance, from the highest certainty to the lowest species of
moral evidence.
A wise man, therefore, proportions his belief to the evidence. In such
conclusions as are founded on an infallible experience, he expects the event with the last
degree of assurance, and regards his past experience as a full proof of the future existence
of that event. In other cases, he proceeds with more caution: He weighs the opposite
experiments: He considers which side is supported by the greater number of
experiments: To that side he inclines with doubt and hesitation; and when at last he
fixes his judgment, the evidence exceeds not what we properly call probability. All
probability, then, supposes an opposition of experiments and observations, where the
one side is found to overbalance the other, and to produce a degree of evidence,
proportioned to the superiority. A hundred instances or experiments on one side, and
fifty on another, afford a doubtful expectation of any event; though a hundred uniform
experiments with only one that is contradictory, reasonably beget a pretty strong degree
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of assurance. In all cases, we must balance the opposite experiments, where they are
opposite, and deduct the smaller number from the greater in order to know the exact
force of the superior evidence.
To apply these principles to a particular instance; we may observe, that there is
no species of reasoning more common, more useful, and even necessary to human
life, than that which is derived from the testimony of men, and the reports of
eyewitnesses and spectators. This species of reasoning, perhaps, one may deny to be
founded on the relation of cause and effect. I shall not dispute about a word. It will
be sufficient to observe, that our assurance in any argument of this kind is derived
from no other principle than our observation of the variety of human testimony, and of
the usual conformity of facts to the reports of witnesses. It being a general maxim, that
no objects have any discoverable connexion together, and that all the inferences,
which we can draw from one to another, are founded merely on our experience of
their constant and regular conjunction, it is evident, that we ought not to make an
exception to this maxim in favor of human testimony, whose connexion with any
event seems, in itself, as little necessary as any other. Were not the memory tenacious
to a certain degree; had not men commonly an inclination to truth and a principle of
probity; were they not sensible to shame, when detected in a falsehood: Were not these,
I say, discovered by experience to be qualities, inherent in human nature, we should
never repose the least confidence in human testimony. A man delirious, or noted for
falsehood and villainy, has no manner of authority with us.
And as the evidence, derived from witnesses and human testimony, is founded
on past experience, so it varies with the experience, and is regarded either as a proof or
a probability, according as the conjunction between any particular kind of report and
any kind of object has been found to be constant or variable. There are a number of
circumstances to be taken into consideration in all judgments of this kind; and the ultimate standard, by which we determine all disputes, that may arise concerning them,
is always derived from experience and observation. Where the experience is not
entirely uniform on any side, it is attended with an unavoidable contrariety in our
judgments, and with the same opposition and mutual destruction of argument as in
every other kind of evidence. We frequently hesitate concerning the reports of
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others. We balance the opposite circumstances, which cause any doubt or uncertainty;
and when we discover a superiority on any side, we incline to it; but still with a
diminution of assurance, in proportion to the force of its antagonist.
This contrariety of evidence, in the present case, may be derived from several
different causes; from the opposition of contrary testimony; from the character or
number of the witnesses; from the manner of their delivering their testimony; or from
the union of all these circumstances. We entertain a suspicion concerning any matter
of fact, when the witnesses contradict each other; when they are but few, or of
doubtful character; when they have an interest in what they affirm; when they deliver
their testimony with hesitation, or on the contrary, with too violent asseverations.
There are many other particulars of the same kind, which may diminish or destroy the
force of any argument, derived from human testimony.
Suppose, for instance, that the fact, which the testimony endeavors to
establish, partakes of the extraordinary and the marvelous; in that case, the evidence,
resulting from the testimony, admits of a diminution, greater or less, in proportion as
the fact is more or less unusual. The reason why we place any credit in witnesses and
historians is not derived from any connexion, which we perceive a priori, between testimony and reality, but because we are accustomed to find a conformity between them.
But when the fact attested is such a one as has seldom fallen under our observation,
here is a contest of two opposite experiences; of which the one destroys the other, as far
as its force goes, and the superior can only operate on the mind by the force, which
remains. The very same principle of experience, which gives us a certain degree of
assurance in the testimony of witnesses, gives us also, in this case, another degree of
assurance against the fact, which they endeavor to establish; from which
contradiction there necessarily arises a counterpoise, and mutual destruction of belief
and authority.
But in order to increase the probability against the testimony of witnesses, let us
suppose, that the fact, which they affirm, instead of being only marvelous, is really
miraculous: and suppose also, that the testimony, considered apart and in itself,
amounts to an entire proof: in that case, there is proof against proof, of which the
strongest must prevail, but still with a diminution of its force, in proportion to that of
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its antagonist.
A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm and unalterable
experience has established these laws, the proof against a miracle, from the very nature
of the fact, is as entire as any argument from experience can possibly be imagined. Why is
it more than probable, that all men must die; that lead cannot, of itself, remain
suspended in the air; that fire consumes wood, and is extinguished by water; unless it be,
that these events are found agreeable to the laws of nature, and there is required a
violation of these laws, or in other words, a miracle to prevent them? Nothing is
esteemed a miracle, if it ever happen in the common course of nature. It is no miracle
that a man, seemingly in good health, should die on a sudden: because such a kind of
death, though more unusual than any other, has yet been frequently observed to happen.
But it is a miracle that a dead man should come to life; because that has never been
observed, in any age or country. There must, therefore, be a uniform experience against
every miraculous event, otherwise the event would not merit that appellation. And as an
uniform experience amounts to a proof, there is here a direct and full proof, from the
nature of the fact, against the existence of any miracle; nor can such a proof be destroyed,
or the miracle rendered credible, but by an opposite proof, which is superior.20
The plain consequence is (and it is a general maxim worthy of our attention),
“That no testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless the testimony be of such a
kind, that its falsehood would be more miraculous, than the fact, which it endeavors to
establish: And even in that case there is a mutual destruction of arguments, and the
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Sometimes an event may not in itself, seem to be contrary to the laws of nature, and yet, if it
were real, it might, by reason of some circumstances, be denominated a miracle; because, in fact,
it is contrary to these laws. Thus if a person, claiming a divine authority, should command a sick
person to be well, a healthful man to fall down dead, the clouds to pour rain, the winds to
blow, in short, should order many natural events which immediately follow upon his command;
these might justly be esteemed miracles, because they are really, in this case, contrary to the laws
of nature. For if any suspicion remain, that the event and command concurred by accident,
there is no miracle and no transgression of the laws of nature. If this suspicion be removed,
there is evidently a miracle, and a transgression of these laws; because nothing can be more
contrary to nature than that the voice or command of a man should have such an influence. A
miracle may be accurately defined, a transgression of a law of nature by a particular volition of the
Deity or by the interposition of some invisible agent. A miracle may either be discoverable by men or
not. This alters not its nature and essence. The raising of a house or ship into the air is a visible
miracle. The raising of a feather, when the wind wants ever so little of a force requisite for that
purpose, is as real a miracle, though not so sensible with regard to us.

196

superior only gives us an assurance suitable to that degree of force, which remains, after
deducting the inferior.” When any one tells me, that he saw a dead man restored to
life, I immediately consider with myself, whether it be more probable, that this person
should either deceive or be deceived, or that the fact, which he relates, should really
have happened. I weigh the one miracle against the other; and according to the
superiority, which I discover, I pronounce my decision, and always reject the greater
miracle. If the falsehood of his testimony would be more miraculous, than the event
which he relates; then, and not till then, can he pretend to command my belief or
opinion.
In the foregoing reasoning we have supposed, that the testimony, upon which a
miracle is founded, may possibly amount to an entire proof, and that the falsehood of
that testimony would be a real prodigy: But it is easy to show that we have been a great
deal too liberal in our concession, and that there never was a miraculous event established
on so full an evidence.
For first, there is not to be found in all history, any miracle attested by a sufficient
number of men, of such unquestioned good-sense, education, and learning, as to secure
us against all delusion in themselves; of such undoubted integrity, as to place them
beyond all suspicion of any design to deceive others; of such credit and reputation in the
eyes of mankind, as to have a great deal to lose in case of their being detected in any
falsehood; and at the same time, attesting facts, performed in such a public manner, and
in so celebrated a part of the world, as to render the detection unavoidable: All which
circumstances are requisite to give us a full assurance in the testimony of men.
Secondly, We may observe in human nature a principle, which, if strictly
examined, will be found to diminish extremely the assurance, which we might, from
human testimony, have, in any kind of prodigy. The maxim, by which we commonly
conduct ourselves in our reasonings, is, that the objects, of which we have no
experience, resemble those, of which we have; that what we have found to be most
usual is always most probable; and that where there is an opposition of arguments, we
ought to give the preference to such as are founded on the greatest number of past
observations.
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But though, in proceeding by this rule, we readily reject any fact which is
unusual and incredible in an ordinary degree; yet in advancing farther, the mind observes not always the same rule; but when anything is affirmed utterly absurd and
miraculous, it rather the more readily admits of such a fact, upon account of that very
circumstance, which ought to destroy all its authority. The passion of surprise and
wonder arising from miracles, being an agreeable emotion, gives a sensible tendency
towards the belief of those events, from which it is derived. And this goes so far, that
even those who cannot enjoy this pleasure immediately, nor can believe those
miraculous events, of which they are informed, yet love to partake of the satisfaction
at second-hand or by rebound, and place a pride and delight in exciting the admiration
of others.
With what greediness are the miraculous accounts of travelers received, their
descriptions of sea and land monsters, their relations of wonderful adventures, strange
men, and uncouth manners? But if the spirit of religion join itself to the love of wonder,
there is an end of common sense; and human testimony, in these circumstances, loses
all pretensions to authority. A religionist may be an enthusiast, and imagine he sees what
has no reality: He may know his narrative to be false, and yet persevere in it, with the
best intentions in the world, for the sake of promoting so holy a cause: Or even where
this delusion has not place, vanity, excited by so strong a temptation, operates on him
more powerfully than on the rest of mankind in any other circumstances: and selfinterest with equal force. His auditors may not have, and commonly have not, sufficient
judgment to canvass his evidence: What judgment they have, they renounce by
principle, in these sublime and mysterious subjects: Or if they were ever so willing
to employ it, passion and a heated imagination disturb the regularity of its operations.
Their credulity increases his impudence: And his impudence overpowers their
credulity.
Thirdly, it forms a strong presumption against all supernatural and miraculous
relations, that they are observed chiefly to abound among ignorant and barbarous
nations; or if a civilized people has ever given admission to any of them, that people
will be found to have received them from ignorant and barbarous ancestors, who
transmitted them with that inviolable sanction and authority, which always attend
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received opinions. When we peruse the first histories of all nations, we are apt to
imagine ourselves transported into some new world; where the whole frame of nature is
disjointed, and every element performs its operations in a different manner, from
what it does at present. Battles, revolutions, pestilence, famine, and death, are never the
effect of those natural causes, which we experience. Prodigies, omens, oracles,
judgments, quite obscure the few natural events, that are intermingled with them. But as
the former grow thinner every page, in proportion as we advance nearer the
enlightened ages, we soon learn, that there is nothing mysterious or supernatural in the
case, but that all proceeds from the usual propensity of mankind towards the marvelous,
and that, though this inclination may at intervals receive a check from sense and
learning, it can never be thoroughly extirpated from human nature.
I may add as a fourth reason, which diminishes the authority of prodigies, that
there is no testimony for any that is not opposed by an infinite number of witnesses; so
that not only the miracle destroys the credit of testimony, but the testimony destroys itself.
To make this the better understood, let us consider, that, in matters of religion, whatever is
different is contrary; and that it is impossible the religions of ancient Rome, of Turkey,
of Siam, and of China should, all of them, be established on any solid foundation. Every
miracle, therefore, pretended to have been wrought in any of these religions (and all of
them abound in miracles), as its direct scope is to establish the particular system to
which it is attributed; so has it the same force, though more indirectly, to overthrow
every other system. In destroying a rival system, it likewise destroys the credit of those
miracles, on which that system was established; so that all the prodigies of different
religions are to be regarded as contrary facts, and the evidences of these prodigies,
whether weak or strong, as opposite to each other. According to this method of reasoning,
when we believe any miracle of Mahomet or his successors, we have for our warrant the
testimony of a few barbarous Arabians: And on the other hand, we are to regard the
authority of Titus Livius, Plutarch, Tacitus, and in short, of all the authors and
witnesses, Grecian, Chinese, and Roman Catholic, who have related any miracle in their
particular religion; I say, we are to regard their testimony in the same light as if they had
mentioned that Mahometan miracle, and had in express terms contradicted it, with the
same certainty as they have for the miracle they relate. This argument may appear over
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subtle and refined; but is not in reality different from the reasoning of a judge, who
supposes, that the credit of two witnesses, maintaining a crime against any one, is
destroyed by the testimony of two others, who affirm him to have been two hundred
leagues distant, at the same instant when the crime is said to have been committed.
Upon the whole, then, it appears, that no testimony for any kind of miracle has
ever amounted to a probability, much less to a proof; and that, even supposing it
amounted to a proof, it would be opposed by another proof; derived from the very
nature of the fact, which it would endeavor to establish. It is experience only, which
gives authority to human testimony; and it is the same experience, which assures us of the
laws of nature. When, therefore, these two kinds of experience are contrary, we have
nothing to do but subtract the one from the other, and embrace an opinion, either on
one side or the other, with that assurance which arises from the remainder. But
according to the principle here explained, this subtraction, with regard to all popular
religions, amounts to an entire annihilation; and therefore we may establish it as a maxim,
that no human testimony can have such force as to prove a miracle, and make it a just
foundation for any such system of religion.
I beg the limitations here made may be remarked, when I say, that a miracle can
never be proved, so as to be the foundation of a system of religion. For I own, that
otherwise, there may possibly be miracles, or violations of the usual course of nature, of
such a kind as to admit of proof from human testimony; though, perhaps, it will be
impossible to find any such in all the records of history. Thus, suppose, all authors, in all
languages, agree, that, from the first of January 1600, there was a total darkness over the
whole earth for eight days: Suppose that the tradition of this extraordinary event is
still strong and lively among the people: That all travelers, who return from foreign
countries, bring us accounts of the same tradition, without the least variation or
contradiction: It is evident, that our present philosophers, instead of doubting the fact,
ought to receive it as certain, and ought to search for the causes whence it might be
derived. The decay, corruption, and dissolution of nature, is an event rendered probable by so many analogies, that any phenomenon, which seems to have a tendency
towards that catastrophe, comes within the reach of human testimony, if that testimony
be very extensive and uniform.
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But suppose, that all the historians who treat of England, should agree, that,
on the first of January 1600, Queen Elizabeth died; that both before and after her
death she was seen by her physicians and the whole court, as is usual with persons of
her rank; that her successor was acknowledged and proclaimed by the parliament; and
that, after being interred a month, she again appeared, resumed the throne, and
governed England for three years: I must confess that I should be surprised at the
occurrence of so many odd circumstances, but should not have the least inclination to
believe so miraculous an event. I should not doubt of her pretended death, and of
those other public circumstances that followed it: I should only assert it to have been
pretended, and that it neither was, nor possibly could be real. You would in vain object to me the difficulty, and almost impossibility of deceiving the world in an affair of
such consequence; the wisdom and solid judgment of that renowned queen; with the
little or no advantage which she could reap from so poor an artifice: All this might
astonish me; but I would still reply, that the knavery and folly of men are such
common phenomena, that I should rather believe the most extraordinary events to arise
from their concurrence, than admit of so signal a violation of the laws of nature.
But should this miracle be ascribed to any new system of religion; men, in all ages,
have been so much imposed on by ridiculous stories of that kind, that this very
circumstance would be a full proof of a cheat, and sufficient, with all men of sense,
not only to make them reject the fact, but reject it without farther examination. Though
the Being to whom the miracle is ascribed, be, in this case, Almighty, it does not, upon
that account, become a whit more probable; since it is impossible for us to know the
attributes or actions of such a Being, otherwise than from the experience which we
have of his productions, in the usual course of nature. This still reduces us to past
observation, and obliges us to compare the instances of the violation of truth in the
testimony of men, with those of the violation of the laws of nature by miracles, in order
to judge which of them is most likely and probable. As the violations of truth are more
common in the testimony concerning religious miracles, than in that concerning any
matter of fact; this must diminish very much the authority of the former testimony, and
make us form a general resolution, never to lend any attention to it, with whatever
specious pretence it may be covered.
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I am the better pleased with the method of reasoning here delivered, as I think it
may serve to confound those dangerous friends or disguised enemies to the Christian
Religion, who have undertaken to defend it on the principles of human reason. Our
most holy religion is founded on Faith, not on reason; and it is a sure method of
exposing it to put it to such trial as it is, by no means, fitted to endure. To make this
more evident, let us examine those miracles, related in scripture; and not to lose
ourselves in too wide a field, let us confine ourselves to such as we find in the
Pentateuch, which we shall examine, according to the principles of those pretended
Christians, not as the word or testimony of God himself, but as the production of a mere
human writer and historian. Here then we are first to consider a book, presented to us
by a barbarous and ignorant people, written in an age when they were still more
barbarous, and in all probability long after the facts which it relates, corroborated by no
concurring testimony, and resembling those fabulous accounts, which every nation
gives of its origin. Upon reading this book, we find it full of prodigies and miracles. It
gives an account of a state of the world and of human nature entirely different from the
present; of our fall from that state; of the age of man, extended to near a thousand
years; of the destruction of the world by a deluge; of the arbitrary choice of one people,
as the favorites of heaven; and that people the countrymen of the author; of their
deliverance from bondage by prodigies the most astonishing imaginable. I desire any
one to lay his hand upon his heart, and after a serious consideration declare, whether he
thinks that the falsehood of such a book, supported by such a testimony, would be more
extraordinary and miraculous than all the miracles it relates; which is, however,
necessary to make it to be received, according to the measures of probability above
established.
What we have said of miracles may be applied, without any variation, to
prophecies; and indeed, all prophecies are real miracles, and as such only, can be
admitted as proofs of any revelation. If it did not exceed the capacity of human nature
to foretell future events, it would be absurd to employ any prophecy as an argument for
a divine mission or authority from heaven. So that, upon the whole, we may conclude,
that the Christian Religion not only was at first attended with miracles, but even at this
day cannot be believed by any reasonable person without one. Mere reason is
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insufficient to convince us of its veracity: And whoever is moved by Faith to assent to
it, is conscious of a continued miracle in his own person, which subverts all the
principles of understanding, and gives him a determination to believe what is most
contrary to custom and experience.
From An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding
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Probability
C. S. Lewis
[See biographical note for Selection 22.]

____________________________________________________________________

Probability is founded on the presumption of a resemblance between those objects
of which we have had experience and those of which we have had none; and
therefore it is impossible that this presumption can arise from probability. (Hume,
Treatise of Human Nature, I, iii,vi.)

We must find a criterion whereby to judge any particular story of the miraculous. In one
sense, of course, our criterion is plain. Those stories are to be accepted for which the
historical evidence is sufficiently good. But then the answer to the question, “How
much evidence should we require for this story?” depends on our answer to the question, “How far is this story intrinsically probable?” We must therefore find a
criterion of probability.
The ordinary procedure of the modern historian, even if he admits the
possibility of miracle, is to admit no particular instance of it until every possibility of
“natural” explanation has been tried and failed. That is, he will accept the most
improbable “natural” explanations rather than say that a miracle occurred. Collective
hallucination, hypnotism of unconsenting spectators, widespread instantaneous conspiracy in lying by persons not otherwise known to be liars and not likely to gain by
the lie—all these are known to be very improbable events: so improbable that, except
for the special purpose of excluding a miracle, they are never suggested. But they are
preferred to the admission of a miracle.
Such a procedure is, from the purely historical point of view, sheer midsummer
madness unless we start by knowing that any Miracle whatever is more improbable
than the most improbable natural event. Do we know this?
We must distinguish the different kinds of improbability. Since miracles are, by
definition, rarer than other events, it is obviously improbable beforehand that one will
occur at any given place and time. In that sense every miracle is improbable. But that sort
of improbability does not make the story that a miracle has happened incredible; for in
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the same sense all events whatever were once improbable. It is immensely improbable
beforehand that a pebble dropped from the stratosphere over London will hit any
given spot or that any one particular person will win a large lottery. But the report that the
pebble has landed outside such and such a shop or that Mr. So-and-So has won the
lottery is not at all incredible. When you consider the immense number of meetings and
fertile unions between ancestors which were necessary in order that you should be
born, you perceive that it was once immensely improbable that such a person as you
should come to exist: but once you are here, the report of your existence is not in the
least incredible. With probability of this kind—antecedent probability of chances—we
are not here concerned. Our business is with historical probability.
Ever since Hume’s famous Essay it has been believed that historical statements
about miracles are the most intrinsically improbable of all historical statements.
According to Hume, probability rests on what may be called the majority vote of our past
experiences. The more often a thing has been known to happen, the more probable it
is that it should happen again; and the less often the less probable. Now the regularity
of Nature’s course, says Hume, is supported by something better than the majority vote
of past experiences: it is supported by their unanimous vote, or, as Hume says, by “firm
and unalterable experience.” There is, in fact, “uniform experience” against Miracle;
otherwise, says Hume, it would not be a Miracle. A miracle is therefore the most
improbable of all events. It is always more probable that the witnesses were lying or
mistaken than that a miracle occurred.
Now of course we must agree with Hume that if there is absolutely “uniform
experience” against miracles, if in other words they have never happened, why then
they never have. Unfortunately we know the experience against them to be uniform only
if we know that all the reports of them are false. And we can know all the reports to be false
only if we know already that miracles have never occurred. In fact, we are arguing in a
circle.
There is also an objection to Hume which leads us deeper into our problem. The
whole idea of Probability (as Hume understands it) depends on the principle of the
Uniformity of Nature. Unless Nature always goes on in the same way, the fact that a
thing had happened ten million times would not make it a whit more probable that it
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would happen again. And how do we know the Uniformity of Nature? A moment’s
thought shows that we do not know it by experience. We observe many regularities in
Nature. But of course all the observations that men have made or will make while the
race lasts cover only a minute fraction of the events that actually go on. Our observations
would therefore be of no use unless we felt sure that Nature when we are not
watching her behaves in the same way as when we are: in other words, unless we believe
in the Uniformity of Nature. Experience therefore cannot prove uniformity, because
uniformity has to be assumed before experience proves anything. And mere length of
experience does not help matters. It is no good saying, “Each fresh experience
confirms our belief in uniformity and therefore we reasonably expect that it will always
be confirmed”; for that argument works only on the assumption that the future will
resemble the past—which is simply the assumption of Uniformity under a new name.
Can we say that Uniformity is at any rate very probable? Unfortunately not. We have just
seen that all probabilities depend on it. Unless Nature is uniform, nothing is either
probable or improbable. And clearly the assumption which you have to make before there
is any such thing as probability cannot itself be probable.
The odd thing is that no man knew this better than Hume. His Essay on
Miracles is quite inconsistent with the more radical, and honorable, skepticism of his
main work.
The question, “Do miracles occur?” and the question, “Is the course of Nature
absolutely uniform?” are the same question asked in two different ways. Hume, by
sleight of hand, treats them as two different questions. He first answers “Yes,” to
the question whether Nature is absolutely uniform: and then uses this “Yes” as a
ground for answering, “No,” to the question, “Do miracles occur?” The single real
question which he set out to answer is never discussed at all. He gets the answer to
one form of the question by assuming the answer to another form of the same
question.
Probabilities of the kind that Hume is concerned with hold inside the
framework of an assumed Uniformity of Nature. When the question of miracles is
raised we are asking about the validity or perfection of the frame itself. No study of
probabilities inside a given frame can ever tell us how probable it is that the frame
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itself can be violated. Granted a school timetable with French on Tuesday morning at
ten o’clock, it is really probable that Jones, who always skimps his French
preparation, will be in trouble next Tuesday, and that he was in trouble on any
previous Tuesday. But what does this tell us about the probability of the timetable’s
being altered? To find that out you must eavesdrop in the masters’ common room.
It is no use studying the timetable.
If we stick to Hume’s method, far from getting what he hoped (namely, the
conclusion that all miracles are infinitely improbable) we get a complete deadlock.
The only kind of probability he allows holds exclusively within the frame of uniformity.
When uniformity is itself in question (and it is in question the moment we ask
whether miracles occur) this kind of probability is suspended. And Hume knows
no other. By his method, therefore, we cannot say that uniformity is either
probable or improbable; and equally we cannot say that miracles are either probable or
improbable. We have impounded both uniformity and miracles in a sort of limbo
where probability and improbability can never come. This result is equally
disastrous for the scientist and the theologian; but along Hume’s lines there is
nothing whatever to be done about it.
Our only hope, then, will be to cast about for some quite different kind of
Probability. Let us for the moment cease to ask what right we have to believe in the
Uniformity of Nature and ask why in fact men do believe in it. I think the belief has
three causes, two of which are irrational. In the first place we are creatures of habit. We
expect new situations to resemble old ones. It is a tendency which we share with
animals; one can see it working, often to very comic results, in our dogs and cats. In the
second place, when we plan our actions, we have to leave out of account the theoretical
possibility that Nature might not behave as usual tomorrow, because we can do
nothing about it. It is not worth bothering about because no action can be taken to
meet it. And what we habitually put out of our minds we soon forget. The picture
of uniformity thus comes to dominate our minds without rival and we believe it. Both
these causes are irrational and would be just as effective in building up a false belief
as in building up a true one.
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But I am convinced that there is a third cause. “In science,” said the late Sir
Arthur Eddington, “we sometimes have convictions which we cherish but cannot
justify; we are influenced by some innate sense of the fitness of things.” This may sound a
perilously subjective and aesthetic criterion; but can one doubt that it is a principal
source of our belief in Uniformity? A universe in which unprecedented and
unpredictable events were at every moment flung into Nature would not merely be
inconvenient to us: it would be profoundly repugnant. We will not accept such a universe on any terms whatever. It is utterly detestable to us. It shocks our “sense of the
fitness of things.” In advance of experience, in the teeth of many experiences, we are
already enlisted on the side of uniformity. For of course science actually proceeds by
concentrating not on the regularities of Nature but on her apparent irregularities. It is
the apparent irregularity that prompts each new hypothesis. It does so because we
refuse to acquiesce in irregularities: we never rest till we have formed and verified a
hypothesis which enables us to say that they were not really irregularities at all.
Nature as it comes to us looks at first like a mass of irregularities. The stove which lit all
right yesterday won’t light today; the water which was wholesome last year is
poisonous this year. The whole mass of seemingly irregular experience could never
have been turned into scientific knowledge at all unless from the very start we had
brought to it a faith in uniformity which almost no number of disappointments can
shake.
This faith—the preference—is it a thing we can trust? Or is it only the
way our minds happen to work? It is useless to say that it has hitherto always been
confirmed by the event. That is no good unless you (at least silently) add, “And
therefore always will be”: and you cannot add that unless you know already that our
faith in uniformity is well grounded. And that is just what we are now asking. Does
this sense of fitness of ours correspond to anything in external reality?
The answer depends on the Metaphysic one holds. If all that exists is Nature,
the great mindless interlocking event, if our own deepest convictions are merely the
by-products of an irrational process, then clearly there is not the slightest ground for
supposing that our sense of fitness and our consequent faith in uniformity tell us
anything about a reality external to ourselves. Our convictions are simply a fact about
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us—like the color of our hair. If Naturalism is true we have no reason to trust our
conviction that Nature is uniform. It can be trusted only if quite a different
Metaphysic is true. If the deepest thing in reality, the Fact which is the source of all
other facthood, is a thing in some degree like ourselves—if it is a Rational Spirit and
we derive our rational spirituality from It—then indeed our conviction can be
trusted. Our repugnance to disorder is derived from Nature’s Creator and ours. The
disorderly world which we cannot endure to believe in is the disorderly world He
would not have endured to create. Our conviction that the timetable will not be
perpetually or meaninglessly altered is sound because we have (in a sense)
eavesdropped in the Masters’ common room.
The sciences logically require a metaphysic of this sort. Our greatest natural
philosopher thinks it is also the metaphysic out of which they originally grew.
Professor [Alfred North] Whitehead points out that centuries of belief in a God who
combined “the personal energy of Jehovah” with “the rationality of a Greek
philosopher” first produced that firm expectation of systematic order which
rendered possible the birth of modern science. Men became scientific because they
expected Law in Nature, and they expected Law in Nature because they believed in a
Legislator. In most modern scientists this belief has died: it will be interesting to see how
long their confidence in uniformity survives it. Two significant developments have
already appeared—the hypothesis of a lawless sub-nature, and the surrender of the
claim that science is true. We may be living nearer that we suppose to the end of the
Scientific Age.
But if we admit God, must we admit Miracle? Indeed, indeed, you have no
security against it. That is the bargain. Theology says to you in effect, “Admit God and
with Him the risk of a few miracles, and I in return will ratify your faith in uniformity
as regards the overwhelming majority of events.” The philosophy which forbids you to
make uniformity absolute is also the philosophy which offers you solid grounds for
believing it to be general, to be almost absolute. The Being who threatens Nature’s
claim to omnipotence confirms her in her lawful occasions. Give us this ha’porth of
tar and we will save the ship. The alternative is really much worse. Try to make Nature
absolute and you find that her uniformity is not even probable. By claiming too
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much, you get nothing. You get the deadlock, as in Hume. Theology offers you a
working arrangement, which leaves the scientist free to continue his experiments
and the Christian to continue his prayers.
We have also, I suggest, found what we were looking for—a criterion
hereby to judge the intrinsic probability of an alleged miracle. We must judge it by our
“innate sense of the fitness of things,” that same sense of fitness which led us to
anticipate that the universe would be orderly. I do not mean, of course, that we are to
use this sense in deciding whether miracles in general are possible: we know that
they are on philosophical grounds [see C. S. Lewis “The Cardinal Difficulty of
Naturalism”, Selection 22]. Nor do I mean that a sense of fitness will do instead of
close inquiry into the historical evidence. As I have repeatedly pointed out, the
historical evidence cannot be estimated unless we have first estimated the intrinsic
probability of the recorded event. It is in making that estimate as regards each story
of the miraculous that our sense of fitness comes into play.
If in giving such weight to the sense of fitness I were doing anything new, I
should feel rather nervous. In reality I am merely giving formal acknowledgement to a
principle which is always used. Whatever men may say, no one really thinks that the
Christian doctrine of the Resurrection is exactly on the same level with some pious
tittle-tattle about how Mother Egaree Louise miraculously found her second best
thimble by the aid of St Anthony. The religious and the irreligious are really quite
agreed on the point. The whoop of delight with which the skeptic would unearth the
story of the thimble, and the “rosy pudency” with which the Christian would keep it in
the background, both tell the same tale. Even those who think all stories of miracles
absurd think some very much more absurd than others: even those who believe them
all (if anyone does) think that some require a specially robust faith. The criterion
which both parties are actually using is that of fitness. More than half the disbelief in
miracles that exists is based on a sense of their unfitness: a conviction (due, as I have
argued, to false philosophy) that they are unsuitable to the dignity of God or Nature or
else to the indignity and insignificance of man.
From Miracles, Ch. 13
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________________________________________________________________________
Historically the Argument from Evil is perhaps the most important argument against the
existence of God. The Greek philosopher Epicurus (341-270 B.C.) first formulated the
problem that generates this argument:
God either wishes to take away evil, and is unable, or He is able, and
unwilling; or He is neither willing nor able, or He is both willing and able.
If He is willing and is unable, He is feeble, which is not in accordance with
the character of God; if He is able and unwilling, He is envious, which is
equally at variance with God; if He is neither willing nor able, He is both
envious and feeble, and therefore not God; if He is both willing and able,
which alone is suitable to God, from what source then are evils? or why
does He not remove them?
Both believers and nonbelievers have taken the problem of the existence of evil very
seriously. On the one hand, theologians have produced what they believe to be adequate
solutions ranging from the suggestion that evil is an illusion to the claim that it is the result of free will. On the other hand, religious skeptics have maintained that the problem
can be used to support disbelief in God. Arguing that the existence of evil cannot be
reconciled with belief in God, they have judged the proposed theological solutions
offered inadequate.
The argument itself proceeds as follows: God by definition is all-powerful, all
knowing, and all good. If God is all-powerful, He can prevent evil. If God is all knowing
and can prevent evil, He knows how to prevent it. If God is all good, He would want to
prevent evil. But since there is evil God cannot exist.
This argument has usually been construed as one in which the premises provide
irrefutable reasons for accepting the conclusion. However, most critics of religion are
now skeptical that a viable deductive argument can be constructed. The Deductive
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Argument from Evil maintains that the conjunction of the following statements is
inconsistent:
1. God is all-powerful and all-knowing.
2. God is all good.
3. Evil exists.
If this inconsistency can be shown, then if evil exists, God cannot be all-good and allpowerful and all-knowing. However, God is by definition all good, all-powerful, and
all-knowing. Hence, God does not exist.
Most philosophers now believe that there is good reason why the Deductive
Argument from Evil fails: it is logically possible that evil can exist even if God exists
if God has good moral reasons for allowing it. Suppose
4. God could only bring about some great good if He allowed evil or if He could
prevent some greater evil only if He allowed some lesser evil.
If (4) were true, then God’s existence would not conflict with the existence of evil. Thus,
religious believers could admit that some evil appears pointless yet hold that this
appearance is misleading. They could maintain that, in fact, there might be good reason
for this evil.
Consider these two examples:
1. A fawn named Bambi is unable to escape from a forest fire and dies in horrible
agony.
2. A 7-year-old girl named Sue is raped, tortured, and killed.
A believer in God might argue either that Bambi’s and Sue’s suffering and death were
necessary in order to bring about some great good, or that if God had prevented Bambi’s
and Sue’s suffering and deaths, He would have allowed an even greater evil to occur. In
other words, God could not have prevented their suffering and death without either
sacrificing this good or allowing this greater evil. Thus God would have good reason for
allowing these two evils and there would be no inconsistency between belief in God’s
existence and belief in the existence of evils like Bambi’s and Sue’s suffering and deaths.
Because of the failure of the Deductive Argument from Evil, critics of religion
have developed Evidential Arguments from Evil for the nonexistence of God. In these the
conclusion that God does not exist is reasonable to hold in the light of the evidence,
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although not certain. It is helpful to distinguish two kinds of arguments. One kind
proceeds directly from the existence of evil to the nonexistence of God whereas the other
is based on refutations of theories known as theodicies that attempt to vindicate God’s
goodness in the light of the problem of evil. In the remainder of this paper I will expound
and defend these two versions of the Evidential Argument from Evil.
Informally stated, the Direct Evidential Argument is this: In the light of our
background knowledge—our evidence about good and evil, the way natural laws work in
our world, what an omnipotent being is capable of doing and so on—it is sensible to
conclude after careful examination that there is pointless evil in the world. This is so
because there is no good reason in the light of our background knowledge to suppose that
there is a great good or a greater evil that would justify allowing Bambi’s and Sue’s
suffering and death. But then it is reasonable to conclude that God, a being who would
not allow pointless evil, does not exist.
Stated more formally, the argument is this:
1. The suffering and death of Bambi and Sue appear to be pointless in that they do
not appear necessary to achieve some great good or to prevent a greater evil.
(Based on examination of the evidence.)
2. There is no good reason to suppose that this appearance is deceptive. (Based on
our background information.)
3. The suffering and death of Bambi and Sue are pointless. (From (1) and (2) and the
principle that unless one has good reason to suppose evidence is deceptive one
can reasonably assume it is not.)
4. If there is pointless suffering and death, then God does not exist. (By definition of
pointless evil and the meaning of the theistic God.)
5. Therefore, God does not exist. (By deductive inference from [3] and [4].)
The inference from (3) and (4) to (5) is deductive and (5) is certain relative to (3) and (4).
But from premises (1) and (2) one cannot deductively infer (3). (1) and (2) only strongly
support (3), that is, it is reasonable to believe (3) on the basis of (1) and (2).
Let us now consider the justification of these premises. Premise (1) is certainly
true for there appears to be no good reason for the suffering of Bambi and Sue and so it
appears that these are two cases of pointless evil. Is Premise (2) true as well? Although
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the appearance of pointless evil may sometimes be misleading, we have no good reason
for supposing that it is so in these cases. Indeed, in the light of our background
knowledge and the evidence, the way things appear does not seem misleading. Of course,
if we had independent reason to believe that God exists, then we would have good
grounds for thinking that no evil is really pointless. But no such independent reason
exists. In fact, there are independent reasons for supposing that God does not exist.
The principle that permits the inference to (3) is reasonable. Not only do we rely
on this constantly in our ordinary every day practices, it is hard to see how we could
proceed without it. Suppose I am home alone at night and entertain the disturbing thought
that there is a man-eating tiger in my room and consequently that I should leave quickly.
I carefully inspect my room and it seems that there is no tiger. I check the newspapers,
the zoo, and the police, none of whom report an escaped tiger. I ask my neighbor who is
an experienced tiger hunter to inspect my room. He can find no tiger. Given this principle
and the fact that there is no good reason to suppose that appearances are deceptive, I can
reasonably believe that there is no tiger in my room. If this principle were rejected it
would not be reasonable to believe that there is no tiger present. Since countless other
examples could be cited in which this premise is assumed, to reject this premise would
result in wholesale skepticism: we would not be able to rely on how things appear in our
everyday lives even though there is no reason to suppose that appearances are deceptive.
Premise (4) is also justified since if there was pointless evil then God could not be
an all good, all powerful being. This is because an all good, all powerful being would by
definition prevent the occurrence of any pointless evil.
One objection to the argument might be this. Suppose we believe that God exists.
Surely in this case, it will be said, it will not seem that there is pointless evil even if we
do not know what the point is. So Premise (1) is not justified for believers. But the fact
that a person believes in God does not mean that Bambi’s and Sue’s suffering would not
seem pointless. Their suffering would indeed seem pointless to believers although they
would believe that it is not pointless. A religious believer would tend to discount the
appearance and believe that the evil is not pointless despite it.
Another objection is that God’s reasons for allowing Bambi’s and Sue’s suffering
lay beyond human understanding. So the fact that just because evil appears to be
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pointless is no reason to believe that it is pointless. God may have reasons beyond our
understanding that justify these two cases of evil. Thus, Premise (2) is not justified.
However, one can grant that if God exists He might have reasons that are beyond our
understanding for allowing Bambi’s and Sue’s suffering. But unless in fact we have good
grounds to suppose that there are in fact such reasons, Premise (2) remains untouched.
The bare possibility that there could be such reasons carries no weight. Consider an
analogous case. Suppose that all known medical indicators make it seem that Bill is going
to die in the next week. But it is possible that all medical indicators are misleading and
that factors unknowable to medical science are present in Bill’s illness that will result in
his inexplicable recovery. It would still be reasonable to suppose that Bill will soon die.
The mere possibility that there are such factors beyond scientific understanding has no
bearing on this case.
Another objection is that there is no justification for accepting the principle that
allows us to infer Premise (3). As it stands, it might be said that this principle is arbitrary.
So the Evidential Argument from Evil fails. But we have already answered this objection.
Since this principle is an assumption that we rely on in all our thinking and action, one
whose rejection would result in wholesale skepticism and would paralyse our practical
action, it is hardly arbitrary.
There are at least two other considerations that strengthen the Direct Evidential
Argument from Evil. First, so far I have argued from cases like Bambi’s and Sue’s that it
is reasonable to suppose that God does not exist. But suppose these particular cases are
not examples of pointless evil. This would hardly refute the Direct Evidential Argument
from Evil for there are millions of other ones ranging from the Lisbon Earthquake to the
Holocaust, from child molestation to AIDS, from severe birth defects to slavery.
Religious apologists must show that it is not reasonable to believe that any of these are
cases of pointless evil. Needless to say it seems unlikely that this could be done.
The second consideration is this. If God is supposed to be good and merciful, why
would He not give His creatures some idea of why so much apparently pointless evil
exists? If God has reasons for allowing seemingly pointless evils that are beyond His
creatures’ understanding, He could at least explain that there are reasons beyond His
creatures’ ken. However, He does not. God is silent. This silence is not only inexplicable
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but seems to conflict with His purposes. Surely, God wants His creatures to worship and
love Him. Yet unexplained seemingly pointless evil is one of the greatest obstacles to
these ends. God’s silence is precisely what one would not expect if God exists.
In the Indirect Evidential Argument from Evil one argues not from the existence
of apparently pointless evil to the reasonableness of belief in God’s nonexistence but
from the failure of known theodicies—attempts to vindicate God’s goodness in the light
of apparently pointless evil—to the reasonableness of belief in the nonexistence of God.
The argument proceeds as follows. As we have seen, the following conjunction is not
inconsistent:
1. God is all-powerful and all-knowing.
2. God is all good.
3. Evil exists.
This is because it is possible that
4. God allows evil in order to either bring about a great good or to prevent a greater
evil.
But if it were reasonable to believe that (4) is false, then one would have good reason to
suppose that the existence of evil is incompatible with the existence of God. And it is
reasonable to believe that (4) is false since it is reasonable to believe that there are no
successful theodicies.
Quite simply, given the fact that there is no positive evidence for the existence of
God, it is reasonable to suppose that there are no successful theodicies because all known
theodicies have failed. Unless we have good reason to suppose otherwise—for example,
good reason to suppose that unknown theodicies would be successful—given centuries of
failed attempts by the best minds to defend known theodicies, it is reasonable to believe
that no theodicy is successful. Indeed, it is safe to say that despite centuries of effort no
progress has been made in reconciling evil and God. So it is reasonable to suppose that
(4) is false and, consequently, that God does not exist.
More formally stated the Indirect Evidential Argument from Evil is this:
1. There is no positive evidence that God exists. (Based on previous refutations.)
2. The apparently pointless evil connected with the suffering and death of Bambi
and Sue would falsify the existence of God unless one assumed that some
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theodicy successfully vindicates this suffering and death. (Based on the meaning
of successful theodicy and pointless evil.)
3. Despite centuries of trying by the best philosophical minds no progress has been
made in developing a theodicy that successfully vindicates the suffering and death
of Bambi and Sue. (Based on examination of known theodicies.)
4. There is no independent reason to suppose that unknown successful theodicies
exist or that if they do exist, they would be beyond our powers to discover. (Based
on our background knowledge.)
5. No theodicy can successfully vindicate the suffering and death of Bambi and Sue.
(Inductively inferred from [1], [2], [3], [4] and the Principle P.)
6. There is pointless evil. (From [5] by definition of unsuccessful theodicy.)
7. If there is pointless evil, then God does not exist. (By definition of pointless evil
and the meaning of the theistic God.)
8. Therefore, God does not exist. (By deductive inference from [6] and [71.)
The inference from (6) and (7) to (8) is deductive and, given (6) and (7), (8) is certain.
The inference from (5) to (6) is also deductive and, given (5) and (6), is certain. However,
the inference from (1), (2), (3), and (4) to (5) is inductive. Consequently, (5) is not certain
relative to (1), (2), (3), and (4) but merely well supported, that is, it is reasonable to
believe (5) on the basis of (1), (2), (3), and (4).
It would be inconsistent to reject the inference from (1), (2), (3), and (4) to (5) and
accept this mode of inference in everyday life and science. Consider the following
hypothetical case to illustrate the use of this mode of inference in other contexts. Jones is
dead and some of his friends suspect foul play. The available evidence is strong against
the foul play hypothesis unless the police were involved in a cover-up. However, Jones’
friends who are very skillful and dedicated try without success to establish a cover-up
theory. Furthermore, there is no independent evidence for the foulplay theory. Surely in
this case the general evidential argument outlined above would constitute a strong argument for the falsity of the foul play theory. It is irrelevant that there could have been a
cover-up. The question is: Was there one? Clearly this is an empirical issue and the
failure to establish any cover-up after diligent and skillful effort does provide good,
although not irrefutable, evidence that there is no cover-up. In addition, if there were
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good reason to believe the foul play theory or to believe that establishing this theory is
beyond our powers, then we could not conclude that the cover-up theory is false. But we
have no reason to suppose this. Countless other examples of the same mode of inference
can be found in everyday life and science.
It may be objected that some known theodicies are successful, hence Premise (3)
of the argument is not true. However, as I have argued in detail elsewhere, all of the
known major and the important minor theodicies fail. Later on in this article I will
critically consider two major theodicies in order to illustrate their problems.
It may also be objected that the principle used to infer (5) seems arbitrary. Why
should we suppose that it is justified? The basic reason is that this principle is widely
accepted whether the things under investigation are bats, baboons, beans, babies, or
bellows, and its acceptance partially defines what we mean by rationality. It would be
inconsistent to accept it in general but not with respect to theodicies.
One might object to Premise (4) on the grounds that God has reasons for allowing
seemingly pointless evil that are not taken into account by any known theodicies and
indeed that are beyond our ken. In response one can admit that this might be true but
insist that we have no good reasons to suppose that it is. Until we have some we are
justified in supposing that any unknown theodicy would be no more successful in
justifying evil than those provided in known theodicies and that if there were a successful
theodicy, diligent effort would have discovered it. To be sure, if we had independent
reason to suppose that God exists, perhaps a different belief would be justified. But we do
not have such.
As we have seen, the Indirect Argument from Evil assumes that all known
theodicies fail. Although it is impossible to examine all of them here, I will sketch in
some of the problems belonging to the two leading theodicies.
Perhaps the most widely used theodicy is that evil is not to be blamed on God but
is the result of the misuse by human beings of their free will. Moreover, the defense
assumes that this misuse is worth the price since free will is of enormous value. This Free
Will Defense has several serious problems.
First of all, at most this theodicy provides an explanation of moral evil; that is,
evil deliberately brought about by human beings. For example, it might be argued that
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Sue’s rapist is responsible for her suffering and death and not God. But this theodicy does
not explain natural evil; that is, the evil brought about by natural events such as tidal
waves, hurricanes, and birth defects. Thus, if the forest fire causing Bambi’s suffering
and death was started by lightning, the Free Will Defense would not apply to Bambi’s
suffering and death.
The second problem is that the Free Will Defense presupposes a particular view
of human freedom that we have no reason to believe is true. If freedom is compatible
with human decisions being caused by events in our brains or nervous systems, then an
all powerful God could have created people who never freely choose to do wrong. The
Free Will Defense must assume that human decisions are not caused by any events in our
brains or nervous systems. However, as neuroscience develops there is more and more
reason to suppose that human decisions are caused in this way.
The third problem is that God could have created human beings with a tendency
to do good. Given this tendency people would produce less evil than they do now.
The fourth problem is that God could have produced human beings who are less
vulnerable to physical attack than they in fact are; for example, children who when
attacked have great strength. This ability would make it less likely that Sue would be
attacked or, if attacked, harmed.
The fifth problem is that God could have created natural laws that would have
made it difficult for human beings to inflict harm on one another. For example, there
could be laws that tend to bring about heart attacks in rapists while they are attempting
rape.
The sixth problem is that the Free Will Defense assumes that the exercise of free
will is worth the price of millions of deaths and untold suffering. This is a doubtful
assumption.
The seventh problem is that although God is not directly responsible for evil
according to the Free Will Defense, He is indirectly responsible. Presumably He has
knowledge of the future. Given this foreknowledge God knew that His creatures would
misuse their free will and yet He created human beings. If He did not have
foreknowledge, He at least knew that this misuse was possible and took no safeguards to
prevent it. In the first case God was reckless. In the other He was negligent.
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Next in importance to the Free Will Defense against the Argument from Evil is
the Soul-Making Defense. The basic idea of this defense can be stated very simply. In
creating the world God did not make a paradise but rather a place to make souls. Rational
agents freely choose to develop certain valuable moral traits of character and to know and
to love God. In order to develop moral and spiritual character there must be a struggle
and obstacles to overcome. In a world without suffering, natural calamities, disease, and
the like there would be no obstacles and no struggle, consequently there would he no soul
making. This account thus explains both moral and natural evil. Since soulmaking is of
unsurpassed value, its value outweighs any moral or natural evil that results from or is a
necessary means to it. Thus the Soul-Making Defense purports to justify both moral and
natural evil.
However, there are decisive objections against this theodicy. First, given our
present laws of nature, one might agree that in a world free of pain and suffering it would
be hard to develop moral character. However, it is important to remember that an all
powerful God could have created a different world with different laws of nature. It seems
plausible to suppose that in some world God might have created the moral character of
human beings could be developed without pain and suffering.
Second, although the Soul-Making Defense purports to justify both moral and
natural evil, it does not. Natural evil is redundant. There are plenty of evils to develop
character without there also being floods, disease, and other natural evils. Since the moral
evil brought about by human beings provides abundant material for soul making, natural
evil is unnecessary.
Third, in many cases the great amount of evil there is hinders or even completely
prevents moral development. In cases of abuse, for example, extreme hardship and
suffering do not so much further development of moral character as crush it. In some
cases, evil may prevent moral development entirely.
Fourth, in many cases it is hard to see how the evil involved could possibly be
relevant to moral development. Let us assume that Bambi’s suffering and death was
unknown to any human being. How then could it possibly be relevant to human moral
development?
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In this paper I have shown that the Evidential Problem of Evil is one argument for
the view that God does not exist. However, this argument is just one aspect of the overall
case for atheism. Atheists must show that the Cosmological, Teleological, and Ontological Arguments for the existence of God also fail and also endeavor to show that God
cannot exist because the concept of God is inconsistent.
From Atheism: A Philosophical Justification
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Evil and a Finite God
John Stuart Mill
John Stuart Mill (1806-73) was an English philosopher and economist and the principal
advocate of the ethical theory known as utilitarianism. Because of his religious views,
which were somewhere between agnosticism and deism, he published little on the subject
of religion, fearing he might alienate his contemporaries. His Three Essays on Religion,
from which this selection is taken, was published posthumously.
________________________________________________________________________
Given the indications of a Deity, what sort of a Deity do they point to? What
attributes are we warranted, by the evidence which nature affords of a creative
mind, in assigning to that mind?
It needs no showing that the power, if not the intelligence, must be so far
superior to that of man, as to surpass all human estimate. But from this to
omnipotence and omniscience there is a wide interval. And the distinction is of
immense practical importance.
It is not too much to say that every indication of design in the cosmos is so
much evidence against the omnipotence of the Designer. For what is meant by
design? Contrivance: the adaptation of means to an end. But the necessity for
contrivance—the need of employing means—is a consequence of the limitation of
power. Who would have recourse to means if to attain his end his mere word was
sufficient? The very idea of means implies that the means have an efficacy which the
direct action of the being who employs them has not. Otherwise they are not means,
but an incumbrance. A man does not use machinery to move his arms. If he did, it
could only be when paralysis had deprived him of the power of moving them by
volition. But if the employment of contrivance is in itself a sign of limited power,
how much more so is the careful and skilful choice of contrivances? Can any
wisdom be shown in the selection of means, when the means have no efficacy but
what is given them by the will of him who employs them, and when his will could
have bestowed the same efficacy on any other means? Wisdom and contrivance are
shown in overcoming difficulties, and there is no room for them in a Being for
whom no difficulties exist. The evidences, therefore, of natural theology distinctly
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imply that the author of the cosmos worked under limitations; that he was obliged
to adapt himself to conditions independent of his will, and to attain his ends by
such arrangements as those conditions admitted of.
And this hypothesis agrees with what we have seen to be the tendency of
the evidences in another respect. We found that the appearances in nature point indeed
to an origin of the cosmos, or order in nature, and indicate that origin to be design
but do not point to any commencement, still less creation, of the two great
elements of the universe, the passive element and the active element, matter and
force. There is in nature no reason whatever to suppose that either matter or
force, or any of their properties, were made by the Being who was the author of
the collocations by which the world is adapted to what we consider as its
purposes; or that he has power to alter any of those properties. It is only when we
consent to entertain this negative supposition that there arises a need for wisdom
and contrivance in the order of the universe. The Deity had on this hypothesis to
work out his ends by combining materials of a given nature and properties. Out of
these materials he had to construct a world in which his designs should be carried
into effect through given properties of matter and force, working together and fitting into one another. This did require skill and contrivance, and the means by
which it is effected are often such as justly excite our wonder and admiration: but
exactly because it requires wisdom, it implies limitation of power, or rather the two
phrases express different sides of the same fact.
If it be said that an omnipotent Creator, though under no necessity of employing
contrivances such as man must use, thought fit to do so in order to leave traces by
which man might recognize his creative hand, the answer is that this equally supposes a
limit to his omnipotence. For if it was his will that men should know that they
themselves and the world are his work, he, being omnipotent, had only to will
that they should be aware of it. Ingenious men have sought for reasons why God
might choose to leave his existence so far a matter of doubt that men should not
be under an absolute necessity of knowing it, as they are of knowing that three and two
make five. These imagined reasons are very unfortunate specimens of casuistry; but
even did we admit their validity, they are of no avail on the supposition of omnipotence,
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since if it did not please God to implant in man a complete conviction of his existence,
nothing hindered him from making the conviction fall short of completeness by any
margin he chose to leave. It is usual to dispose of arguments of this description by the
easy answer that we do not know what wise reasons the Omniscient may have had
for leaving undone things which he had the power to do. It is not perceived that
this plea itself implies a limit to omnipotence. When a thing is obviously good
and obviously in accordance with what all the evidences of creation imply to have
been the Creator’s design, and we say we do not know what good reason he may
have had for not doing it, we mean that we do not know to what other, still better
object—to what object still more completely in the line of his purposes—he may
have seen fit to postpone it. But the necessity of postponing one thing to another
belongs only to limited power. Omnipotence could have made the objects
compatible. Omnipotence does not need to weigh one consideration against another.
If the Creator, like a human ruler, had to adapt himself to a set of conditions
which he did not make, it is as unphilosophical as presumptuous in us to call him
to account for any imperfections in his work; to complain that he left anything in it
contrary to what, if the indications of design prove anything, he must have intended.
He must at least know more than we know, and we cannot judge what greater good
would have had to be sacrificed, or what greater evil incurred, if he had decided to
remove this particular blot. Not so if he be omnipotent. If he be that, he must himself
have willed that the two desirable objects should be incompatible; he must himself
have willed that the obstacle to his supposed design should he insuperable. It cannot
therefore be his design. It will not do to say that it was, but that he had other
designs which interfered with it; for no one purpose imposes necessary limitations
on another in the case of a Being not restricted by conditions of possibility.
Omnipotence, therefore, cannot be predicated of the Creator on grounds of
natural theology. The fundamental principles of natural religion as deduced from
the facts of the universe negate his omnipotence. They do not, in the same manner,
exclude omniscience: if we suppose limitation of power, there is nothing to
contradict the supposition of perfect knowledge and absolute wisdom. But neither is
there anything to prove it. The knowledge of the powers and properties of things
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necessary for planning and executing the arrangements of the cosmos is no doubt
as much in excess of human knowledge as the power implied in creation is in
excess of human power. And the skill, the subtlety of contrivance, the ingenuity as it
would be called in the case of a human work, is often marvelous. But nothing
obliges us to suppose that either the knowledge or the skill is infinite. We are not
even compelled to suppose that the contrivances were always the best possible. If
we venture to judge them as we judge the works of human artificers, we find abundant
defects. The human body, for example, is one of the most striking instances of
artful and ingenious contrivance which nature offers, but we may well ask whether
so complicated a machine could not have been made to last longer, and not to get
so easily and frequently out of order. We may ask why the human race should have
been so constituted as to grovel in wretchedness and degradation for countless ages
before a small portion of it was enabled to lift itself into the very imperfect state of
intelligence, goodness and happiness which we enjoy. The divine power may not
have been equal to doing more; the obstacles to a better arrangement of things
may have been insuperable. But it is also possible that they were not. The skill of the
Demiurge was sufficient to produce what we see; but we cannot tell that this skill
reached the extreme limit of perfection compatible with the material it employed
and the forces it had to work with. I know not how we can even satisfy ourselves
on grounds of natural theology, that the Creator foresees all the future; that he
foreknows all the effects that will issue from his own contrivances. There may be
great wisdom without the power of foreseeing and calculating everything: and
human workmanship teaches us the possibility that the workman’s knowledge of
the properties of the things he works on may enable him to make arrangements
admirably fitted to produce a given result, while he may have very little power of
foreseeing the agencies of another kind which may modify or counteract the operation of the machinery he has made. Perhaps a knowledge of the laws of nature on
which organic life depends, not much more perfect than the knowledge which man
even now possesses of some other natural laws, would enable man, if he had the
same power over the materials and the forces concerned which he has over some
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of those of inanimate nature, to create organized beings not less wonderful nor less
adapted to their conditions of existence than those in nature.
Assuming then that while we confine ourselves to natural religion we must rest
content with a Creator less than Almighty; the question presents itself, of what nature is
the limitation of his power? Does the obstacle at which the power of the Creator
stops, which says to it: Thus far shalt thou go and no further, lie in the power of
other intelligent beings; or in the insufficiency and refractoriness of the materials of
the universe; or must we resign ourselves to admitting the hypothesis that the author of
the cosmos, though wise and knowing, was not all-wise and all-knowing, and may not
always have done the best that was possible under the conditions of the problem?
The first of these suppositions has until a very recent period been, and in
many quarters still is, the prevalent theory even of Christianity. Though attributing,
and in a certain sense sincerely, omnipotence to the Creator, the received religion
represents him as for some inscrutable reason tolerating the perpetual counteraction
of his purposes by the will of another being of opposite character and of great
though inferior power, the Devil. The only difference on this matter between popular
Christianity and the religion of Ormuzd and Ahriman, is that the former pays its
good Creator the bad compliment of having been the maker of the Devil and of
being at all times able to crush and annihilate him and his evil deeds and
counsels, which nevertheless he does not do. But, as I have already remarked, all
forms of polytheism, and this among the rest, are with difficulty reconcilable with
a universe governed by general laws. Obedience to law is the note of a settled
government, and not of a conflict always going on. When powers are at war with one
another for the rule of the world, the boundary between them is not fixed but
constantly fluctuating. This may seem to be the case on our planet as between the
powers of good and evil when we look only at the results; but when we consider
the inner springs, we find that both the good and the evil take place in the
common course of nature, by virtue of the same general laws originally
impressed—the same machinery turning out now good, now evil things, and
oftener still, the two combined. The division of power is only apparently variable,
but really so regular that, were we speaking of human potentates, we should
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declare without hesitation that the share of each must have been fixed by previous
consent. Upon that supposition indeed, the result of the combination of antagonist
forces might be much the same as on that of a single creator with divided purposes.
But when we come to consider, not what hypothesis may be conceived,
and possibly reconciled with known facts, but what supposition is pointed to by the
evidences of natural religion; the case is different. The indications of design point
strongly in one direction, the preservation of the creatures in whose structure the
indications are found. Along with the preserving agencies there are destroying
agencies, which we might be tempted to ascribe to the will of a different Creator:
but there are rarely appearances of the recondite contrivance of means of destruction,
except when the destruction of one creature is the means of preservation to others.
Nor can it be supposed that the preserving agencies are wielded by one Being, the
destroying agencies by another. The destroying agencies are a necessary part of the
preserving agencies: the chemical compositions by which life is carried on could not
take place without a parallel series of decompositions. The great agent of decay in
both organic and inorganic substances is oxidation, and it is only by oxidation that life
is continued for even the length of a minute. The imperfections in the attainment of the
purposes which the appearances indicate have not the air of having been designed.
They are like the unintended results of accidents insufficiently guarded against, or
of a little excess or deficiency in the quantity of some of the agencies by which
the good purpose is carried on, or else they are consequences of the wearing out of
a machinery not made to last forever: they point either to shortcomings in the
workmanship as regards its intended purpose, or to external forces not under the
control of the workman, but which forces bear no mark of being wielded and
aimed by any other and rival intelligence.
We may conclude, then, that there is no ground in natural theology for
attributing intelligence or personality to the obstacles which partially thwart what
seem the purposes of the Creator. The limitation of his power more probably
results either from the qualities of the material—the substances and forces of which
the universe is composed not admitting of any arrangements by which his purposes
could be more completely fulfilled—or else, the purposes might have been more

227

fully attained, but the Creator did not know how to do it; creative skill, wonderful
as it is, was not sufficiently perfect to accomplish his purposes more thoroughly.
From Three Essays on Religion, Part II
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The Free Will Defense
Alvin Plantinga
Alvin Plantinga (b. 1932) is an American philosopher specializing in metaphysics, epistemology,
and the philosophy of religion. He is known for his work on Anselm’s ontological argument, his
argument against Darwinian evolution, and his “reformed epistemology”, which seeks to justify
theistic belief primarily through demonstration that other worldviews are untenable.

________________________________________________________________________
In what follows I shall focus attention upon the Free Will Defense. I shall examine it
more closely, rate it more exactly, and consider objections to it; and I shall argue that in
the end it is successful. The Free Will Defense can be looked upon as an effort to show
that there may be a kind of good that God can’t bring about without permitting evil.
These are good states of affairs that don’t include evil; they do not entail the existence of
any evil whatever; nonetheless God Himself can’t bring them about without permitting
evil.
So how does the Free Will Defense work? And what does the Free Will Defender
mean when he says that people are or may be free? What is relevant to the Free Will
Defense is the idea of being free with respect to a given action. If a person is free with
respect to a given action, then he is free to perform that action and free to refrain from
performing it; no antecedent conditions or causal laws determine that he will perform the
action, or that he won’t. It is within his power, at the time in question, to take or perform
the action and within his power to retrain from it. Freedom so conceived is not to be
confused with unpredictability. You might be able to predict what you will do in a given
situation even if you are free in that situation to do something else. If I know you well, I
may be able to predict what action you will take in response to a certain set of conditions;
it does not follow that you are not free with respect to that action. Secondly, I shall say
that an action is morally significant, for a given person, if it would be wrong for him to
perform the action but right to refrain or vice versa. Keeping a promise, for example,
would ordinarily be morally significant for a person, as would refusing induction into the
army. On the other hand, having Cheerios for breakfast (instead of Wheaties) would not
normally be morally significant. Further, suppose we say that a person is significantly

229

free, on a given occasion, if he is then free with respect to a morally significant action.
And finally we must distinguish between moral evil and natural evil. The former is evil
that results from free human activity; natural evil is any other kind of evil.
Given these definitions and distinctions, we can make a preliminary statement of
the Free Will Defense as follows. A world containing creatures who are significantly free
(and freely perform more good than evil actions) is more valuable, all else being equal,
than a world containing no free creatures at all. Now God can create free creatures, but
He can’t cause or determine them to do only what is right. For if he does so, then they
aren’t significantly free after all; they do not do what is right freely. To create creatures
capable of moral good, therefore, He must create creatures capable of moral evil; and He
can’t give these creatures the freedom to perform evil and at the same time prevent them
from doing so. As it turned out, sadly enough, some of the free creatures God created
went wrong in the exercise of their freedom; this is the source of moral evil. The fact that
free creatures sometimes go wrong, however, counts neither against God’s omnipotence
nor against His goodness; for He could have forestalled the occurrence of moral evil only
by removing the possibility of a moral good.
The Free Will Defender tries to find a proposition that is consistent with
1. God is omniscient, omnipotent, and wholly good
and together with (1) entails that there is evil. According to the Free Will Defense, we
must find this proposition somewhere in the above story. The heart of the Free Will
Defense is the claim that it is possible that God could not have created a universe
containing moral good (or as much moral good as this world contains) without creating
one that also contained moral evil. And if so, then it is possible that God has a good
reason for creating a world containing evil.
Now this defense has met with several kinds of objections. For example, some
philosophers say that causal determinism and freedom, contrary to what we might have
thought, are not really incompatible. But if so, then God could have created free creatures
who were free, and free to do what is wrong, but nevertheless were causally determined
to do only what is right. Thus He could have created creatures who were free to do what
was wrong, while nevertheless preventing them from ever performing any wrong
actions—simply by seeing to it that they were causally determined to do only what is
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right. Of course this contradicts the Free Will Defense, according to which there is
inconsistency in supposing that God determines free creatures to do only what is right.
But is it really possible that all of a person’s actions are causally determined while some
of them are free? How could that be so? According to one version of the doctrine in
question, to say that George acts freely on a given occasion is to say only this: if George
had chosen to do otherwise, he would have done otherwise. Now George’s action A is
causally determined if some event E—some event beyond his control—has already
occurred, where the state of affairs consisting in E’s occurrence conjoined with George’s
refraining from performing A is a causally impossible state of affairs. Then one can
consistently hold both that all of a man’s actions are causally determined and that some
of them are free in the above sense. For suppose that all of a man’s actions are causally
determined and that he couldn’t, on any occasion, have made any choice or performed
any action different from the ones he did make and perform. It could still be true that if
he had chosen to do otherwise, he would have done otherwise. Granted, he couldn’t have
chosen to do otherwise; but this is consistent with saying that, if he had, things would
have gone differently.
This objection to the Free Will Defense seems utterly implausible. One might as
well claim that being in jail doesn’t really limit one’s freedom on the grounds that if one
were not in jail, he’d be free to come and go as he pleased. So I shall say no more about
this objection here.
A second objection is more formidable. In essence it goes like this. Surely it is
possible to do only what is right, even if one is free to do wrong. It is possible, in that
broadly logical sense, that there would be a world containing free creatures who always
do what is right. There is certainly no contradiction or inconsistency in this idea. But God
is omnipotent; his power has no nonlogical limitations. So if it’s possible that there be a
world containing creatures who are free to do what is wrong but never in fact do so, then
it follows that an omnipotent God could create such a world. If so, however, the Free
Will Defense must be mistaken in its insistence upon the possibility that God is
omnipotent but unable to create a world containing moral good without permitting moral
evil. J. L. Mackie states this objection:
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If God has made men such that in their free choices they sometimes prefer
what is good and sometimes what is evil, why could he not have made
men such that they always freely choose the good? If there is no logical
impossibility in a man’s freely choosing the good on one, or on several
occasions, there cannot be a logical impossibility in his freely choosing the
good on every occasion. God was not, then, faced with a choice between
making innocent automata and making beings who, in acting freely, would
sometimes go wrong; there was open to him the obviously better
possibility of making beings who would act freely but always go right.
Clearly, his failure to avail himself of this possibility is inconsistent with
his being both omnipotent and wholly good.
Now what, exactly, is Mackie’s point here? This. According to the Free Will
Defense, it is possible both that God is omnipotent and that He was unable to create a
world containing moral good without creating one containing moral evil. But, replies
Mackie, this limitation on His power to create is inconsistent with God’s omnipotence.
For surely it’s possible that there could be a world containing perfectly virtuous
persons—persons who are significantly free but always do what is right. Surely there are
possible worlds that contain moral good but no moral evil. But God, if He is omnipotent,
can create any possible world He chooses. So it is not possible, contrary to the Free Will
Defense, both that God is omnipotent and that He could create a world containing moral
good only by creating one containing moral evil. If He is omnipotent, the only limitations
of His power are logical limitations; in which case there are no possible worlds He could
not have created.
This is a subtle and important point. According to the great German philosopher
G. W. Leibniz, this world, the actual world, must be the best of all possible worlds. His
reasoning goes as follows. Before God created anything at all, He was confronted with an
enormous range of choices; He could create or bring into actuality any of the myriads of
different possible worlds. Being perfectly good, He must have chosen to create the best
world He could; being omnipotent, He was able to create any possible world He pleased.
He must, therefore, have chosen the best of all possible worlds; and hence this world, the
one He did create, must be the best possible. Now Mackie, of course, agrees with Leibniz
that God, if omnipotent, could have created any world He pleased and would have
created the best world he could. But while Leibniz draws the conclusion that this world,
despite appearances, must be the best possible, Mackie concludes instead that there is no
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omnipotent, wholly good God. For, he says, it is obvious enough that this present world
is not the best of all possible worlds.
The Free Will Defender disagrees with both Leibniz and Mackie. In the first
place, he might say, what is the reason for supposing that there is such a thing as the best
of all possible worlds? No matter how marvelous a world is—containing no matter how
many persons enjoying unalloyed bliss—isn’t it possible that there be an even better
world containing even more persons enjoying even more unalloyed bliss? But what is
really characteristic and central to the Free Will Defense is the claim that God, though
omnipotent, could not have actualized just any possible world He pleased.
Was it within God’s power to create any possible world he pleased? This is
indeed the crucial question for the Free Will Defense. If we wish to discuss it with insight
and authority, we shall have to look into the idea of possible worlds. And a sensible first
question is this: what sort of thing is a possible world? The basic idea is that a possible
world is a way things could have been; it is a state of affairs of some kind. What sort of
thing is a state of affairs? The following would be examples: Nixon’s having won the
1972 election, 7 + 5’s being equal to 12, all men’s being mortal, and Gary, Indiana’s,
having a really nasty pollution problem. These are actual states of affairs: states of affairs
that do in fact obtain. And corresponding to each such actual state of affairs there is a true
proposition in the above cases, the corresponding propositions would be Nixon won the
1972 presidential election, 7 + 5 is equal to 12, all men are mortal, and Gary, Indiana,
has a really nasty pollution problem. A proposition p corresponds to a state of affairs s, in
this sense, if it is impossible that p be true and s fail to obtain and impossible that s obtain
and p fail to be true.
But just as there are false propositions, so there are states of affairs that do not
obtain or are not actual. Kissinger’s having swum the Atlantic and Hubert Horatio
Humphrey’s having run a mile in four minutes would be examples. Some states of affairs
that do not obtain are impossible: for example, Hubert’s having drawn a square circle, 7
+ 5’s being equal to 75, and Agnew’s having a brother who was an only child. The
propositions corresponding to these states of affairs, of course, are necessarily false. So
there are states of affairs that obtain or are actual and also states of affairs that don’t
obtain. Among the latter some are impossible and others are possible. And a possible
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world is a possible state of affairs. Of course not every possible state of affairs is a
possible world: Hubert’s having run a mile in four minutes is a possible state of affairs
but not a possible world. No doubt it is an element of many possible worlds, but it isn’t
itself inclusive enough to be one. To be a possible world, a state of affairs must be very
large—so large as to be complete or maximal.
To get at this idea of completeness we need a couple of definitions. As we have
already seen a state of affairs A includes a state of affairs B if it is not possible that A
obtain and B not obtain. For example, Jim Whittaker’s being the first American to climb
Mt. Everest includes Jim Whittaker’s being an American. It also includes Mt. Everest’s
being climbed, something’s being climbed, no American’s having climbed Everest before
Whittaker did, and the like. Inclusion among states of affairs is like entailment among
propositions; and where a state of affairs A includes a state of affairs B, the proposition
corresponding to A entails the one corresponding to B. Accordingly, Jim Whittaker is the
first American to climb Everest entails Mt. Everest has been climbed, something has
been climbed, and no American climbed Everest before Whittaker did. Now suppose we
say further that a state of affairs A precludes a state of affairs B if it is not possible that
both obtain, or if the conjunctive state of affairs A and B is impossible. Thus Whittaker’s
being the first American to climb Mt. Everest precludes Luther Jerstad’s being the first
American to climb Everest, as well as Whittaker’s never having climbed any mountains.
If A precludes B, than A’s corresponding proposition entails the denial of the one
corresponding to B. Still further, let’s say that the complement of a state of affairs is the
state of affairs that obtains just in case A does not obtain. (Or we might say that the
complement [call it Ā] of A is the state of affairs corresponding to the denial or negation
of the proposition corresponding to A.) Given these definitions, we can say what it is for
a state of affairs to be complete: A is a complete state of affairs if and only if for every
state of affairs B, either A includes B or A precludes B. And now we are able to say what
a possible world is: a possible world is any possible state of affairs that is complete. If A
is a possible world, then it says something about everything; every state of affairs S is
either included in or precluded by it.
Corresponding to each possible world W, furthermore, there is a set of
propositions that I’ll call the book on W. A proposition is in the book on W just in case
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the state of affairs to which it corresponds is included in W. Or we might express it like
this. Suppose we say that a proposition P is true in a world W if and only if P would have
been true if W had been actual—if and only if, that is, it is not possible that W be actual
and P be false. Then the book on W is the set of propositions true in W. Like possible
worlds, books are complete; if B is a book, then for any proposition P, either P or the
denial of P will be a member of B. A book is a maximal consistent set of propositions; it
is so large that the addition of another proposition to it always yields an explicitly
inconsistent set.
Of course, for each possible world there is exactly one book corresponding to it
(that is, for a given world W there is just one book B such that each member of B is true
in W); and for each book there is just one world to which it corresponds. So every world
has its book.
It should be obvious that exactly one possible world is actual. At least one must
be, since the set of true propositions is a maximal consistent set and hence a book. But
then it corresponds to a possible world, and the possible world corresponding to this set
of propositions (since it’s the set of true propositions) will be actual. On the other hand
there is at most one actual world. For suppose there were two: W and W1. These worlds
cannot include all the very same states of affairs; if they did, they would be the very same
world. So there must be at least one state of affairs S such that W includes S and W1 does
not. But a possible world is maximal; W1, therefore, includes the complement S1 of S. So
if both W and W1 were actual, as we have supposed, then both S and S1 would be
actual—which is impossible. So there can’t be more than one possible world that is
actual.
Leibniz pointed out that a proposition p is necessary if it is true in every possible
world. We may add that p is possible if it is true in one world and impossible if true in
none. Furthermore, p entails q if there is no possible world in which p is true and q is
false, and p is consistent with q if there is at least one world in which both p and q are
true.
A further feature of possible worlds is that people (and other things) exist in them.
Each of us exists in the actual world, obviously; but a person also exists in many worlds
distinct from the actual world. It would be a mistake, of course, to think of all of these
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worlds as somehow “going on” at the same time, with the same person reduplicated
through these worlds and actually existing in a lot of different ways. This is not what is
meant by saying that the same person exists in different possible worlds. What is meant,
instead, is this: a person Paul exists in each of those possible worlds W such that, if W
had been actual, Paul would have existed—actually existed. Suppose Paul had been an
inch taller than he is, or a better tennis player. Then the world that does in fact obtain
would not have been actual; some other world—W1, let’s say—would have obtained
instead. If W1 had been actual, Paul would have existed; so Paul exists in W1. (Of course
there are still other possible worlds in which Paul does not exist—worlds, for example, in
which there are no people at all.) Accordingly, when we say that Paul exists in a world
W, what we mean is that Paul would have existed had W been actual.
But isn’t there a problem here? Many people are named “Paul”: Paul the apostle,
Paul J. Zwier, John Paul Jones, and many other famous Pauls. So who goes with “Paul
exists”? Which Paul? The answer has to do with the fact that books contain
propositions—not sentences. They contain the sort of thing sentences are used to express
and assert. And the same sentence—”Aristotle is wise,” for example—can he used to express many different propositions. When Plato used it, he asserted a proposition
predicating wisdom of his famous pupil; when Jackie Onassis used it, she asserted a
proposition predicating wisdom of her wealthy husband. These are distinct propositions
(we might even think they differ in truth value); but they are expressed by the same
sentence. Normally (but not always) we don’t have much trouble determining which of
the several propositions expressed by a given sentence is relevant in the context at hand.
So in this case a given person, Paul, exists in a world W if and only if the W book
contains the proposition that says that he—that particular person—exists. The fact that
the sentence we use to express this proposition can also be used to express other
propositions is not relevant.
After this excursion into the nature of books and worlds we can return to our
question. Could God have created just any world He chose? Before addressing the
question, however, we must note that God does not, strictly speaking, create any possible
worlds or states of affairs at all. What He creates are the heavens and the earth and all
that they contain. But He has not created states of affairs. There are, for example, the
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state of affairs consisting in God’s existence and the state of affairs consisting in His
nonexistence. That is, there is such a thing as the state of affairs consisting in the existence of God, and there is also such a thing as the state of affairs consisting in the
nonexistence of God, just as there are the two propositions God exists and God does not
exist. The theist believes that the first state of affairs is actual and the first proposition
true, the atheist believes that the second state of affairs is actual and the second
proposition true. But, of course, both propositions exist, even though just one is true.
Similarly, there are two states of affairs here, just one of which is actual. So both states of
affairs exist, but only one obtains. And God has not created either one of them since there
never was a time at which either did not exist. Nor has he created the state of affairs
consisting in the earth’s existence; there was a time when the earth did not exist, but none
when the state of affairs consisting in the earth’s existence didn’t exist. Indeed, God did
not bring into existence any states of affairs at all. What He did was to perform actions of
a certain sort—creating the heavens and the earth, for example—which resulted in the
actuality of certain states of affairs. God actualizes states of affairs. He actualizes the
possible world that does in fact obtain; He does not create it. And while He has created
Socrates, He did not create the state of affairs consisting in Socrates’ existence.
Bearing this in mind, let’s finally return to our question. Is the atheologian right in
holding that if God is omnipotent, then he could have actualized or created any possible
world He pleased? Not obviously. First, we must ask ourselves whether God is a
necessary or a contingent being. A necessary being is one that exists in every possible
world—one that would have existed no matter which possible world had been actual; a
contingent being exists only in some possible worlds. Now if God is not a necessary
being (and many, perhaps most, theists think that He is not), then clearly enough there
will be many possible worlds He could not have actualized—all those, for example, in
which He does not exist. Clearly, God could not have created a world in which He
doesn’t even exist.
So, if God is a contingent being then there are many possible worlds beyond His
power to create. But this is really irrelevant to our present concerns. For perhaps the
atheologian can maintain his case if he revises his claim to avoid this difficulty; perhaps
he will say something like this: if God is omnipotent, then He could have actualized any
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of these possible worlds in which He exists. So if He exists and is omnipotent, He could
have actualized (contrary to the Free Will Defense) any of those possible worlds in which
He exists and in which there exist free creatures who do no wrong. He could have
actualized worlds containing moral good but no moral evil. Is this correct?
Let’s [look at] a trivial example. You and Paul have just returned from an
Australian hunting expedition: your quarry was the elusive double-wattled cassowary.
Paul captured an aardvark, mistaking it for a cassowary. The creature’s disarming ways
have won it a place in Paul’s heart; he is deeply attached to it. Upon your return to the
States you offer Paul $500 for his aardvark, only to be rudely turned down. Later you ask
yourself, “What would he have done if I’d offered him $700?” Now what is it, exactly,
that you are asking? What you’re really asking in a way is whether, under a specific set of
conditions, Paul would have sold it. These conditions include your having offered him
$700 rather than $500 for the aardvark, everything else being as much as possible like the
conditions that did in fact obtain. Let S1 be this set of conditions or state of affairs. S1
includes the state of affairs consisting in your offering Paul $700 (instead of the $500 you
did offer him) [and it] includes Paul’s being free to accept the offer and free to refrain;
and if in fact the going rate for an aardvark was $650, then S1 includes the state of affairs
consisting in the going rate’s being $650. So we might put your question by asking which
of the following conditionals is true:
(1) If the state of affairs S1 had obtained, Paul would have accepted the offer
(2) If the state of affairs S1 had obtained, Paul would not have accepted the offer.
It seems clear that at least one of these conditionals is true, but naturally they can’t both
be; so exactly one is.
Now since S1 includes neither Paul’s accepting the offer nor his rejecting it, the
antecedent of (1) and (2) does not entail the consequent of either. That is,
(3) S1 obtains
does not entail either
(4) Paul accepts the offer
or
(5) Paul does not accept the offer.
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So there are possible worlds in which both (3) and (4) are true, and other possible worlds
in which both (3) and (5) are true.
We are now in a position to grasp an important fact. Either (1) or (2) is in fact
true; and either way there are possible worlds God could not have actualized. Suppose,
first of all, that (1) is true. Then it was beyond the power of God to create a world in
which (a) Paul is free to sell his aardvark and free to refrain, and in which the other states
of affairs included in S1 obtain, and (b) Paul does not sell. That is, it was beyond His
power to create a world in which (3) and (5) are both true. There is at least one possible
world like this, but God, despite His omnipotence, could not have brought about its
actuality. For let W be such a world. To actualize W, God must bring it about that Paul is
free with respect to this action, and that the other states of affairs included in S1 obtain.
But (1), as we are supposing, is true; so if God had actualized S1 and left Paul free with
respect to this action, he would have sold: in which case W would not have been actual.
If, on the other hand, God had brought it about that Paul didn’t sell or had caused him to
refrain from selling, then Paul would not have been free with respect to this action; then
S1 would not have been actual (since S1 includes Paul’s being free with respect to it), and
W would not have been actual since W includes S1.
Of course if it is (2) rather than (1) that is true, then another class of worlds was
beyond God’s power to actualize—those, namely, in which S1 obtains and Paul sells his
aardvark. These are the worlds in which both (3) and (4) are true. But either (1) or (2) is
true. Therefore, there are possible worlds God could not have actualized. If we consider
whether or not God could have created a world in which, let’s say, both (3) and (4) are
true, we see that the answer depends upon a peculiar kind of fact; it depends upon what
Paul would have freely chosen to do in a certain situation. So there are any number of
possible worlds such that it is partly up to Paul whether God can create them.
That was a past tense example. Perhaps it would be useful to consider a future
tense case, since this might seem to correspond more closely to God’s situation in
choosing a possible world to actualize. At some time t in the near future Maurice will be
free with respect to some insignificant action—having freeze-dried oatmeal for breakfast,
let’s say. That is, at time t Maurice will be free to have oatmeal but also free to take
something else—shredded wheat, perhaps. Next, suppose we consider S1, a state of attairs
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that is included in the actual world and includes Maurice’s being free with respect to
taking oatmeal at time t. That is, S1 includes Maurice’s being free at time t to take
oatmeal and free to reject it. For the rest S1 is as much as possible like the actual world.
In particular there are many conditions that do in fact hold at time t and are relevant to
his choice—such conditions, for example, as the fact that he hasn’t had oatmeal lately,
that his wife will be annoyed if he rejects it, and the like; and S1 includes each of these
conditions. Now God no doubt knows what Maurice will do at time t, if S1 obtains; He
knows which action Maurice would freely perform if S1 were to be actual. That is, God
knows that one of the following conditionals is true:
(6) If S1 were to obtain, Maurice will freely take the oatmeal
(7) If S1 were to obtain, Maurice will freely reject it.
We may not know which of these is true, and Maurice himself may not know, but
presumably God does.
So either God knows that (6) is true, or else He knows that (7) is. Let’s suppose it
is (6). Then there is a possible world that God, though omnipotent, cannot create. For
consider a possible world W1 that shares S1 with the actual world (which for ease of
reference I’ll name “Kronos”) and in which Maurice does not take oatmeal. (We know
there is such a world, since S1 does not include Maurice’s taking the oatmeal.) S1 obtains
in W1 just as it does in Kronos. Indeed, everything in W1 is just as it is in Kronos up to
time t. But whereas in Kronos Maurice takes oatmeal at time t, in W1 he does not. Now
W1 is a perfectly possible world; but it is not within God’s power to create it or bring
about its actuality. For to do so He must actualize S1. But (6) is in fact true. So if God
actualizes S1 ( as He must to create W1) and leaves Maurice free with respect to the
action in question, then he will take the oatmeal ; and then, of course, W1 will not be
actual. If, on the other hand, God causes Maurice to refrain from taking the oatmeal, then
he is not free to take it. That means, once again, that W1 is not actual; for in W1 Maurice
is free to take the oatmeal (even if he doesn’t do so). So if (6) is true, then this world W1
is one that God can’t actualize; it is not within His power to actualize it even though He is
omnipotent and it is a possible world.
Of course, if it is (7) that is true, we get a similar result; then too there are possible
worlds that God can’t actualize. These would be worlds which share S1 with Kronos and
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in which Maurice does take oatmeal. But either (6) or (7) is true; so either way there is a
possible world that God can’t create. If we consider a world in which S1 obtains and in
which Maurice freely chooses oatmeal at time t, we see that whether or not it is within
God’s power to actualize it depends upon what Maurice would do it he were free in a
certain situation. Accordingly, there are any number of possible worlds such that it is
partly up to Maurice whether or not God can actualize them. It is, of course, up to God
whether or not to make him free with respect to the action of taking oatmeal at time t.
(God could, if He chose, cause him to succumb to the dreaded equine obsession, a
condition shared by some people and most horses, whose victims find it psychologically
impossible to refuse oats or oat products.) But if He creates Maurice and creates him free
with respect to this action, then whether or not he actually performs the action is up to
Maurice—not God.
Now we can return to the Free Will Defense and the problem of evil. The Free
Will Defender, you recall, insists on the possibility that it is not within God’s power to
create a world containing moral good without creating one containing moral evil. His
atheological opponent—Mackie, for example—agrees with Leibniz in insisting that if (as
the theist holds) God is omnipotent, then it follows that He could have created any
possible world he pleased. We now see that this contention—call it “Leibniz’ Lapse”—is
a mistake. The atheologian is right in holding that there are many possible worlds
containing moral good but no moral evil; his mistake lies in endorsing Leibniz’ Lapse. So
one of his premises—that God, if omnipotent, could have actualized just any world He
pleased—is false.
From God, Freedom, and Evil
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31
Too Heavy for God?
George Mavrodes
George Mavrodes, an emeritus professor of philosophy at the University of Michigan, is known
for applying the tools of contemporary analytic philosophy in explaining the foundations of
religion in general and Christianity in particular. He is the author of nearly one hundred articles
covering such topics as revelation, omnipotence, miracles, personal identity, and survival of
death, as well as ethical and social policy issues, such as abortion, pacifism, just war, and nuclear
deterrence.
______________________________________________________________________________

The doctrine of God’s omnipotence appears to claim that God can do anything.
Consequently, there have been attempts to refute the doctrine by giving examples of
things which God cannot do; for example, He cannot draw a square circle. Responding to
objections of this type, St. Thomas [Aquinas] pointed out that “anything” should be here
construed to refer only to objects, actions, or states of affairs whose descriptions are not
self-contradictory (Summa Theologiae, Ia, Quest. 25, Art. 3). For it is only such things
whose nonexistence might plausibly be attributed to a lack of power in some agent. My
failure to draw a circle on the exam may indicate my lack of geometrical skill, but my
failure to draw a square circle does not indicate any such lack. Therefore, the fact that it
is false (or perhaps meaningless) to say that God could draw one does no damage to the
doctrine of His omnipotence.
A more involved problem, however, is posed by this type of question: can God
create a stone too heavy for Him to lift? This appears to be stronger than the first
problem, for it poses a dilemma. If we say that God can create a stone, then it seems that
there might be such a stone. And if there might be a stone too heavy for Him to lift, then
He is evidently not omnipotent. But if we deny that God can create such a stone, we seem
to have given up His omnipotence already. Both answers lead us to the same conclusion.
Further, this problem does not seem obviously open to St. Thomas’s solution. The
form “x is able to draw a square circle” seems plainly to involve a contradiction, while “x
is able to make a thing too heavy for x to lift” does not. For it may easily be true that I am
able to make a boat too heavy for me to lift. So why should it not be possible for God to
make a stone too heavy for Him to lift?

242

Despite this apparent difference, this second puzzle is open to essentially the same
answer as the first. The dilemma fails because it consists of asking whether God can do a
self-contradictory thing. And the reply that He cannot does no damage to the doctrine of
omnipotence.
The specious nature of the problem may be seen in this way. God is either
omnipotent or not. Let us assume first that He is not. In that case the phrase “a stone too
heavy for God to lift” may not be self-contradictory. And then, of course, if we assert
either that God is able or that He is not able to create such a stone, we may conclude that
He is not omnipotent. But this is no more than the assumption with which we began,
meeting us again after our roundabout journey. If this were all that the dilemma could
establish it would be trivial. To be significant it must derive this same conclusion from
the assumption that God is omnipotent; that is, it must show that the assumption of the
omnipotence of God leads to a reductio ad absurdum. But does it?
On the assumption that God is omnipotent, the phrase “a stone too heavy for God
to lift” becomes self-contradictory. For it becomes “a stone which cannot be lifted by
Him whose power is sufficient for lifting anything.” But the “thing” described by a selfcontradictory phrase is absolutely impossible and hence has nothing to do with the
doctrine of omnipotence. Not being an object of power at all, its failure to exist
cannot be the result of some lack in the power of God. And, interestingly, it is the
very omnipotence of God which makes the existence of such a stone absolutely
impossible, while it is the fact that I am finite in power which makes it possible for
me to make a boat too heavy for me to lift.
But suppose that some die-hard objector takes the bit in his teeth and denies
that the phrase “a stone too heavy for God to lift” is self-contradictory, even on the
assumption that God is omnipotent. In other words, he contends that the description
“a stone too heavy for an omnipotent God to lift” is self-coherent and therefore
describes an absolutely possible object. Must I then attempt to prove the
contradiction which I assume above as intuitively obvious? Not necessarily. Let me
reply simply that if the objector is right in this contention, then the answer to the
original question is “Yes, God can create such a stone.” It may seem that this reply
will force us into the original dilemma. But it does not. For now the objector can
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draw no damaging conclusion from this answer. And the reason is that he has just
now contended that such a stone is compatible with the omnipotence of God.
Therefore, from the possibility of God’s creating such a stone it cannot be concluded
that God is not omnipotent. The objector cannot have it both ways. The conclusion
which he himself wishes to draw from an affirmative answer to the original question
is itself the required proof that the descriptive phrase which appears there is selfcontradictory. And “it is more appropriate to say that such things cannot be done,
than that God cannot do them” [St Thomas].
The specious nature of this problem may also be seen in a somewhat different
way. Suppose that some theologian is convinced by this dilemma that he must give
up the doctrine of omnipotence. But he resolves to give up as little as possible, just
enough to meet the argument. One way he can do so is by retaining the infinite power
of God with regard to lifting, while placing a restriction on the sort of stone He is
able to create. The only restriction required here, however, is that God must not be
able to create a stone too heavy for Him to lift. Beyond that the dilemma has not even
suggested any necessary restriction. Our theologian has, in effect, answered the
original question in the negative, and he now regretfully supposes that this has
required him to give up the full doctrine of omnipotence. He is now retaining what he
supposes to be the more modest remnants which he has salvaged from that doctrine.
We must ask, however, what it is which he has in fact given up. Is it the
unlimited power of God to create stones? No doubt. But what stone is it which God is
now precluded from creating? The stone too heavy for Him to lift, of course. But we
must remember that nothing in the argument required the theologian to admit any
limit on God’s power with regard to the lifting of stones. He still holds that to be
unlimited. And if God’s power to lift is infinite, then His power to create may run to
infinity also without outstripping that first power. The supposed limitation turns out
to be no limitation at all, since it is specified only by reference to another power
which is itself infinite. Our theologian need have no regrets, for he has given up
nothing. The doctrine of the power of God remains just what it was before.
Nothing I have said above, of course, goes to prove that God is, in fact,
omnipotent. All I have intended to show is that certain arguments intended to prove
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that He is not omnipotent fail. They fail because they propose, as tests of God’s
power, putative tasks whose descriptions are self-contradictory. Such pseudo-tasks,
not falling within the realm of possibility, are not objects of power at all. Hence the
fact that they cannot be performed implies no limit on the power of God, and hence
no defect in the doctrine of omnipotence.
From Philosophical Review 72 (1963)
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32
Whence Evil?
St Augustine
Augustine (354-430), Bishop of the North African city of Hippo and author of such classic works
as The City of God and The Confessions, was the most prolific and influential of the Western
Church Fathers. Following Plato and Plotinus, he taught that the Good and the Real are
convertible terms, evil being a privatio boni, or “privation of goodness”, and hence nonexistent.
______________________________________________________________________________

I kept seeking for an answer to the question, Whence is evil? And I sought it in an evil
way, and I did not see the evil in my very search. I marshaled before the sight of my spirit
all creation: all that we see of earth and sea and air and stars and trees and animals; and
all that we do not see, the firmament of the sky above and all the angels and all spiritual
things, for my imagination arranged these also, as if they were bodies, in this place or
that. And I pictured to myself thy creation as one vast mass, composed of various kinds
of bodies—some of which were actually bodies, some of which were what I imagined
spirits were like. I pictured this mass as vast—of course not in its full dimensions, for
these I could not know—but as large as I could possibly think, still only finite on every
side. But Thou, O Lord, I imagined as enclosing the mass on every side and penetrating
it, still infinite in every direction—as if there were a sea everywhere, and everywhere
through measureless space nothing but an infinite sea; and it contained within itself some
sort of sponge, huge but still finite, so that the sponge would in all its parts be filled from
the immeasurable sea.
Thus I conceived thy creation itself to be finite, and filled by Thee, the Infinite.
And I said, “Behold God, and behold what God hath created!” God is good, yea, most
mightily and incomparably better than all His works. But yet He who is good has created
them good; behold how He encircles and fills them. Where, then, is evil, and whence
does it come and how has it crept in? What is its root and what its seed? Has it no being
at all? Why then do we fear and shun what has no being? Or if we fear it needlessly, then
surely that fear is evil by which the heart is unnecessarily stabbed and tortured—and
indeed a greater evil since we have nothing real to fear, and yet do fear. Therefore, either
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that is evil which we fear, or the act of fearing is in itself evil. But then whence does it
come, since God who is good has made all these things good? Indeed, He is the greatest
and chiefest Good, and hath created these lesser goods; but both Creator and created are
all good. Whence, then, is evil? Or, again, was there some evil matter out of which He
made and formed and ordered it, but left something in His creation that He did not
convert into good? But why should this be? Was He powerless to change the whole lump
so that no evil would remain in it, if He is the Omnipotent? Finally, why would He make
anything at all out of such stuff? Why did He not annihilate it by His same almighty
power? Could evil exist contrary to His will? And if it were from eternity, why did He
permit it to be nonexistent for unmeasured intervals of time in the past, and why, then,
was He pleased to make something out of it after so long a time? Or, if He wished now
all of a sudden to create something, would not an almighty being have chosen to
annihilate this evil matter and live by Himself—the perfect, true, sovereign, and infinite
Good? Or, if it were not good that He who was good should not also be the framer and
creator of what was good, then why was that evil matter not removed and brought to
nothing, so that He might form good matter, out of which He might then create all things?
For He would not be omnipotent if He were not able to create something good without
being assisted by that matter which had not been created by Himself.
At last it was made clear to me that all things are good even if they are corrupted.
They could not be corrupted if they were supremely good; but unless they were good they
could not be corrupted. If they were supremely good, they would be incorruptible; if they
were not good at all, there would be nothing in them to be corrupted. For corruption
harms; but unless it could diminish goodness, it could not harm. Either then corruption
does not harm—which cannot be—or, as is certain, all that is corrupted is thereby
deprived of good. But if they are deprived of all good, they will cease to be. For if they
are at all and cannot be at all corrupted, they will become better, because they will remain
incorruptible. Now what can be more monstrous than to maintain that by losing all good
they have become better? If then they are deprived of all good, they will cease to exist.
So long as they are, therefore, they are good. Therefore, whatsoever exists is good. Evil,
then, the origin of which I had been seeking, has no substance at all; for if it were a
substance, it would be good. For either it would be an incorruptible substance and so a
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supreme good, or a corruptible substance, which could not be corrupted unless it were
good. I understood, therefore, and it was made clear to me that Thou madest all things
good, nor is there any substance at all not made by Thee. And because all that Thou
madest is not equal, each by itself is good, and the sum of all of them is very good, for
our God made all things very good.
From Confessions, Book VII
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33
The Law of Right and Wrong
C. S. Lewis
[See biographical note for Selection 22.]

________________________________________________________________________
Every one has heard people quarrelling. Sometimes it sounds funny and sometimes it
sounds merely unpleasant; but however it sounds, I believe we can learn something very
important from listening to the kind of things they say. They say things like this: “How’d
you like it if anyone did the same to you?”—”That’s my seat, I was there first”—”Leave
him alone, he isn’t doing you any harm”—”Why should you shove in first?”—”Give me
a bit of your orange, I gave you a bit of mine”—”Come on, you promised.” People say
things like that every day, educated people as well as uneducated and children as well as
grown-ups.
Now what interests me about all these remarks is that the man who makes them is
not merely saying that the other man’s behavior does not happen to please him. He is
appealing to some kind of standard of behavior which he expects the other man to know
about. And the other man very seldom replies: “To hell with your standard.” Nearly
always he tries to make out that what he has been doing does not really go against the
standard, or that if it does there is some special excuse. He pretends there is some special
reason in this particular case why the person who took the seat first should not keep it, or
that things were quite different when he was given the bit of orange, or that something
has turned up which lets him off keeping his promise. It looks, in fact, very much as if
both parties had in mind some kind of Law or Rule of fair play or decent behavior or
morality or whatever you like to call it, about which they really agreed. And they have. If
they had not, they might, of course, fight like animals, but they could not quarrel in the
human sense of the word. Quarrelling means trying to show that the other man is in the
wrong. And there would be no sense in trying to do that unless you and he had some sort
of agreement as to what Right and Wrong are; just as there would be no sense in saying
that a footballer had committed a foul unless there was some agreement about the rules of
football.
Now this Law or Rule about Right and Wrong used to be called the Law of
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Nature. Nowadays, when we talk of the “laws of nature” we usually mean things like
gravitation, or heredity, or the laws of chemistry. But when the older thinkers called the
Law of Right and Wrong “the Law of Nature,” they really meant the Law of Human
Nature. The idea was that, just as all bodies are governed by the law of gravitation and
organisms by biological laws, so the creature called man also had his law—with this
great difference, that a body could not choose whether it obeyed the law of gravitation or
not, but a man could choose either to obey the Law of Human Nature or to disobey it.
We may put this another way. Each man is at every moment subjected to several
different sets of law but there is only one of these which he is free to disobey. As a body,
he is subjected to gravitation and cannot disobey it; if you leave him unsupported in midair, he has no more choice about falling than a stone has. As an organism, he is subjected
to various biological laws which he cannot disobey any more than an animal can. That is,
he cannot disobey those laws which he shares with other things; but the law which is
peculiar to his human nature, the law he does not share with animals or vegetables or
inorganic things, is the one he can disobey if he chooses.
This law was called the Law of Nature because people thought that every one
knew it by nature and did not need to be taught it. They did not mean, of course, that you
might not find an odd individual here and there who did not know it, just as you find a
few people who are color-blind or have no ear for a tune. But taking the race as a whole,
they thought that the human idea of decent behavior was obvious to every one. And I
believe they were right. If they were not, then all the things we said about the war were
nonsense. What was the sense in saying the enemy were in the wrong unless Right is a
real thing which the Nazis at bottom knew as well as we did and ought to have practiced?
If they had had no notion of what we mean by right, then, though we might still have had
to fight them, we could no more have blamed them for that than for the color of their hair.
I know that some people say the idea of a Law of Nature or decent behavior
known to all men is unsound, because different civilizations and different ages have had
quite different moralities.
But this is not true. There have been differences between their moralities, but
these have never amounted to anything like a total difference. If anyone will take the
trouble to compare the moral teaching of, say, the ancient Egyptians, Babylonians, Hin-
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dus, Chinese, Greeks, and Romans, what will really strike him will be how very like they
are to each other and to our own. Some of the evidence for this I have put together in the
appendix of another book called The Abolition of Man; but for our present purpose I need
only ask the reader to think what a totally different morality would mean. Think of a
country where people were admired for running away in battle, or where a man felt proud
of double-crossing all the people who had been kindest to him. You might just as well try
to imagine a country where two and two made five. Men have differed as regards what
people you ought to be unselfish to—whether it was only your own family, or your
fellow countrymen, or everyone. But they have always agreed that you ought not to put
yourself first. Selfishness has never been admired. Men have differed as to whether you
should have one wife or four. But they have always agreed that you must not simply have
any woman you liked.*
But the most remarkable thing is this. Whenever you find a man who says he does
not believe in a real Right and Wrong, you will find the same man going back on this a
moment later. He may break his promise to you, but if you try breaking one to him he
will be complaining “It’s not fair” before you can say Jack Robinson. A nation may say
*

Elsewhere Lewis writes: “And what of the . . . modern objection that the ethical standards of different
cultures differ so widely that there is no common tradition at all? The answer is that this is a lie—a good,
solid, resounding lie. If a man will go into a library and spend a few days with the Encyclopedia of Religion
and Ethics he will soon discover the massive unanimity of the practical reason in man. From the
Babylonian Hymn to Samos, from the Laws of Manu, the Book of the Dead, the Analects, the Stoics, the
Platonists, from Australian aborigines and Redskins, he will collect the same triumphantly monotonous
denunciations of oppression, murder, treachery, and falsehood, the same injunctions of kindness to the
aged, the young, and the weak, of almsgiving and impartiality and honesty. He may be a little surprised (I
certainly was) to find that precepts of mercy are more frequent than precepts of justice; but he will no
longer doubt that there is such a thing as the Law of Nature. There are, of course, differences. There are
even blindnesses in particular cultures—just as there are savages who cannot count up to twenty. But the
pretence that we are presented with a mere chaos—though no outline of universally accepted value shows
through—is simply false and should be contradicted in season and out of season wherever it is met. Far
from finding a chaos, we find exactly what we should expect if good is indeed something objective and
reason the organ whereby it is apprehended—that is, a substantial agreement with considerable local
differences of emphasis and, perhaps, no one code that includes everything.
“The two grand methods of obscuring this agreement are these: First, you can concentrate on those
divergences about sexual morality which most serious moralists regard as belonging to positive rather than
to Natural Law, but which rouse strong emotions. Differences about the definition of incest or between
polygamy and monogamy come under this head. . . . The second method is to treat as differences in the
judgment of value what are really differences in belief about fact. Thus human sacrifice, or persecution of
witches, are cited as evidence of a radically different morality. But the real difference lies elsewhere. We
do not hunt witches because we disbelieve in their existence. We do not kill men to avert pestilence
because we do not think pestilence can thus be averted. We do ‘sacrifice’ men in war, and we do hunt spies
and traitors” (“The Poison of Subjectivism”, Christian Reflections).
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treaties do not matter; but then, next minute, they spoil their case by saying that the
particular treaty they want to break was an unfair one. But if treaties do not matter, and if
there is no such thing as Right and Wrong—in other words, if there is no Law of
Nature—what is the difference between a fair treaty and an unfair one? Have they not let
the cat out of the bag and shown that, whatever they say, they really know the Law of
Nature just like anyone else?
It seems, then, we are forced to believe in a real Right and Wrong. People may be
sometimes mistaken about them, just as people sometimes get their sums wrong; but they
are not a matter of mere taste and opinion any more than the multiplication table. Now if
we are agreed about that, I go on to my next point, which is this. None of us are really
keeping the Law of Nature. If there are any exceptions among you, I apologize to them.
They had much better read some other work, for nothing I am going to say concerns
them. And now, turning to the ordinary human beings who are left....
I do not succeed in keeping the Law of Nature very well, and the moment anyone
tells me I am not keeping it, there starts up in my mind a string of excuses as long as your
arm. The question at the moment is not whether they are good excuses. The point is that
they are one more proof of how deeply, whether we like it or not, we believe in the Law
of Nature. If we do not believe in decent behavior, why should we be so anxious to make
excuses for not having behaved decently? The truth is, we believe in decency so much—we feel the Rule or Law pressing on us so—that we cannot bear to face the fact that we
are breaking it, and consequently we try to shift the responsibility. For you notice that it
is only for our bad behavior that we find all these explanations. It is only our bad temper
that we put down to being tired or worried or hungry; we put our good temper down to
ourselves.
These, then, are the two points I wanted to make. First, that human beings, all
over the earth, have this curious idea that they ought to behave in a certain way, and
cannot really get rid of it. Secondly, that they do not in fact behave in that way. They
know the Law of Nature; they break it. These two facts are the foundation of all clear
thinking about ourselves and the universe we live in. . . .
Let us sum up what we have reached so far. In the case of stones and trees and
things of that sort, what we call the Laws of Nature may not be anything except a way of
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speaking. When you say that nature is governed by certain laws, this may only mean that
nature does, in fact, behave in a certain way. The so-called laws may not be anything
real—anything above and beyond the actual facts which we observe. But in the case of
Man, we saw that this will not do. The Law of Human Nature, or of Right and Wrong,
must be something above and beyond the actual facts of human behavior. In this case,
besides the actual facts, you have something else—a real law which we did not invent
and which we know we ought to obey.
I now want to consider what this tells us about the universe we live in. Ever since
men were able to think, they have been wondering what this universe really is and how it
came to be there. And, very roughly, two views have been held. First, there is what is
called the materialist view. People who take that view think that matter and space just
happen to exist, and always have existed, nobody knows why; and that the matter, behaving in certain fixed ways, has just happened, by a sort of fluke, to produce creatures
like ourselves who are able to think. By one chance in a thousand something hit our sun
and made it produce the planets; and by another thousandth chance the chemicals
necessary for life, and the right temperature, occurred on one of these planets, and so
some of the matter on this earth came alive; and then, by a very long series of chances,
the living creatures developed into things like us. The other view is the religious view.
According to it, what is behind the universe is more like a mind than it is like anything
else we know. That is to say, it is conscious, and has purposes, and prefers one thing to
another. And on this view it made the universe, partly for purposes we do not know, but
partly, at any rate, in order to produce creatures like itself—I mean, like itself to the
extent of having minds. Please do not think that one of these views was held a long time
ago and that the other has gradually taken its place. Wherever there have been thinking
men both views turn up. And note this too. You cannot find out which view is the right
one by science in the ordinary sense. Science works by experiments. It watches how
things behave. Every scientific statement in the long run, however complicated it looks,
really means something like, “I pointed the telescope to such and such a part of the sky at
2:20 A.M. on January 15th and saw so-and-so,” or “I put some of this stuff in a pot and
heated it to such-and-such a temperature and it did so-and-so.” Do not think I am saying
anything against science: I am only saying what its job is. And the more scientific a man
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is, the more (I believe) he would agree with me that this is the job of science—and a very
useful and necessary job it is too. But why anything comes to be there at all, and whether
there is anything behind the things science observes—something of a different kind—this
is not a scientific question. If there is “Something Behind,” then either it will have to
remain altogether unknown to men or else make itself known in some different way. The
statement that there is any such thing, and the statement that there is no such thing, are
neither of them statements that science can make. And real scientists do not usually make
them. It is usually the journalists and popular novelists who have picked up a few odds
and ends of half-baked science from textbooks who go in for them. After all, it is really a
matter of common sense. Supposing science ever became complete so that it knew every
single thing in the whole universe. Is it not plain that the questions, “Why is there a
universe?” “Why does it go on as it does?” “Has it any meaning?” would remain just as
they were?
Now the position would be quite hopeless but for this. There is one thing, and
only one, in the whole universe which we know more about than we could learn from
external observation. That one thing is Man. We do not merely observe men, we are men.
In this case we have, so to speak, inside information; we are in the know. And because of
that, we know that men find themselves under a moral law, which they did not make, and
cannot quite forget even when they try, and which they know they ought to obey. Notice
the following point. Anyone studying Man from the outside as we study electricity or
cabbages, not knowing our language and consequently not able to get any inside
knowledge from us, but merely observing what we did, would never get the slightest
evidence that we had this moral law. How could he? for his observations would only
show what we did, and the moral law is about what we ought to do. In the same way, if
there were anything above or behind the observed facts in the case of stones or the
weather, we, by studying them from outside, could never hope to discover it.
The position of the question, then, is like this. We want to know whether the
universe simply happens to be what it is for no reason or whether there is a power behind
it that makes it what it is. Since that power, if it exists, would be not one of the observed
facts but a reality which makes them, no mere observation of the facts can find it. There
is only one case in which we can know whether there is anything more, namely our own
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case. And in that one case we find there is. Or put it the other way round. If there was a
controlling power outside the universe, it could not show itself to us as one of the facts
inside the universe—no more than the architect of a house could actually be a wall or
staircase or fireplace in that house. The only way in which we could expect it to show
itself would be inside ourselves as an influence or a command trying to get us to behave
in a certain way. And that is just what we do find inside ourselves. Surely this ought to
arouse our suspicions? In the only case where you can expect to get an answer, the
answer turns out to be Yes; and in the other cases, where you do not get an answer, you
see why you do not. Suppose someone asked me, when I see a man in a blue uniform
going down the street leaving little paper packets at each house, why do I suppose that
they contain letters? I should reply, “Because whenever he leaves a similar little packet
for me I find it does contain a letter.” And if he then objected, “But you’ve never seen all
these letters which you think the other people are getting,” I should say, “Of course not,
and I shouldn’t expect to, because they’re not addressed to me. I’m explaining the
packets I’m not allowed to open by the ones I am allowed to open.” It is the same about
this question. The only packet I am allowed to open is Man. When I do, especially when I
open that particular man called Myself, I find that I do not exist on my own, that I am
under a law; that somebody or something wants me to behave in a certain way. I do not,
of course, think that if I could get inside a stone or a tree I should find exactly the same
thing, just as I do not think all the other people in the street get the same letters as I do. I
should expect, for instance, to find that the stone had to obey the law of gravity—that
whereas the sender of the letters merely tells me to obey the law of my human nature, He
compels the stone to obey the laws of its stony nature. But I should expect to find that
there was, so to speak, a sender of letters in both cases, a Power behind the facts, a
Director, a Guide. . . .
[What] I have got to is a Something which is directing the universe, and which
appears in me as a law urging me to do right and making me feel responsible and
uncomfortable when I do wrong. I think we have to assume it is more like a mind than it
is like anything else we know—because after all the only other thing we know is matter
and you can hardly imagine a bit of matter giving instructions. [From Mere Christianity,
Bk. I]
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34
A Morally Rational Faith
Immanuel Kant
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), perhaps the most influential of all modern philosophers, is well
known for his insistence that man’s knowledge is limited to the domain of sensible objects and,
this being so, that there is no way of proving the existence of God; Kant nonetheless taught that it
is legitimate, indeed necessary, to “postulate” the “idea” of God in order to account for the
experience of moral obligation.
______________________________________________________________________________

Happiness is the condition of a rational being in the world, in whose whole existence
everything goes according to wish and will. It thus rests on the harmony of nature with
his entire end and with the essential, determining ground of his will. But the moral law
commands as a law of freedom through motives wholly independent of nature and of its
harmony with our faculty of desire (as incentives).
Still, the acting rational being in the world is not at the same time the cause of the
world and of nature itself. Hence there is not the slightest ground in the moral law for a
necessary connection between the morality and proportionate happiness of a being who
belongs to the world as one of its parts and as thus dependent on it. Not being nature’s
cause, his will cannot by its own strength bring nature, as it touches on his happiness, into
complete harmony with his practical principles. Nevertheless, in the practical task of pure
reason, that is, in the necessary endeavor after the highest good, such a connection is
postulated as necessary: we should seek to further the highest good (which therefore must
be at least possible).
Therefore also the existence is postulated of a cause of the whole of nature, itself
distinct from nature, which contains the ground of the exact coincidence of happiness
with morality. This supreme cause, however, must contain the ground of the agreement of
nature not merely with a law of the will of rational beings but with the idea of this law so
far as they make it the supreme ground of determination of the will. Thus it contains the
ground of the agreement of nature, not merely with actions moral in their form, but also
with their morality as the motives to such actions, that is, with their moral intention.
Therefore, the highest good is possible in the world only on the supposition of a supreme
cause of nature which has a causality corresponding to the moral intention. Now a being
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which is capable of actions by the idea of laws is an intelligence (a rational being), and
the causality of such a being according to this idea of laws is his will. Therefore, the
supreme cause of nature, insofar as it must be presupposed for the highest good, is a
being which is the cause (and consequently the author) of nature through understanding
and will, that is, God. As a consequence, the postulate of the possibility of a highest
derived good (the best world) is at the same time the postulate of the reality of a highest
original good, namely, the existence of God. Now it was our duty to promote the highest
good; and it is not merely our privilege but a necessity connected with duty as a requisite
to presuppose the possibility of this highest good. This presupposition is made only under
the condition of the existence of God, and this condition inseparably connects this
supposition with duty. Therefore, it is morally necessary to assume the existence of God.
It is well to notice here that this moral necessity is subjective, that is, a need, and
not objective, that is, duty itself. For there cannot be any duty to assume the existence of
a thing, because such a supposition concerns only the theoretical use of reason. It is also
not to be understood that the assumption of the existence of God is necessary as a ground
of all obligation in general (for this rests, as has been fully shown, solely on the
autonomy of reason itself). All that here belongs to duty is the endeavor to produce and to
further the highest good in the world, the existence of which may thus be postulated,
though our reason cannot conceive it except by presupposing a highest intelligence. To
assume its existence is thus connected with the consciousness of our duty, though this
assumption itself belongs to the realm of theoretical reason. Considered only in reference
to the latter, it is a hypothesis, that is, a ground of explanation. But in reference to the
comprehensibility of an object (the highest good) placed before us by the moral law, and
thus as a practical need, it can be called faith and even pure rational faith, because pure
reason alone (by its theoretical as well as practical employment) is the source from which
it springs.
From Critique of Practical Reason, Book II, Chapter 2
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35
Is God the Source of Morality?
Sharon M. Kaye and Harry J. Gensler
Sharon M. Kaye and Harry J. Gensler are colleagues in the department of philosophy at John
Carroll University. Kaye’s work is in medieval philosophy, particularly the writings of St
Augustine and William of Ockham. Gensler, a Jesuit priest, is a specialist in logic and ethics and
has written a popular explication of Gödel’s theorem.

________________________________________________________________________
Imagine that everyone gave up believing in God. Stores replace churches, ministers
disappear, and any remaining Bibles are tucked away in dusty libraries. Everyone—
including you—sees religion as a thing of the past. What would happen to morality? If
we gave up believing in God, would we have to give up believing in moral obligation?
Many people say “Yes.” In their minds, God is the source of moral obligation.
Without God, we’d have no duty to be kind or avoid cruelty. We might, to be sure, be
kind and avoid cruelty out of habit, social pressure, or personal preference. But there’d he
no genuine duty. As Dostoyevsky remarked, “If there is no God, all things are permitted.”
Philosophers call this view the divine command theory: what makes a right act right is
that it is commanded by God, and what makes a wrong act wrong is that it is forbidden
by God.
Many other people, including religious ones, disagree with this. They claim that
God is not the source of moral obligation. There’s an independent right and wrong, not
based on God’s will. If there were no God, we’d still have a duty to do the right thing and
avoid the wrong thing—and the distinction between right and wrong wouldn’t vanish.
So, is God the source of moral obligation? The two co-authors of this paper
disagree: one says “Yes,” the other says “No.” We’ll try to give you both sides of the
story.
THE EUTHYPHRO QUESTION
Socrates, the first major philosopher of ancient Greece, was a religious person. His
Apology defended his philosophical life as an act of obedience to God. But he rejected the
divine command theory (DCT)—largely on the basis of a penetrating question raised in
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the Euthyphro. Since then, “the Euthyphro question” has been a central part of the DCT
debate. We’ll ask Socrates’s question in our own way.
Let’s suppose that there is a God and he commands what is right. We ask: “Is a
right thing right because God commands it, or does God command it because it is right?”
Let’s assume that kindness is right and God commands it. Which is based on which? Is
kindness right because God commands it? Or does God command it because it’s already
right? This is the Euthyphro question.
DCT supporters take the first alternative: kindness is right because God
commands it. Kindness wouldn’t be right if God didn’t command it. Independently of
God’s will, kindness is neither right nor wrong. God’s will makes kindness a moral
obligation.
Socrates and many others take the second alternative: God commands kindness
because he knows it’s right. His commands don’t make it right; instead, he wouldn’t
command it if it weren’t already right. So kindness is right independently of God’s will.
It would he right even if there were no God. This alternative involves giving up DCT.
We can ask the Euthyphro question in another way. Let’s assume that cruelty is
wrong and God forbids it. Is cruelty wrong because God forbids it? Or does God forbid
cruelty because it’s already wrong? Which alternative do you agree with? DCT
supporters think cruelty is wrong because God forbids it. Socrates thinks God forbids
cruelty because it’s already wrong.
Socrates presented the Euthyphro question as an objection to DCT. If a wrong
thing is wrong simply because God forbids it, then seemingly whatever God forbids
would have to be wrong. So kindness would be wrong if God forbade it! The objection is
that DCT makes morality arbitrary, meaning that it could be the opposite of what it is.
Socrates concluded that the first way of answering the Euthyphro question was incorrect.
DCT supporters charge that Socrates’s answer is at least as objectionable. If
cruelty is already wrong, why does God need to forbid it? The objection is that Socrates’s
answer makes religion morally redundant, meaning that belief in God is unnecessary for
belief in morality. From this perspective, the Euthyphro question presents a dilemma for
believers. They seem to run into trouble no matter how they answer it. If something is
right because God commands it, then morality becomes arbitrary. If God commands
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something because it’s already right, then religion becomes morally redundant. Hence, it
seems, believers have to accept one of two things: either morality is arbitrary or religion
is morally redundant.
Believers give two main responses to this dilemma:
1. DCT response: “Something is right because God commands it (so God is the
source of obligation); but this doesn’t make morality arbitrary in any objectionable way.”
2. Independent-duty response: “God commands something because it’s already right
(so God isn’t the source of obligation); but this doesn’t make religion morally redundant
in any objectionable way.”
The two co-authors will each defend one of the responses—and try to criticize the
other.
DCT (KAYE)
I’m a supporter of DCT. Over the last forty years, DCT supporters have developed a
number of ways to deal with the objection that this approach makes morality arbitrary.
There are two main strategies.
One strategy simply denies that God could command cruelty and forbid kindness;
there’s a principle of goodness within God that makes it impossible for him to command
other than he does.21 Although this solves the problem, it sacrifices a very important
feature of God, namely, freedom. If it’s impossible for God to command cruelty and
forbid kindness, then God isn’t even as free as human beings are! Supporters of the
strategy can claim that “true freedom” doesn’t involve the ability to do otherwise. I
believe, however, that this is an implausible account of freedom, and so I will pass over
this strategy.
The other strategy is to develop an account of DCT that admits God could
command cruelty or forbid kindness.22 I’ll sketch the essentials of such an account.

21

This strategy is often traced to Thomas Aquinas. See also Mark D. Linville, “On Goodness: Human and
Divine,” American Philosophical Quarterly 27 (1990): 143-52.
22
This strategy is often traced to John Duns Scotus and William of Ockham. See also Paul Rooney,
“Divine Commands and Arbitrariness,” Religious Studies 31 (1995): 149-65.
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Most people recognize that objects in the world have inherent value. For example,
horses and rocks are inherently good. Furthermore, most people recognize a hierarchy
among such goods. For example, horses are more valuable than rocks.
Suppose it’s true that each object in the world possesses a certain degree of
inherent value. Where does this value come from? Some theists claim that God gives
things their value at will. They say that horses are more valuable than rocks simply
because God wants them to be. If he wanted to, God could make rocks more valuable
than horses. Supporters of this view seem to be concerned that we will be limiting God’s
freedom if we deny him this ability.
But this view is implausible. If value is an inherent property, then it’s essential to
the object, and it’s logically impossible for it to be otherwise. Consider the following
example. Water is essentially wet. This means that if someone took the wetness out of
water, it wouldn’t be water any more. You can freeze water or boil it, but when you do so
it stops being water and becomes ice or steam. Not even God can make water that isn’t
wet. The reason is that wetness is essential to water. Water possesses wetness simply in
virtue of being what it is. Likewise, if objects in the world really do possess specific
degrees of inherent value, as they seem to, then this value is part of their essence. If God
creates a horse, then he creates an object that necessarily possesses a certain degree of
value. This doesn’t limit God’s freedom because God doesn’t have to create any horses if
he doesn’t want to.
The thesis that each object in the world possesses its own degree of inherent value
is very plausible. It does not, however, imply anything about moral obligation. The fact
that horses are necessarily more valuable than rocks does not tell me that I should treat
horses better than rocks. Suppose I enjoy kicking horses around. Nothing in any horse
can tell me that this is wrong. Nevertheless, all normal human beings feel that it is wrong
to kick horses around. We experience a sense of shame (sometimes called a pang of
conscience) when we don’t treat things according to their inherent value. Unless this
experience is some kind of illusion, a moral obligation must be present. Where does it
come from? What makes it wrong for us to disregard the value of things?
This is a very difficult question that philosophers have struggled with for
centuries. DCT provides a clear and straightforward answer: moral obligation comes
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from God’s will. Our sense of shame at the idea of kicking a horse around comes from
our awareness that the horse’s creator does not want it treated that way.
What is distinctive about DCT is that it holds that God’s caring about how the
objects in the world are treated is a matter of his free choice. He need not have made any
rules against kicking things around at all. In fact, he was perfectly free to encourage
people to kick things around. But he chose not to: he wants everything to be treated
according to its inherent value. Supporters of DCT believe this shows that he truly loves
us. If there were some necessity in his attitude toward the world then it wouldn’t be true
love. True love presupposes free choice. This very freedom is what leads to the charge
that DCT makes morality arbitrary. God is free to command cruelty, so it seems that he
could make cruelty morally obligatory. Although this is often considered an
insurmountable problem for DCT, the version of DCT I have outlined above provides a
solution.
Before explaining the solution a distinction should be made. Supporters of DCT
are not forced to admit that God ever does command cruelty. On the contrary, we can
maintain that God always commands kindness. Nevertheless, we must face the question:
What would happen if God did command cruelty? This is a hard question for supporters
of DCT because we are forced to admit that God could do this even though he never
does. If God commanded me to slaughter an innocent child in a painful way, would I be
obligated to do so?23
In answer to this question, it should first be noted that the ability to do something
bad is not itself a bad thing. My mother could have slaughtered me in a painful way the
day she took me home from the hospital. This undeniable fact does not make her a bad
mother. On the contrary, the fact that she could but didn’t shows that she loves me.
Likewise in the case of God. The fact that he could command cruelty but never does
demonstrates his perfect love for human beings.
Second, the DCT supporter need not even concede that I would be morally
obligated to slaughter an innocent child in a painful way if God commanded this. The
version of DCT developed above provides an alternative. It can maintain that, although
23

Some people believe that the Bible reports such an incident in Genesis 22, where God commands
Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac. But some scripture scholars interpret the story differently, as a criticism
of human sacrifice.
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divine command is a necessary condition for obligation, it is not sufficient: inherent value
is a necessary condition as well. If God issued commands inversely proportionate to the
objective value scale, then he could not be said to love us. So, like a bad parent, he would
loose his authority. This relieves DCT of having to accept that God could make cruelty
morally obligatory.
INDEPENDENT DUTY (GENSLER)
In contrast to my colleague, I reject DCT and I claim that most duties are independent of
religion. God’s will reflects, but doesn’t create, the moral order. Cruelty isn’t wrong
because God forbids it; rather, God forbids it because it’s already wrong.
In this section, I’ll defend my independent-duty view against two objections that
could be raised from DCT perspective. In a later section, I’ll raise two objections to DCT.
One objection is that the independent-duty view makes religion morally redundant, since
God isn’t needed for morality. But, while I concede that God isn’t needed for morality as
such, I do claim that he’s needed for a fuller morality.
On my view, atheists can have a genuine morality. Atheists can accept that
kindness is right and cruelty is wrong, as truths based on reason.24 And atheists can do the
right thing, for either lower motives (like habit and social approval) or higher motives
(like concern for others and a desire to do the right thing for its own sake).
Believers can have a fuller and deeper morality since they have all this plus the
religious dimension. First, believers have additional ways to know right from wrong—
including the Bible, church teaching, and prayer; these are useful because human reason
is often clouded. Second, believers have additional motives to do the right thing—
motives like gratitude to God and love for his creatures; so doing the right thing is linked
to our personal relationship to God. Finally, believers have a world-view that better supports morality. Believers see our origin and purpose in moral terms; God created us so
that our minds can know the good and our wills can freely choose it and he intends that
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How does reason in ethics work? The short answer is that it requires at least three things: factual
understanding, imagination (role reversal, that is, visualizing ourselves in the other person’s position), and
consistency (which requires making similar judgments about similar cases and treating others only as we’re
willing to be treated in the same situation). Both atheists and believers can use reason in ethics.
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our moral struggles purify us and lead us toward our ultimate goal, which is eternal
happiness with him.
So religion makes possible, not morality itself (which can exist without belief in
God), but the religious dimension that makes morality so much richer and more
meaningful.
A second objection is that the independent-duty view limits God’s sovereignty
(his power and authority). Surely God must be in absolute control of everything; so all
basic laws of every sort must depend on God’s will. But then all basic moral laws must
depend on God’s will. The problem here is that it’s doubtful that all basic laws depend on
God’s will. Is “x = x” true because of God’s will—so it would have been false had God
willed otherwise? This law seems true of its very nature, and not true because God made
it true. Maybe basic moral laws are the same. Maybe cruelty is evil in itself, and not just
evil because God made it so.
So I do limit God’s power. God can’t bring about square circles or other selfcontradictions. God can’t make 2 + 2 equal to 5, he can’t make x ≠ x, he can’t bring it
about that he never existed, he can’t believe falsehoods, and he can’t make cruelty right.
But God can do whatever doesn’t involve violating a necessary truth or violating his
perfect nature. This is power and authority enough. The abilities that God lacks (like the
ability to make square circles or to make cruelty right) are silly abilities that aren’t worth
having.
And so I argue that the independent-duty view doesn’t make God morally
redundant or limit God’s sovereignty in any objectionable way.
OBJECTIONS TO THE INDEPENDENT-DUTY VIEW (KAYE)
Although I find my colleague’s independent-duty view interesting, I’m not persuaded by
it. Let me explain my two most pressing concerns.
First, it deprives God of freedom, and therefore love. Dr. Gensler compares
moral laws to logical laws. So, in the same way that God necessarily judges that x = x, he
necessarily cares how the objects in the world are treated. I agree that God necessarily
judges that x = x. This is because logical laws necessitate the intellect. Once you
understand what the equation means you will necessarily see that it’s true. But I disagree
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that God necessarily cares about how the objects in the world are treated. One can
understand the value of something without caring about it. This is because caring is a
function of the will, not the intellect, and the will is free.
The idea of necessarily caring about something is actually very peculiar. The
following example shows why. Imagine one year your cousin surprises you with a really
nice birthday present. At first you’re very touched. Then you find out your cousin gave
you this present because someone was forcing him at gunpoint to do so. Would you still
be touched? Suppose, alternatively, you found out that there was a law of nature that
says: Every 500 years, every human being with a specific type of genetic predisposition
gives really nice birthday presents to all of his or her cousins. Would you be touched
then?
I wouldn’t. In my view, necessity, regardless of what kind of necessity it is,
changes the nature of the act. So, if God necessarily cares about the world, then it isn’t
genuine care after all. Philosophers have often argued that true love is inconsistent with
necessity. If they’re right, then the independent-duty view can’t be correct.
My second worry is that the independent-duty view makes it impossible for
atheists to be fully moral. The Euthyphro question raised the problem that a religious
person seemingly cannot reject DCT without making God morally redundant. To address
this problem, Dr. Gensler introduces two levels of morality: “fuller morality” requires
belief in God; “minimal morality” does not. God is not redundant on the independent-duty view because religion is a necessary condition for fuller morality.
Dr. Gensler regards it as an advantage of his view that it allows atheists to have
minimal morality. I agree that any plausible moral theory must recognize the existence of
moral atheists—and immoral theists, for that matter! But my version of DCT goes further
than the independent-duty view: it allows atheists to be fully moral.
As I indicated above, human beings become aware of moral obligation through a
feeling that it would be wrong not to treat objects in the world according to their inherent
value. This feeling occurs in theists and atheists alike. The only difference is that theists
believe this feeling comes from God. Atheists don’t share this belief. They are therefore
disinclined to interpret their feeling as a divine command. Nevertheless, the supporter of
DCT can maintain that anyone who is motivated by the feeling that it would be wrong not
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to treat things according to their inherent value is fully moral, whether or not the individual happens to believe that the feeling has a supernatural source.
My version of DCT not only makes it possible for atheists to be fully moral, it
does so without making God morally redundant. God plays an important role, on this
view, in explaining where our moral feelings come from and why these feelings, unlike
other feelings, create obligations. But this role is purely theoretical. Since it makes no
difference in practice, there is no moral difference between moral theists and moral
atheists.
For these and other reasons, I believe my version of DCT shares the same
advantages as my colleague’s independent-duty view, while avoiding some of its
problems.
OBJECTIONS TO DCT (GENSLER)
I promised earlier to give two objections to DCT. My first objection is that DCT makes
morality arbitrary. I’ll discuss this in general terms and then examine Dr. Kaye’s
response.
Suppose that the standard version of DCT is correct. Then kindness is right
simply because God commands it—and cruelty is wrong simply because God forbids it.
There’s no preexisting moral order; instead, God’s will creates the distinction between
right and wrong. Now imagine that a God, bound by no preexisting right and wrong,
created the world and commands cruelty. He commands, not just that we be cruel on rare
occasions, but that we be cruel always for the sake of being cruel. Would we have a duty
to obey such a God? The standard DCT has to say “Yes.” But this is absurd; such a God
would be evil, and his commands would merit, not obedience, but disobedience.
I can express my objection as an argument: If DCT is true, then we’d have a duty
to be cruel if God commanded cruelty. But it’s false that we’d have a duty to be cruel if
God commanded cruelty. Therefore, DCT isn’t true.
To keep their view, DCT supporters must reject one of the premises. They have
two choices.
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The standard choice rejects the second premise and says: “Yes, we would have a
duty to be cruel.” I don’t think this response is plausible—and neither does my colleague
Dr. Kaye.
Another choice rejects the first premise and refines DCT to avoid the implication
about cruelty. While there are various ways to do this, I’ll focus on Dr. Kaye’s approach.
On her view:
1. There are truths about what is good (inherently valuable) that are independent of
God’s will.
2. Duty depends partly on God’s will. An act is a duty if and only if (a) God
commands it and (b) it treats things according to their inherent value.
On Dr. Kaye’s DCT, we wouldn’t have a duty to be cruel if God commanded cruelty—
since God can create a duty only by commanding according to inherent value (as cruelty
isn’t). So her view avoids the stated objection. But another objection emerges: on her
view, there’s nothing wrong with obeying a God who commands continual cruelty. On
her DCT, such cruelty would be permissable (wouldn’t violate duty) if God commanded
it. This strikes me as implausible.
Another problem is the two parts of her view seem to clash. On her view, (1) God
desires a good thing because it's already good, but (2) a right action is right because God
commands it. She takes one side of the Euthyphro dilemma for “good,” and the other for
“right”; “good” is independent of God, but “right” isn’t. This is a difficult combination to
defend. Wouldn’t the reasons for accepting one half of her view also be reasons for
rejecting the other half? Supporters of the standard DCT would see Dr. Kaye’s approach
as an unhappy mixture. They’d insist that what is good depends on what God desires;
prior to God’s desires, things have no value. They’d also complain that Dr. Kaye limits
God’s sovereignty—since God is limited by independent values and can create duties
only if his commands accord with these values.
We who accept objective duties have problems with the other half of her view. If
we have grounds to accept value as independent of God, don’t we have similar grounds to
accept right as independent of God? Why think that goodness is essential to horses but
wrongness isn’t essential to cruelty? Let’s grant that “most people recognize that objects
in the world have inherent value” is a reason to take value as objective. Then wouldn’t
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“most people recognize objective right and wrong” be a reason to take right and wrong as
objective?
So I don't think Dr. Kaye’s response to the arbitrariness objection totally
succeeds. My second objection is that DCT has difficulty explaining the meaning and
status of its central claim, “Nothing can be wrong unless God forbids it”:
1. What does “wrong” here mean? Is “wrong” definable using religious concepts
(perhaps as “forbidden by God”)? Or is it an objective but indefinable notion? Or
is “wrong” to be understood in some third way?
2. How do we know that nothing can be wrong unless God forbids it? Is this claim
true-by-definition? Or is it based on sense experience? Or is it self-evident—or
perhaps known by moral intuitions?
DCT supporters tend to be evasive on answering these questions.
DCT could define “wrong” as “forbidden by God”—and then see “Nothing can be
wrong unless God forbids it” as true-by-definition. But this approach has an implausible
consequence: it makes it impossible for atheists to have moral beliefs. If “wrong” means
“forbidden by God,” then atheists can’t coherently believe that cruelty is wrong. So the
first view is implausible. Or DCT might take “wrong” as indefinable—and then see
“Nothing can be wrong unless God forbids it” as a self-evident truth that isn’t true-bydefinition. But this approach has a similarly implausible consequence. If it’s self-evident
that nothing can be wrong unless God forbids it, then again atheists can’t intelligently
believe that cruelty is wrong.
So I don’t think we have a plausible explanation of “Nothing can be wrong unless
God forbids it”—what it means, how we know it, and how it permits atheists to have
moral beliefs.
Let me sum up. On my view, there’s an independent right and wrong. Being allknowing and all-good, God knows what is right and wrong—and thus he commands the
right and forbids the wrong. So God’s will reflects, but doesn’t create, the moral order.
The contrary DCT view seems to me to have serious flaws.
From God Matters: Readings in the Philosophy of Religion
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36
Is Religious Experience a Proof of God? No
Antony Flew
[See biographical note for Selection 8.]

________________________________________________________________________
The expression religious experience is enormously comprehensive. Experience can
embrace almost everything which is, in a wide sense, psychological: visions of all kinds,
dreaming and waking; all the analogues of visions connected with the other senses;
emotions, affections, sensations, dispositions; even convictions and beliefs. It also has a
fundamental and crucial ambiguity. This ambiguity, which the generic term experience
shares with many of its species labels, is that between, first, the sense in which it refers
only to what the subject is undergoing and, second, a sense in which it implies that there
must be an actual object as well. It is, therefore, as easy as it is both common and wrong
to pass without warrant from what is supposed to be simply a description of subjective
experience to the conclusion that this must have, and have been occasioned by, some
appropriate

object

in

the

world

outside.

Classic

illustration

both

of

the

comprehensiveness of the expression and of the diversity of the ostensible objects of this
sort of ‘revelation’ can be found in William James’ The Varieties of Religious
Experience. James was saved by his Yankee common sense, and by the very variety of
his studies, from being misled by the ambiguity. But it has often and with some reason
been remarked that the reader of W. Warde-Fowler’s The Religious Experience of the
Roman People might well think that the author had come to share the beliefs which he
had studied.
The crucial point is put, in his usual succinct and devastating way, by Hobbes:
“For if any man pretend to me that God hath spoken to him immediately, and I make
doubt of it, I cannot easily perceive what argument he can produce to oblige me to
believe it. To say he hath spoken to him in a dream, is no more than to say that he
dreamed that God spoke to him. So that though God almighty can speak to a man by
dreams, visions, voice, and inspiration; yet he obliges no man to believe he hath done so
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to him that pretends it; who (being a man) may err, and (which is more) may lie” (T.
Hobbes, Leviathan, Ch. 32).
There is no need in general to dispute the claims to have enjoyed vivid
experiences, experiences which make it hard for the subject to doubt that he has been in
contact with some corresponding object. The vital issue is whether any such private
experiences can be furnished with adequate credentials; and this is a question which
should be asked as urgently by those who have as by those who have not enjoyed such
experiences. Its importance is underlined by two facts which should be familiar but are
often ignored: first, that religious experiences are enormously varied, ostensibly
authenticating innumerable beliefs many of which are in contradiction with one another
or even themselves; and, second, that their character seems to depend on the interests,
background, and expectations of those who have them rather than upon anything separate
and autonomous. First, the varieties of religious experience include, not only those which
their subjects are inclined to interpret as visions of the Blessed Virgin or senses of the
guiding presence of Jesus Christ, but also others more outlandish presenting themselves
as manifestations of Quetzalcoatl or Osiris, of Dionysus or Shiva. Second, the expert
natural historian of religious experience would be altogether astounded to hear of the
vision of Bernadette Soubirois occurring not to a Roman Catholic at Lourdes but to an
Hindu in Benares, or of Apollo manifest not in classical Delphi but in Kyoto under the
Shoguns.
We are, therefore, not entitled, because a man truly has certain subjective
experiences, immediately to infer that these are experiences of what is truly and
objectively the case: nor must we assume, because such experiences are in some sense
truly religious, that they must as such or consequently represent religious truths. The
mere fact of the occurrence of subjective religious experience does not by itself warrant
the conclusion that there are objective religious truths to be represented. A vision may be
a vision of the Blessed Virgin, in the senses either that it resembles conventional
representations or that it is so described by the subject, without this constituting any sort
of guarantee of its being a vision of the Blessed Virgin, in the very different sense that it
actually is produced by the presence in some form of Mary the wife of Joseph and mother
of Jesus. Again, in a rather more complicated case, we must not think, because we can
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point to more or less dramatic changes in behaviour involved in or following from
changes of religious belief, that this by itself demonstrates the power and workings of
whatever God or gods may be in question. This inference would be justified only if the
concept of God could be taken as definable in terms of such beliefs and of such
behaviour.
The last remark refers to a distinction of great and general importance. If, for
instance, you define Aphrodite entirely in terms of heterosexual sexual behaviour, then
indeed the existence of Aphrodite may be definitely established by the occurrence of such
behaviour; and all her characteristics will be reducible to characteristics of that
behaviour. But the price of this manoeuvre is, of course, to abandon the whole idea of an
Aphrodite behind, additional to, responsible for, and hence perhaps in some way
explaining, all the relevant occurrences and inclinations. The crux here is underlined by
the great secular poet of Rome, harshly : “If anyone insists on calling the sea Neptune
and corn Ceres, and prefers to abuse the name of Bacchus rather than to employ the
proper word for the liquor, let him . . . so long as he still refrains really from tainting his
mind with filthy religion” (Lucretius, On the Nature of Things II, 655-666).
In the same way, in the present slightly trickier case, to analyse the notion of God
wholly in terms of human beliefs is to make your God a sort of Tinker-Bell: a figure
whose existence is entirely dependent on, and is indeed a function of, these beliefs. Any
analysis of this sort must be dismissed as an irrelevant mockery—notwithstanding that it
may be presented in respectful innocence as a psychologist’s or a sociologist’s view of
religion. This dismissal also has its price. And the price is that we may not draw inferences about the existence and character of the Christian God directly from the
occurrence of the phenomena of Christian belief. If talk about God is to be more than a
mere literary flourish there has to be a fundamental distinction between, on the one hand,
the facts that people believe in God and that their having this belief has expressions and
consequences, and, on the other hand, the facts, if they be facts, that this God exists and
brings about effects both in human lives and elsewhere.
The difference is so great and, once it has been pointed out, so obvious that any
failure to appreciate the importance of the distinction may well appear impossibly stupid.
But the confusions become more credible, and rather more excusable, when they are
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found in the context of a doctrine of Incarnation. We may, indeed we must, acknowledge
the driving dynamic of the religious convictions of Jesus bar Joseph; and in particular of
his belief that he was constantly in contact with and directed by the will of the living
God. Yet neither the strength of convictions nor the fact of their vast influence in
generating similar convictions in others, by itself provides sufficient—or even any—
reason for concluding that these beliefs were or are actually true. Consider and compare
the similar but secular case of Lenin. It is certainly no exaggeration to say, in the words
of a slogan to be seen in Moscow in 1964: “Lenin’s words and Lenin’s ideas live; he is an
inspiration to millions.” In this second case there is no temptation to think that Lenin is
still alive today, producing immediate effects. But in the first case, supposing you once in
some way identify Jesus bar Joseph with God, then you may become inclined to mistake
what in the second you would unhesitatingly recognize as some of the long-term
consequences of a man’s life, for the immediate effects of his living presence. Jesus as
man is no more and no less dead than Lenin. But Jesus as God would presumably be
eternal and, as such, perhaps a possible object of present experience.
By accepting this amazing identification it becomes much easier to confuse what
should nevertheless still be admitted to be radically different things: on the one hand,
experience of Jesus, where this is a matter either of beliefs about—or of all forms of
subjective experience occasioned by beliefs about—the carpenter’s son; and, on the other
hand, experience of Christ or God, where this is to be taken to involve some sort of
contact with an object of present acquaintance. Even if it were to be allowed that the
proposed identification of this man with God is both intelligible and justified, still this
would not warrant any general equation of experience of Jesus, in the former and noncommittal sense, with experience of God, in the latter and more forthcoming
interpretation.
Once we are seized of the pivotal importance of such distinctions we might expect
to find that those who propose to rest a lot of weight upon the evidence of religious
experience would take it as their first and inescapable task to answer the basic question:
How and when would we be justified in making inferences from the facts of the occurrence of religious experience, considered as a purely psychological phenomenon, to
conclusions about the supposed objective religious truths? Such optimism would almost
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always be disappointed; so regularly indeed that this very fact tends to confirm suspicion
that the crucial question cannot be adequately answered. It seems that those who have
really taken the measure of the essential distinction have all abandoned hope of
developing a valid independent argument from religious experience. Certainly it is
significant that the Roman Catholic Church is always chary of any appeal to personal
experience not disciplined and supported by (its own) authority. For this insistence on the
need for external checks and props surely springs from a wise acknowledgement that
religious experience is not suited to serve as the evidential foundation which is needed if
anyone is to be entitled to claim religious knowledge.
The difference between using religious experience as the premise of an
independent argument, and using it to illustrate what is supposed to be known already,
can be brought out here by referring to the way in which apologists sometimes first point
to (some of) the effects or expressions of strong beliefs in and about God, and then,
without any further argument, required that these be construed as instances of God’s
working in and through his particular servants. This construction, unless some further
argument is being taken as read, must involve precisely the illegitimate move, from the
mere fact that certain things are believed to the conclusion that these beliefs are true,
which we have been labouring to expose. It would be one thing to rate such ongoings as
special works of God if you already had sufficient reason for believing, both that there is
a God, and that such things are distinctively his work in some way in which some other
part of creation is not. It is quite another thing, and quite unsound, to try to conscript
these facts to serve as reasons for believing that God exists, and that he acts particularly
in these distinctive ways. Similarly, there is no objection—supposing that you are entitled
to take it for granted that we are creatures—to your pointing to some of the details of how
“we are fearfully and wonderfully made” in order to display the divine craftsmanship.
But this is not at all to concede that any version of the Argument to Design is sound. Or
again, there may perhaps be some good reason outside the scope of historical enquiry
why we may or must see every historical development as part of a Providential order. Yet
it is an altogether different thing to maintain that any or all the subject matter of this enquiry points, in a way which must be professionally incompetent for an historian to
overlook, to the subsistence of such an order: “Whether we are Christians or not, whether
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we believe in Divine Providence or not, we are liable to serious technical errors if we do
not regard ourselves as born into a providential order” (H. Butterfield, Christianity and
History).
We are here concerned with the facts of religious experience, or of natural
regularity, or of history, only in so far as these may constitute evidence about the
existence and character of God. There can be no question, either of recognizing certain
sorts of ongoings as the particular works of God, or of illustrating his wonderful
craftsmanship, or of tracing out the pattern of his providence in history, unless it is
allowed that we have sufficient reason for believing that there is this God. And no one
can be much advantaged by establishing that these facts might be made to fulfil religious
purposes in some other capacity, provided always that we can find this sufficient reason
elsewhere, if it always turns out—as it so far has—that wherever else we search we discover that such sufficient reason is not to be found. However, as we said before, it is most
remarkable how those who consider religious experience to be evidence so often fail to
appreciate the fundamental distinctions, and hence fail to address themselves to the basic
question. This weakness is not confined to the most popular levels of discussion. For
instance: in a recent volume of the proceedings of a conference of professional
philosophers and theologians it is only at the fifty-seventh of sixty pages on ‘Religious
Experience and its Problems’ that anyone presses our sixty-four-dollar question:
“Suppose it does seem to us that we are ‘encountering God’, how can we tell whether or
not we really are?”; and the outline answer given offers as a criterion: “the difference of
quality between the inner experience of acting and that of being acted upon” (N. Clarke,
“Some Criteria Offered,” Faith and Philosophers).
This suggestion is breathtakingly parochial and uncomprehending. It is parochial
in that it takes no account whatsoever of the inordinate variety of religious experience; if
we were to try to employ this criterion we should establish the existence of the entire
pantheon of comparative religion. It is uncomprehending in that it has not seen that the
question arises precisely because it is impossible to make direct and self-authenticating
inferences from the character of the subjective experience to conclusions about the supposedly corresponding objective facts. The impossibility here is logical. It is not, as is
sometimes thought, that it just so happens that as a matter of fact there are not in any sub-
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jective experience any distinguishing marks the presence of which necessarily guarantees
that that particular experience must be veridical. It is rather that there necessarily could
not be such marks, providing a guarantee which was itself necessarily reliable. (Of course
there might be marks which were contingently as opposed to necessarily infallible. But
this sort of reliability could not be self-authenticating. It could be known only as it were
from outside, by reference to the contingent fact that this particular mark happens always
to be accompanied by the object of which it thus serves as a sure sign.)
The demonstration that there could not be any necessarily infallible and selfauthenticating mark within our subjective experience guaranteeing the presence of some
object beyond can be short and simple. In so far as the proposition E is x y z refers only
to the characteristics of a subjective experience E, its assertion makes no claim about the
universe around us, and so there can be no occurrence or non-occurrence there to show
any part of that characterization to be false. Yet if any of the characteristics indicated by
“x” or “y” or “z” were the required infallible sign of the presence of something altogether
different, then the absence of that something would be sufficient to show that E is not or
was not really x or really y or really z; as the case might be. But now what was to have
served as an infallible sign becomes either not infallible or not serviceable. For if we are
to preserve its infallibility we can do so only by making it a matter of definition, and that
will involve that we can only finally determine whether E was really whatever it is by
referring to something other than that experience in which we had originally hoped to
find our inexpugnable assurance.
Our demonstration reveals the reason why it is impossible to rely for proof upon
some supposedly self-authenticating experience. Such appeals are often made. One philosophical student of religious experience urges that it is wrong “to think that the
experience itself is neutral, that it may be interpreted in a normal religious way or
atheistically. This is only plausible if we exclude what is vital in this experience.The
strangeness, in this case, is the peculiarly religious one of finding God in some way
present in the world, and whatever further interpretation may be in order here it is
certainly not one which leaves it open whether God exists or not” (H. D. Lewis, Our
Experience of God). Another influential Protestant theologian claims that Christian experience of God “in the nature of the case must be self-authenticating and able to shine by
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its own light independently of the abstract reflections of philosophy, for if it were not, it
could hardly be living experience of God as personal” (H. H. Farmer, The World and
God).
The second case raises further issues. If Farmer were right in thinking that
Christian experience of God must be self-authenticating then the proper conclusion
would be that there could not be such experience: for, in so far as it is experience of God
in the sense which involves the actual existence of the object, it cannot be selfauthenticating; whereas, if it really is to be self-authenticating, it cannot demand a
reference to an actual God. There is, however, no necessity in the nature of the case
which demands that anything has to satisfy these two incompatible requirements
simultaneously. The apparent necessity of this impossibility is the paradoxical product of
an understandably human but inherently insatiable desire both to eat cake and have it.
What Farmer, and Lewis, and others, want is that they and their co-religionists should be
able to make a sort of assertion which would at one and the same time fulfil two logically
inconsistent specifications: first, that of involving only their own experience, without any
falsifiable reference to anything beyond; and, second, that of entailing the truth of the
essentials of their religion. But one thing that really is in the nature of the case, and rockbottom fundamental, is that all assertion must involve a theoretical possibility of error
precisely proportionate to its content. You cannot make the enormous advances involved
in the second clause while exposing only the narrow and virtually impregnable front
opened by the first. Yet the charm of this impossible combination is plain, even without
Farmer’s own broad hint. It would put basic religious presuppositions comfortably
beyond the range of philosophical criticism.
The immunity so humanly desired is not obtainable. Instead the position is that
anyone equipped with the intellectual tools already provided has the means to demolish
all similar pretensions to a knowledge of God grounded incorrigibly in immediate
acquaintance. Such pretensions are nevertheless so common nowadays among Protestants
that it may be useful to labour the essentials and to add some supplementary points.
Consider another passage from another distinguished and influential Protestant
theologian: “We are rejecting logical argument of any kind as the first chapter of our
theology or as representing the process by which God comes to be known. We are
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holding that our knowledge of God rests rather on the revelation of His personal Presence
as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. We are thus directly challenging St Thomas’ doctrine
that we have no knowledge of God per se but only through His effects in the world of
nature, and are allying ourselves rather with the doctrine represented by St Bonaventure’s
dictum that God is present to the soul itself. Of such a Presence it must be true that to
those who have never been confronted with it argument is useless, while to those who
have it is superfluous” (J. Baillie Our Knowledge of God). This contention totally fails to
appreciate a crucial distinction. In so doing it would seem to do an injustice to Aquinas
who surely did not.
Once the epistemological question is squarely put, and as squarely faced, it must
become extremely hard to deny either of two things: first, that, however great the positive
analogy between everyday encounters with other flesh and blood people and these
putative confrontations with “His personal Presence as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit”, still
the dissimilarities also are very great indeed; and, second, that any serious attempt to
answer the question is bound to lead us away from the bold, direct claim that we have
ourselves been honoured—and that’s final—with a series of face to ‘Face’ interviews.
(The skeptic, it is worth remarking by the way, may well be astounded by the readiness of
preachers and pastors to attribute his reluctance to accept their teachings ultimately to
pride. Skeptics are as persons no doubt no less proud than other men. Yet surely one
might uninstructedly have presumed that pride was more likely to find expression in
claims to know God, and to be apprised of some of his plans and wishes, than in a general
skepticism about such things? These claims may be made by modest men. They are not
modest claims.)
The first point is one which it is embarrassing to press. Yet it has to be pressed if
we are to show, what does apparently need to be shown, that it is arbitrary and questionbegging for anyone to rest his case finally upon blank unsupported assertions that he—
and some of his religious associates too—just do have experience “of the God within
whose purpose he is conscious that he lives and moves and has his being.” So we have
simply to resign ourselves to any consequent embarrassment; reflecting perhaps that in
philosophy it is often valuable actually to state what, when once stated, no one would be
willing directly to deny. Surely, then, it is not in dispute that, where Farmer and Baillie
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and others believe that they are enjoying personal relations with the Christian God, to the
outside observer it must seem that they are just imagining things? For there is nothing
there which he can discern for them to be having their personal relations with. Such an
enquirer may, and indeed should, be perfectly prepared to acknowledge: both that their
‘encounter’ experience seems very real to them, that they are almost irresistibly inclined
to think that they are being acted upon, and so on; and that in his own failure to discern
the putative object it may conceivably be his powers of discernment which are shown to
be at fault. What, and all, the surely undisputed fact shows is that there has got to be an
adequate answer to the basic epistemological question if claims to know (a particular)
God through personal encounter are to be anything better than gratuitous and parochial
dogmatism.
We have already, directly or by implication, suggested some of the reasons why
people frequently ignore, or even deny, this by now painfully evident conclusion. First,
there is the failure to distinguish two senses of experience, being conscious of, and so on;
and in so doing to take the full measure of the fundamental difference thus marked. Next,
there is the parochial but always tempting refusal to recognize that the different religious
experience of other people may seem as veridical to them as yours does to you. Then
there is the general Cartesian delusion that knowledge can and must be self-certifying.
Again the equation assumed between the Christian God and the man Jesus bar Joseph
also eases the way for the otherwise utterly implausible claim to be immediately aware,
without even implicit reference to any supporting reasons, of the presence of that triune
God; and not—let us say—of the unequivocally monotheistic Gods of Israel or Islam, or
of some undifferentiated Transcendent.
There is one further item to be added to the list, before we move on to the second
point underlined by the forcing of the epistemological question. This is to notice the
consequences here of the inherent elusiveness to ordinary observation or experiment of
the God, or Gods, of sophisticated theism. This God is, notoriously, supposed to be a
spirit. Although there may be some uncertainty as to what, if anything, this positively
amounts to, over and above the being somehow personal or supra-personal; still there is
no doubt whatever that the attribution is intended to carry the negative implication that
such a God is not open to ordinary observation. It is, perhaps, because everyone is in-
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clined to take all this for granted that some have failed to appreciate the consequences.
When this is the sort of thing which is supposedly involved it must become more rather
than less necessary to provide some warrant for claims to have encountered it, or him.
It is entirely wrong, albeit possibly tempting, to take the fact that the outside
observer cannot detect the presence of any being for the religious experiencer to be
having his personal relations with, as something obvious but irrelevant; or even as
showing that reasons are not required. Certainly this built-in elusiveness to observation
makes it impossible to falsify claims about the presence of God simply by indicating that
there is in fact nothing there to be observed; and this means that such evidence is to that
extent irrelevant to these claims. But it does not at all follow either that they may be
finally and sufficiently established by reference only to the confident asseverations of
those who believe themselves to be, or to have been, in contact with him; or that the
elusiveness is altogether irrelevant to the challenge to produce adequate credentials. On
the contrary it has to be considered among the original problems which have to be
resolved before there can be any question of finding application for this concept of God;
and then later it must, if anything, add to the difficulties of meeting the epistemological
challenge about experience which estensibly refers to the supposed object of this concept.
The second point forced by pressing the epistemological question is that any
sustained attempt to meet the challenge must lead away from the brazen finality of the
thesis that (some) believers are personally acquainted with their God, and that’s that.
Even if we were dealing only with a claim about an ordinary flesh and blood person, an
utterly convinced assertion would not necessarily be the last word. Certainly in such
cases epistemological questions may be in fact superfluous. This is because the answers
are in these cases obvious, not because the questions themselves would be logically inept.
Where—as may sometimes be—the answers happen not to be obvious and the facts are in
dispute, the questions are very much to the point. But, whereas questions about the existence of people can be answered by straightforward observational and other tests, not
even those who claim to have enjoyed personal encounters with God would admit such
tests to be appropriate here: if indeed they were appropriate then the question would by
common consent be accounted settled, and in the negative. Yet if, as we have shown, the
epistemological question is inescapable, and if, as everyone agrees, it cannot be met by
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reference to immediate observation or other commonplace tests; then the whole argument
from religious experience must collapse into an argument from whatever other
credentials may be offered to authenticate the revelation supposedly mediated by such
experience.
From God and Philosophy
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37
Is Religious Experience a Proof of God? Yes
Keith Yandell
Keith Yandell (b. 1938), a professor of philosophy and South Asian studies at Ohio State
University, works in the areas of the history of modern philosophy, ethics, Indian philosophy, and
the philosophy of religion. His current work is in metaphysics and religious pluralism.

_______________________________________________________________________
Pat: In the secular atmosphere of academia, religious experiences aren’t going to be taken
seriously as evidence for anything except the weird psychological state of the people
who have them. I accept what science tells us. It doesn’t tell us about God. So I don’t
think there is a God, and I don’t think that there is any evidence that God exists.
Kim: How reasonable is it to follow the rule Believe only what science says when science
itself doesn’t say Believe only what science says?
Pat: Actually, I know some scientists who do say science tells us that.
Kim: In every field, you find people who sometimes confuse bits of their own
autobiographies with what their disciplines teach. Such confusion doesn’t turn
autobiography into science or philosophy.
Pat: Let’s turn to the fact that the only things we know to exist are material things. This is
a view that science has established. It leaves no room for God.
Kim: The view that there are only material things isn’t any part of science. When did any
of the sciences establish it? What was the great experiment that shows that everything
that exists is material? Materialism is a philosophical view that has taken credit for
the successes of science, a claim that has the advantage of theft over honest labor.
The idea that the sciences presuppose, or that they support, materialism is one of the
grand myths of the modern academy. It should be part of getting an education that
one escapes this sort of mythology.
Pat: Perhaps you are right that materialism is philosophy, not science, and isn’t either
presupposed or supported by science. But tell me one case in which there is any
reason to think that anything exists that isn’t physical. Confirmation or
disconfirmation by sensory experience is the name of the game in evaluating
scientific theories.
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Kim: Whatever we know is confirmed by sensory experience isn’t itself confirmed by
sensory experience. It isn’t a claim that could be confirmed, or disconfirmed, by
sensory experience. Philosophers such as David Hume and A. J. Ayer held a view
that asserted Statements that are either true or false are either reports of sensory or
introspective experience, definitions, or follow from reports and definitions but,
notoriously, this claim itself isn’t a report of sensory or introspective experience. It
isn’t true in terms of any definition we typically accept, and while one could just
stipulate a definition that made it true one could also just stipulate a definition that
made it false. Views of this sort keep coming up in philosophy, and they keep getting
shot down.
Pat: I take it that you’ve been trying to convince me that there is something to knowledge
beyond what science gives us and that there seem to be some things in our world that
science doesn’t discuss but philosophy does. Maybe you are right about these things.
But it does not follow that God exists or that religious experience provides evidence
that God exists. Can we turn to that?
Kim: Yes. I want to focus on one sort of religious experience. By an experience I mean a
conscious state—to have an experience is a matter of being conscious in some
manner. Suppose one feels depressed—not depressed at or by something, but subject
to generalized depression. One feels a certain way; one is aware of being depressed.
We might call this a subject-awareness experience. Contrast this to watching a tree
bend in the wind. Here one is aware of something that exists independent of one’s
experiencing it. This is a subject-consciousness-object or SCO experience. Contrast
this with one’s wondering what the sum of 1007 and 2942 is, doing the addition in
one’s head, and coming to see that the answer is 3949. This we can call a cognitive
experience. Experience of each sort has its importance for religious traditions, but
we’ll concentrate on SCO experiences.
Pat: I assume you take experiences in which someone at least seems to experience God to
be SCO experiences. But doesn’t that assume that God exists?
Kim: I do take conscious states that, if they are reliable, are experiences of God to be
SCO experiences. This doesn’t assume that God exists or that religious experiences
are reliable. Seeing an oasis and having a mirage are both SCO experiences. They are
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both experiences in which it at least seems to the subject that something exists, and if
there is that something, it exists independent of its being experienced. The structure
of the experience is internal to the experience, and the structure is SCO.
Pat: Couldn’t one think of things like this: if someone has an experience in which it
seems that there is something X, and there is an X, then the experience is SCO. But if
there isn’t any X, then the experience isn’t SCO after all. Suppose I seem to see an
elephant in a room where I know there aren’t any—the room is well known to me,
has no secret entrances, has no doors or windows an elephant could come through, is
well guarded against intruders, and so on. So I know things can’t be the way they
seem. Maybe I’m seeing an elephant hologram, or an elephant-shaped balloon, but
I’m not actually seeing an elephant. What about your claim that any SCO experience
is evidence for its apparent object then?
Kim: One way to deal with the sort of case you describe is to say that if a person has an
SCO experience in which it seems to her that she encounters some item X, she has
presumptive evidence that there is an X—evidence that is overturnable but real.
Pat: Couldn’t one also say that a person hasn’t got evidence until she has reason to think
that nothing cancels it? Then one would have to wait and see if anything occurred to
one that did cancel the apparent evidence one had.
Kim: If we take a “presumed guilty unless proved innocent” approach here, we are
mistakenly supposing that the possibility of being defeated is reason for taking an
experience to be defeated.
Pat: Some appeals to religious experiences argue that the best explanation of their
occurrence is that God causes them. Is this going to be your line of reasoning?
Kim: No. We don’t typically argue that it is reasonable to think that there are buildings
because there being buildings is the best explanation of our seeming to see buildings.
Our sensory experiences include our least apparently seeing buildings, and we take
those experiences as (sufficient) evidence that there are such things.
Pat: But whatever approach you take, the fact is that sometimes things are not as they
seem—there isn’t a patch of water that stays the same distance ahead of our car on the
highway in the Summer, straight sticks dipped in water look bent when they aren’t,
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and there are various illusions and hallucinations. Maybe seeing is believing, but
believing isn’t always being right.
Kim: Here we agree. SCO experiences provide evidence that their apparent objects exist,
but we need to consider whether that evidence is defeated in some way.
Pat: Isn’t it about time that you tell me exactly what sort of SCO religious experiences
you have in mind?
Kim: The experiences that I have in mind have occurred to famous as well as very
ordinary people. Here are some famous examples:
Experience 1: Moses, tending the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, sees a bush
that apparently is burning and not consumed by the fire. Then, the text of Exodus
tells us: “And Moses said, ‘I will turn aside and see this great sight, why the bush
is not burnt.’ When the Lord saw that he turned aside to see, God called to him
out of the bush, ‘Moses, Moses!’ And he said, ‘Here am I.’ Then he [God] said,
‘Do not come near; put off your shoes from your feet, for the place on which you
are standing is holy ground.’ And he said, ‘I am the God of your Father, the God
of Abraham, the God of Jacob.’ And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look
at God.” [Exodus 3:3-6]
Experience 2: I [John] was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day, and I heard behind me
a loud voice like a trumpet saying, “Write what you see in a book and send it to
the seven churches. … Then I turned to see the voice that was speaking to me, and
on turning I saw seven golden lampstands, and in the midst of the lampstands, one
like a son of man, clothed with a long robe and with a golden girdle round his
breast; his head and his hair were white like a flame of fire, his feet were like
burnished bronze, refined as in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of
many waters; in his right hand he held stars, from his mouth issued a sharp twoedged sword, and his face was like the sun shining in full strength. When I saw
him, I fell at his feet as though dead. But he laid his right hand upon me, saying
“Fear not, I am the first and the last, and the living one; I died, and behold I am
alive forevermore, and I have the keys of Death and Hades.” [Revelation 1:10-18]
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Of course not all apparent experiences of God are so “electric” as these, and
apparently lots of people have them sometime or other during their lifetimes.
Roughly, having an experience of this sort is a matter of at least seeming to be in the
presence of a holy, living, majestic, powerful being on whom one is dependent and
before whom one is awed. Due to Rudolph Otto [1869-1937, German theologian and
comparative religionist], these have come to be called “numinous” experiences,
experiences of the holy. In order to have a convenient term, let’s call them “Nexperiences.”
Pat: The phenomenological content of these experiences suggests a being like God, but
not necessarily God—not necessarily a being that is omnipotent and omniscient, let
alone creator and providence and savior and judge.
Kim: You are right that N-experiences suggest a being who is powerful, majestic, holy,
living, and the like, but the idea that this being is omnipotent or omniscient goes
beyond anything that is experientally given. In fact, it isn’t clear what it would be for
either omnipotence or omniscience to be experientially given.
Pat: I’m surprised that you suggest that such experiences are evidence for God’s
existence. Just stop and think of the ways in which sensory experience differs from
religious experience. Suppose you and I are sitting down and relaxing after an exam.
You suddenly have what you think of as a sense of the presence of God, whatever
that is. I don’t feel anything. My not feeling anything isn’t supposed to be evidence
that you aren’t sensing the presence of God. But if I were to at least seem to see a
collie run across the grass of a fenced-in yard and you seem to see just an empty
lawn, either I’m hallucinating a collie or you are collie-blind. Not so in the
experiencing God case. In the collie case, we can see if there is a collie somewhere
inside the fence, which is too high for it to get away, so if the collie was really here,
we can tell because then we’ll find it. If we look carefully and find no dogs here,
when there was no way for a dog to get out if one was here, I’ll have to conclude I
didn’t really see a collie running after all. Not so with God. We can run tests, if we
like, to find out what collies look like when they run, and make predictions as to what
we’ll see, and find out whether they come true or not. Not so with God. In places
where there are collies, everyone sees them. Not so with God. If we doubt the
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deliverances of our sight regarding collies, we can scratch behind their ears, hear
them bark, smell their wet fur—there are multiple senses through which we can detect
the presence of collies. There isn’t anything like multiple sensory modalities for
experiencing God.
Kim: You are right, there are all of the disanalogies you point out. The question is
whether your conclusion follows from there being those disanalogies. You need some
such claim as this: one person’s experience of something at some time and in some
place cannot be evidence for the existence of that something unless another person in
the same place and at the same time also experiences that something. Roughly, this
seems right about physical somethings. Why suppose it is right about God? Why
suppose that if God causes one person to have an experience of God at some time and
place, God must cause everyone in that place at that time to have an experience of
God?
Pat: Perhaps that deals with one disanalogy. What about the others?
Kim: You point out that there don’t seem to be a variety of capacities or modalities of
experiencing God, whereas one can, say, see, touch, taste, and smell a chocolate mint,
hear the sound it makes if you drop it one the table. But that is important only if one
cannot in some way or other check one experience of God against another. In fact, we
have descriptions of religious experience from different times and cultures, and when
we compare them there is a surprising uniformity.
Pat: Another disanalogy concerns possible disconfirmation: you can’t experientially
disconfirm that God was present. Some philosophers will take this as decisive,
arguing that if you can have experiential evidence for the existence of something
then, in principle anyway, you could have experiential evidence against its existence.
If you accept that idea, and there can’t be experiential disconfirmation of God’s
existence, then there can’t be experiential evidence for God’s existence.
Kim: Suppose there are very tiny particles that appear only entirely randomly and so
unpredictably. These particles, let’s suppose, are postulated in a theory—shyness
theory, let’s call it—that explains some newly noticed energy changes that occur
randomly. It dawns on some particularly creative physicist that these shy particles
occur under conditions that are enormously costly to produce. Since these conditions
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are being produced for other reasons anyway, the physicist produces a shymeter that
itself operates randomly, this being the only sort of instrument that will register the
presence of shy particles. Given the odds against such particles occurring are already
incredibly high, and the odds against the shymeter detecting them even if they are
there are also high, there is little hope for positive results. But the nearly impossible
happens and the shymeter reliably detects the presence of shy particles. There is a
crucial asymmetry here: that there are shy particles is confirmable but not
disconfirmable. Not observing any shy particles is just what one would expect, even if
there are such items. If this sort of scenario is possible, then the idea that if there can
be experiential evidence for the existence of something then, in principle, there can be
experiential evidence against its existence is false.
Pat: Perhaps we can say “so far, so good.” But what about other ways in which whatever
evidence N-experiences provide for God’s existence can be defeated? Even
philosophers and theologians who believe in God are hesitant about the adequacy of
their language about God. They have claimed that God cannot be spoken of literally,
but only analogically, metaphorically, or the like. If this is so, doesn’t it interfere with
exactly what we can have experiential evidence for, even if there is such evidence? If
God is so very hard to describe, doesn’t this make it hard to tell what would even
count as experiential evidence for the existence of God?
Kim: Various thinkers have made things needlessly hard for themselves here. One source
of the problem has been the baseless assumption All language is metaphorical, which
is a counterexample to itself. Another is the idea that we can’t talk clearly about the
nonphysical and nonsensory, which ignores the fact that logic and mathematics are
our best models of clarity and discourse concerning abstract objects is perfectly
intelligible. Still another is the idea that God does not share a genus or kind with
anything else, and words mean something different when applied to things of
different kinds. This seems false regarding such terms as is holy and is self-conscious,
and concerning such actions as making a promise.
Pat: I assume that you have the same view regarding such terms as majestic, living, and
the other terms involved in describing the phenomenology of N-experiences.
Kim: Right. There is a further point here. Consider these (rough) definitions:
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God is omnipotent if and only if, for any proposition P, neither P itself, nor God
makes P true, is necessarily false.
God is omniscient if and only if, for any proposition P, if P is true, and God
knows that P is not necessarily false, then God knows that P.
God is independent if and only if there is no X such that X is distinct from God
and God depends for existence on X.
God is necessarily independent if and only if it is necessarily true that there’s no
X such that X is distinct from God and God depends for existence on X.
This is a short list of claims that monotheists believe to be true about God, and
each is literal. Further, the notions of omnipotence and omniscience don’t apply to
anything but God, so there is no question of cross-genus ambiguity here. As to
independence and necessary independence, if they apply to both God and abstract
objects, they bear the same sense in both cases.
Pat: One more question. What would happen to your argument if sensory experience
turned out to be unreliable?
Kim: My argument has relied on the claim that if one has an SCO experience whose
apparent object is X, that is presumptive evidence that X exists, and that Nexperiences are SCO in structure. Further, I’ve claimed that the evidence that Nexperiences provide is not defeated. Suppose it turned out that the evidence supplied
by sensory experience were somehow defeated. Nothing would change regarding the
evidence N-experiences provide.

From The Epistemology of Religious Experience
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38
The Ontological Argument
St Anselm
St Anselm (c. 1033-1109), Archbishop of Canterbury and one of the most important of the
medieval Scholastics, had long desired to find “one single argument” that would “suffice to prove
that God really exists”. After many labors, his now-famous proof, based upon the paradoxical
capacity of the mind to see beyond its own limits, was suddenly revealed to him in the midst of
the nightly office of Matins.
______________________________________________________________________________

Come now, insignificant man, fly for a moment from your affairs, escape for a little while
from the tumult of your thoughts. Put aside now your weighty cares, and leave your
wearisome toils. Abandon yourself for a little to God, and rest for a little in Him. Enter
into the inner chamber of your soul, shut out everything save God and what can be of
help in your quest for Him, and having locked the door, seek Him out. Speak now, my
whole heart, speak now to God: “I seek Your countenance, O Lord, Your countenance I
seek” (Ps. 26:8).
Lord, You who give understanding to faith, grant that I may understand, as
much as You see fit, that You exist as we believe You to exist, and that You are what
we believe You to be. We believe that You are something than which nothing greater
can be thought. Or can it be that a thing of such a nature does not exist, since “the
Fool has said in his heart, there is no God” (Ps. 13:1, 52:1)? But surely, when this
same Fool hears what I am speaking about, namely, something than which nothing
greater can be thought, he understands what he hears, and what he understands is in
his mind, even if he does not understand that it actually exists. For it is one thing for
an object to exist in the mind, and another thing to understand that an object actually
exists. Thus, when a painter plans beforehand what he is going to execute, he has the
picture in his mind, but he does not yet think that it actually exists because he has not
yet executed it. However, when he has actually painted it, then he both has it in his
mind and understands that it exists because he has now made it. Even the Fool, then,
is forced to agree that something than which nothing greater can be thought exists in
the mind, since he understands this when he hears it, and whatever is understood is in
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the mind. And surely that than which nothing greater can be thought cannot exist in
the mind alone. For if it exists solely in the mind, it can be thought to exist in reality
also, which is greater. If then that than which nothing greater can be thought exists in
the mind alone, this same that than which nothing greater can be thought is that than
which a greater can be thought. But this is obviously impossible. Therefore there is
absolutely no doubt that something than which a greater cannot be thought exists both
in the mind and in reality.
Have you found, O my soul, what you were seeking? You were seeking God,
and you found Him to be something that is the highest of all, than which a greater
cannot be thought. If you have not found your God, what is this which you have
found, and which you have understood with such certain truth and true certitude?
But if you have found Him, why is it that you do not experience what you have
found? Why, O Lord God, does my soul not experience You if it has found You? Or
has it not found that which it has found to be the light and the truth? But then how
did it understand this save by seeing the light and the truth? Could it understand
anything at all about You save through “Your light and Your truth” (Ps. 42:3)? If it
saw the light and the truth, it saw You. If it did not see You, then it did not see the
light or the truth. Or is it the case that it saw both the truth and the light, and yet it
did not see You because it saw You only partially and did not see You as You really
are?
Lord my God, you who have formed and reformed me, tell my desiring soul what
You are beside what it has seen so that it may see clearly that which it desires. It strives
so that it may see more, but it sees nothing beyond what it has seen save darkness. Why is
this, Lord? Is its eye darkened by its own littleness, or is it dazzled by Your splendor? In
truth it is both darkened in itself and dazzled by You. It is darkened by its own littleness
and overwhelmed by Your immensity. It is restricted by its own limitedness and
overcome by Your fullness. For how great is that light from which shines every
truth that gives light to the understanding! How complete is that truth in which is
everything that is true and outside of which nothing exists save nothingness and
falsity! How boundless is that which in one glance sees everything that has been
made, and by whom and through whom and in what manner it was made from
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nothing! What purity, what simplicity, what certitude and splendor is there! Truly it
is more than can be understood by any creature.
Therefore, Lord, not only are You that than which a greater cannot be thought,
but You are also something greater than can be thought. For since it is possible to think
that there is such a one, then if You are not this same being, something greater than You
could be thought—which cannot be. Truly, Lord, this is the inaccessible light in which
You dwell. For there is nothing else which can penetrate through it so that it might
discover You there. I do not see this light since it is too much for me; and yet whatever I
see I see through it, just as an eye that is weak sees what it sees by the light of the sun,
which it cannot look at in the sun itself. My understanding is not able to attain to that
light. It shines too much, and my understanding does not grasp it, nor does the eye of my
soul allow itself to be turned towards it for long. It is dazzled by its splendor, overcome
by its fullness, overwhelmed by its immensity, confused by its extent. O supreme and
inaccessible Light; O whole and blessed Truth, how far You are from me who am so
close to You! How distant You are from my sight while I am so present to Your sight!
You are wholly present everywhere, and I do not see You. In You I move, and in You I
have my being, and yet I cannot come near to You. You are within me and around me,
but I do not have any experience of You.
From Proslogion, Chapters 1, 2, 14-16
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39
The Presence of God in the Inner Sanctum of the Soul
St Bonaventure
Bonaventure (1221-74), a Franciscan theologian often ranked with Thomas Aquinas as one of the
great minds of the Catholic Church, emphasized the need for divine illumination in the search for
truth—an illumination “supernaturally natural” in character and fully operative in and through
human reason. Greatly influenced by Augustine and Dionysius the Areopagite [see Selections 32
and J], he wrote a number of spiritual works describing the mystical path of ascent to, and into,
God.

________________________________________________________________________
The [cosmological and teleological arguments], by leading us to God by means of His
Traces, whereby He shines forth in all creatures, have led us to the point of entering into
ourselves, that is, into our minds in which the divine image shines. Now, as we enter into
ourselves, as if leaving the vestibule and coming into the sanctum, that is, the outer part
of the tabernacle, we should strive to see God through a mirror. In this mirror the light of
truth is shining before our minds as in a candelabrum, for in it gleams the resplendent
image of the most blessed Trinity.
Enter then into yourselves and see, for your mind loves itself most fervently. Nor
could it love itself unless it knew itself. Nor would it know itself unless it remembered
itself, for we receive nothing through intelligence which is not present to our memory.
And from this be advised, not with the eye of the flesh but with that of reason, that your
soul has a threefold power. Consider then the operations and the functions of these three
powers, and you will be able to see God in yourselves as in an image, which is to see
through a glass darkly (1 Cor. 13:12).
The operation of memory is retention and representation, not only of things
present, corporeal, and temporal, but also of past and future things, simple and eternal.
For memory retains the past by recalling it, the present by receiving it, the future by
foreseeing it. It retains the simple, as the principles of continuous and discrete
quantities—the point, the instant, the unit—without which it is impossible to remember
or to think about those things whose source is in these. Nonetheless it retains the eternal
principles and the axioms of the sciences and retains them eternally. For it can never so
forget them while it uses reason that it will not approve of them when heard and assent to
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them, not as though it were perceiving them for the first time, but as if it were
recognizing them as innate and familiar, as appears when someone says to another, “One
must either affirm or deny,” or, “Every whole is greater than its part,” or any other law
which cannot be rationally contradicted.
From the first actual retention of all temporal things, namely, of the past, present,
and future, it has the likeness of eternity whose indivisible present extends to all times.
From the second it appears that it is not only formed from without by images, but also by
receiving simple forms from above and retaining them in itself—forms which cannot
enter through the doors of the senses and the images of sensible things. From the third it
follows that it has an undying light present to itself in which it remembers unchangeable
truths. And thus, through the operations of the memory, it appears that the soul itself is
the image of God and His likeness, so present to itself and having Him present that it
receives Him in actuality and is susceptible of receiving Him in potency, and that it can
also participate in Him.
The operation of the intellect is concerned with the meaning of terms,
propositions, and inferences. The intellect, however, understands the meaning of terms
when it comprehends what anything is through its definition. But a definition must be
made by higher terms and these by still higher, until one comes to the highest and most
general, in ignorance of which the lower cannot be defined. Unless, therefore, it is known
what is Being-in-itself, the definition of no special substance can be fully known. Nor can
Being-in-itself be known unless it be known along with its conditions: the one, the true,
the good. Since being, however, can be known as incomplete or complete, as imperfect or
perfect, as potential or actual, as relative or absolute, as partial or total, as transient or
permanent, as dependent or independent, as mixed with non-being or as pure, as
contingent or necessary (per se), as posterior or prior, as mutable or immutable, as simple
or composite; and since privations and defects can be known only through affirmations in
some positive sense: our intellect cannot reach the point of fully understanding any of the
created beings unless it be favored by the understanding of the purest, most actual, most
complete, and absolute Being, which is simply and eternally Being, and in which are the
principles of all things in their purity. For how would the intellect know that a being is
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defective and incomplete if it had no knowledge of being free from all defect? And thus
for all the aforesaid conditions.
The intellect is said to comprehend truly the meaning of propositions when it
knows with certitude that they are true. And to know this is simply to know, since error is
impossible in comprehension of this sort. For it knows that such truth cannot be
otherwise than it is. It knows, therefore, that such truth is unchangeable. But since our
mind itself is changeable, it cannot see that truth shining forth unchangeably except by
some light shining without change in any way; and it is impossible that such a light be a
mutable creature. Therefore it knows in that light which enlighteneth every man that
cometh into this world [John 1:9], which is true light and the Word which in the
beginning was with God [John 1:1].
Our intellect perceives truly the meaning of inference when it sees that a
conclusion necessarily follows from its premises. This it sees not only in necessary terms
but also in contingent. Thus if a man is running, a man is moving. It perceives, however,
this necessary connection, not only in things which are, but also in things which are not.
Thus if a man exists, it follows that if he is running, he is moved. And this is true even if
the man is not existing. The necessity of this mode of inference comes not from the
existence of the thing in matter, because that is contingent, nor from its existence in the
soul, because then it would be a fiction if it were not in the world of things. Therefore it
comes from the archetype in eternal art according to which things have an aptitude and a
comportment toward one another by reason of the representation of that eternal art. As
Augustine says in his On True Religion [Ch. 39, 72], “The light of all who reason truly is
kindled at that truth and strives to return to it.” From which it is obvious that our intellect
is conjoined with that eternal truth so that it cannot receive anything with certainty except
under its guidance. Therefore you can see the truth through yourself, the truth that teaches
you, if concupiscence and phantasms do not impede you and place themselves like clouds
between you and the rays of truth.
The operation of the power of choice is found in deliberation, judgment, and
desire. Deliberation is found in inquiring what is better, this or that. But the better has no
meaning except by its proximity to the best. But such proximity is measured by degrees
of likeness. No one, therefore, can know whether this is better than that unless he knows
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that this is closer to the best. But no one knows that one of two things is more like
another unless he knows the other. For I do not know that this man is like Peter unless I
know or am acquainted with Peter. Therefore the idea of the good must be involved in
every deliberation about the highest good.
Certain judgment of the objects of deliberation comes about through some law.
But none can judge with certainty through law unless he be certain that that law is right
and that he ought not to judge it. But the mind judges itself. Since, then, it cannot judge
the law it employs in judging, that law is higher than our minds; and through this higher
law one makes judgments according to the degree with which it is impressed upon it. But
there is nothing higher than the human mind except Him Who made it. Therefore our
deliberative faculty in judging reaches upward to divine laws if it solves its problems
completely.
Now desire is of that which especially moves one. But that especially moves one
which is especially loved. But happiness is loved above all. But happiness does not come
about except through the best and ultimate end. Human desire, therefore, seeks nothing
unless it be the highest good or something which leads to it or something which has some
resemblance to it. So great is the force of the highest good that nothing can be loved
except through desire for it by a creature which errs and is deceived when it takes truth's
image and likeness for the truth.
See then how close the soul is to God and how memory in its operations leads to
eternity, intelligence to truth, the power of choice to the highest goodness.
Following the order and origin and comportment of these powers, we are led to
the most blessed Trinity itself. From memory arises intelligence as its offspring, for then
do we know when a likeness which is in the memory leaps into the eye of the intellect,
which is nothing other than a word. From memory and intelligence is breathed forth love,
which is the tie between the two. These three—the generating mind, the word, and love—
are in the soul as memory, intelligence, and will, which are consubstantial, coequal, and
coeval, mutually immanent. If then God is perfect spirit, He has memory, intelligence,
and will; and He has both the begotten Word and spirated Love. These are necessarily
distinguished, since one is produced from the other—distinguished, not essentially or
accidentally, but personally. When therefore the mind considers itself, it rises through
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itself as through a mirror to the contemplation of the Blessed Trinity—Father, Word, and
Love—three persons coeternal, coequal, and consubstantial; so that each one is in each of
the others, though one is not the other, but all three are one God.
This consideration which the soul has of its threefold and unified principle
through the trinity of its powers, by which it is the image of God, is supported by the light
of knowledge which perfects it and informs it, and represents in three ways the most
blessed Trinity. For all philosophy is either natural or rational or moral. The first deals
with the cause of being, and therefore leads to the power of the Father. The second deals
with the principle of understanding, and therefore leads to the wisdom of the Word. The
third deals with the order of living, and therefore leads to the goodness of the Holy Spirit.
Again, the first is divided into metaphysics, mathematics and physics. The first
concerns the essence of things; the second, numbers and figures; the third, natures,
powers, and extensive operations. Therefore the first leads to the First Principle, the
Father; the second, to His image, the Son; the third, to the gift of the Holy Spirit.
The second is divided into grammar, which gives us the power of expression;
logic, which gives us skill in argumentation; rhetoric, which makes us skillful in
persuasion or stirring the emotions. And this similarly images the mystery of the most
blessed Trinity.
The third is divided into individual, family, and political [problems]. And
therefore the first images the First Principle, which has no birth; the second, the family
relationship of the Son; the third, the liberality of the Holy Spirit.
All these sciences have certain and infallible rules, like rays of light descending
from the eternal law into our minds. And thus our minds, illumined and suffused by such
great radiance, unless they be blind, can be led through themselves alone to the
contemplation of that eternal light. The irradiation and consideration of this light holds
the wise suspended in wonder; and, on the other hand, it leads into confusion the foolish,
who do not believe that they may understand. Hence this prophecy is fulfilled: “Thou
enlightenest wonderfully from the everlasting hills. All the foolish of heart were troubled” [Ps. 75:5-6].
From The Soul’s Journey into God, Ch. 3
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40
A Clear and Distinct Idea of God
René Descartes
The French mathematician and philosopher René Descartes (1596-1650) propounded a method of
inquiry based upon an initial, systematic doubting of everything except one’s own selfconsciousness, as summed up in the famous phrase cogito ergo sum (“I think; therefore I am”).
Nonetheless there must be, he insisted, some way of accounting for the presence within our
consciousness of the idea of a Perfect Being.
______________________________________________________________________________________

1. Several other questions remain for consideration respecting the attributes of God and
my own nature or mind. . . . As I have discovered what must be done and what avoided to
arrive at the knowledge of truth, what I have chiefly to do is to essay to emerge from the
state of doubt in which I have for some time been, and to discover [first] whether
anything can be known with certainty regarding material objects.
2. But before considering whether such objects as I conceive exist without me, I
must examine their ideas insofar as these are to be found in my consciousness, and
discover which of them are distinct and which confused.
3. In the first place, I distinctly imagine that quantity which the philosophers
commonly call continuous, or the extension in length, breadth, and depth that is in this
quantity, or rather in the object to which it is attributed. Further, I can enumerate in it
many diverse parts, and attribute to each of these all sorts of sizes, figures, situations, and
local motions; and, in fine, I can assign to each of these motions all degrees of duration.
4. And I not only distinctly know these things when I thus consider them in
general; but besides, by a little attention, I discover innumerable particulars respecting
figures, numbers, motion, and the like, which are so evidently true, and so accordant with
my nature, that when I now discover them I do not so much appear to learn anything new,
as to call to remembrance what I before knew, or for the first time to remark what was
before in my mind, but to which I had not hitherto directed my attention.
5. And what I here find of most importance is, that I discover in my mind
innumerable ideas of certain objects, which cannot be esteemed pure negations, although
perhaps they possess no reality beyond my thought, and which are not framed by me
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though it may be in my power to think, or not to think them, but possess true and
immutable natures of their own. As, for example, when I imagine a triangle, although
there is not perhaps and never was in any place in the universe apart from my thought one
such figure, it remains true nevertheless that this figure possesses a certain determinate
nature, form, or essence, which is immutable and eternal, and not framed by me, nor in
any degree dependent on my thought; as appears from the circumstance, that diverse
properties of the triangle may be demonstrated, viz, that its three angles are equal to two
right, that its greatest side is subtended by its greatest angle, and the like, which, whether
I will or not, I now clearly discern to belong to it, although before I did not at all think of
them, when, for the first time, I imagined a triangle, and which accordingly cannot be
said to have been invented by me.
6. Nor is it a valid objection to allege, that perhaps this idea of a triangle came
into my mind by the medium of the senses, through my having seen bodies of a triangular
figure; for I am able to form in thought an innumerable variety of figures with regard to
which it cannot be supposed that they were ever objects of sense, and I can nevertheless
demonstrate diverse properties of their nature no less than of the triangle, all of which are
assuredly true since I clearly conceive them: and they are therefore something, and not
mere negations; for it is highly evident that all that is true is something, truth being
identical with existence; and I have already fully shown the truth of the principle, that
whatever is clearly and distinctly known is true. And although this had not been
demonstrated, yet the nature of my mind is such as to compel me to assent to what I
clearly conceive while I so conceive it; and I recollect that even when I still strongly
adhered to the objects of sense, I reckoned among the number of the most certain truths
those I clearly conceived relating to figures, numbers, and other matters that pertain to
arithmetic and geometry, and in general to the pure mathematics.
7. But now if because I can draw from my thought the idea of an object, it follows
that all I clearly and distinctly apprehend to pertain to this object, does in truth belong to
it, may I not from this derive an argument for the existence of God? It is certain that I no
less find the idea of a God in my consciousness, that is the idea of a being supremely
perfect, than that of any figure or number whatever: and I know with not less clearness
and distinctness that an actual and eternal existence pertains to his nature than that all
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which is demonstrable of any figure or number really belongs to the nature of that figure
or number; and, therefore, although all the conclusions of the preceding Meditations were
false, the existence of God would pass with me for a truth at least as certain as I ever
judged any truth of mathematics to be.
8. Indeed such a doctrine may at first sight appear to contain more sophistry than
truth. For, as I have been accustomed in every other matter to distinguish between
existence and essence, I easily believe that the existence can be separated from the
essence of God, and that thus God may be conceived as not actually existing. But,
nevertheless, when I think of it more attentively, it appears that the existence can no more
be separated from the essence of God, than the idea of a mountain from that of a valley,
or the equality of its three angles to two right angles, from the essence of a rectilinear
triangle; so that it is not less impossible to conceive a God, that is, a being supremely
perfect, to whom existence is wanting, or who is devoid of a certain perfection, than to
conceive a mountain without a valley.
9. But though, in truth, I cannot conceive a God unless as existing, any more than
I can a mountain without a valley, yet, just as it does not follow that there is any
mountain in the world merely because I conceive a mountain with a valley, so likewise,
though I conceive God as existing, it does not seem to follow on that account that God
exists; for my thought imposes no necessity on things; and as I may imagine a winged
horse, though there be none such, so I could perhaps attribute existence to God, though
no God existed.
10. But the cases are not analogous, and a fallacy lurks under the semblance of
this objection: for because I cannot conceive a mountain without a valley, it does not
follow that there is any mountain or valley in existence, but simply that the mountain or
valley, whether they do or do not exist, are inseparable from each other; whereas, on the
other hand, because I cannot conceive God unless as existing, it follows that existence is
inseparable from him, and therefore that he really exists: not that this is brought about by
my thought, or that it imposes any necessity on things, but, on the contrary, the necessity
which lies in the thing itself, that is, the necessity of the existence of God, determines me
to think in this way: for it is not in my power to conceive a God without existence, that is,
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a being supremely perfect, and yet devoid of an absolute perfection, as I am free to
imagine a horse with or without wings.
11. Nor must it be alleged here as an objection, that it is in truth necessary to
admit that God exists, after having supposed him to possess all perfections, since
existence is one of them, but that my original supposition was not necessary; just as it is
not necessary to think that all quadrilateral figures can be inscribed in the circle, since, if
I supposed this, I should be constrained to admit that the rhombus, being a figure of four
sides, can be therein inscribed, which, however, is manifestly false. This objection is, I
say, incompetent; for although it may not be necessary that I shall at any time entertain
the notion of Deity, yet each time I happen to think of a first and sovereign being, and to
draw, so to speak, the idea of him from the storehouse of the mind, I am necessitated to
attribute to him all kinds of perfections, though I may not then enumerate them all, nor
think of each of them in particular. And this necessity is sufficient, as soon as I discover
that existence is a perfection, to cause me to infer the existence of this first and sovereign
being; just as it is not necessary that I should ever imagine any triangle, but whenever I
am desirous of considering a rectilinear figure composed of only three angles, it is
absolutely necessary to attribute those properties to it from which it is correctly inferred
that its three angles are not greater than two right angles, although perhaps I may not then
advert to this relation in particular. But when I consider what figures are capable of being
inscribed in the circle, it is by no means necessary to hold that all quadrilateral figures are
of this number; on the contrary, I cannot even imagine such to be the case, so long as I
shall be unwilling to accept in thought anything that I do not clearly and distinctly
conceive; and consequently there is a vast difference between false suppositions, as is the
one in question, and the true ideas that were born with me, the first and chief of which is
the idea of God. For indeed I discern on many grounds that this idea is not factitious
depending simply on my thought, but that it is the representation of a true and immutable
nature: in the first place because I can conceive no other being, except God, to whose
essence existence necessarily pertains; in the second, because it is impossible to conceive
two or more gods of this kind; and it being supposed that one such God exists, I clearly
see that he must have existed from all eternity, and will exist to all eternity; and finally,
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because I apprehend many other properties in God, none of which I can either diminish or
change.
12. But, indeed, whatever mode of probation I in the end adopt, it always returns
to this, that it is only the things I clearly and distinctly conceive which have the power of
completely persuading me. And although, of the objects I conceive in this manner, some,
indeed, are obvious to every one, while others are only discovered after close and careful
investigation; nevertheless after they are once discovered, the latter are not esteemed less
certain than the former. Thus, for example, to take the case of a right-angled triangle,
although it is not so manifest at first that the square of the base is equal to the squares of
the other two sides, as that the base is opposite to the greatest angle; nevertheless, after it
is once apprehended, we are as firmly persuaded of the truth of the former as of the latter.
And, with respect to God if I were not pre-occupied by prejudices, and my thought beset
on all sides by the continual presence of the images of sensible objects, I should know
nothing sooner or more easily then the fact of his being. For is there any truth more clear
than the existence of a Supreme Being, or of God, seeing it is to his essence alone that
[necessary and eternal] existence pertains?
13. And although the right conception of this truth has cost me much close
thinking, nevertheless at present I feel not only as assured of it as of what I deem most
certain, but I remark further that the certitude of all other truths is so absolutely
dependent on it that without this knowledge it is impossible ever to know anything
perfectly.
14. For although I am of such a nature as to be unable, while I possess a very clear
and distinct apprehension of a matter, to resist the conviction of its truth, yet because my
constitution is also such as to incapacitate me from keeping my mind continually fixed on
the same object, and as I frequently recollect a past judgment without at the same time
being able to recall the grounds of it, it may happen meanwhile that other reasons are
presented to me which would readily cause me to change my opinion, if I did not know
that God existed; and thus I should possess no true and certain knowledge, but merely
vague and vacillating opinions. Thus, for example, when I consider the nature of the
rectilinear triangle, it most clearly appears to me, who have been instructed in the
principles of geometry, that its three angles are equal to two right angles, and I find it
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impossible to believe otherwise, while I apply my mind to the demonstration; but as soon
as I cease from attending to the process of proof, although I still remember that I had a
clear comprehension of it, yet I may readily come to doubt of the truth demonstrated, if I
do not know that there is a God: for I may persuade myself that I have been so constituted
by nature as to be sometimes deceived, even in matters which I think I apprehend with
the greatest evidence and certitude, especially when I recollect that I frequently
considered many things to be true and certain which other reasons afterward constrained
me to reckon as wholly false.
15. But after I have discovered that God exists, seeing I also at the same time
observed that all things depend on him, and that he is no deceiver, and thence inferred
that all which I clearly and distinctly perceive is of necessity true: although I no longer
attend to the grounds of a judgment, no opposite reason can be alleged sufficient to lead
me to doubt of its truth, provided only I remember that I once possessed a clear and
distinct comprehension of it. My knowledge of it thus becomes true and certain. And this
same knowledge extends likewise to whatever I remember to have formerly
demonstrated, as the truths of geometry and the like: for what can be alleged against them
to lead me to doubt of them? Will it be that my nature is such that I may be frequently
deceived? But I already know that I cannot be deceived in judgments of the grounds of
which I possess a clear knowledge. Will it be that I formerly deemed things to be true and
certain which I afterward discovered to be false? But I had no clear and distinct
knowledge of any of those things, and, being as yet ignorant of the rule by which I am
assured of the truth of a judgment, I was led to give my assent to them on grounds which
I afterward discovered were less strong than at the time I imagined them to be. What
further objection, then, is there? Will it be said that perhaps I am dreaming (an objection I
lately myself raised), or that all the thoughts of which I am now conscious have no more
truth than the reveries of my dreams? But although, in truth, I should be dreaming, the
rule still holds that all which is clearly presented to my intellect is indisputably true.
16. And thus I very clearly see that the certitude and truth of all science depends
on the knowledge alone of the true God, insomuch that, before I knew him, I could have
no perfect knowledge of any other thing. And now that I know him, I possess the means
of acquiring a perfect knowledge respecting innumerable matters, as well relative to God
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himself and other intellectual objects as to corporeal nature, insofar as it is the object of
pure mathematics.
From Meditations, Book V
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41
Thinking the Unthinkable: Anselm’s Excitatio Mentis
James S. Cutsinger
________________________________________________________________________
“I was standing today in the dark toolshed.” So begins one of C. S. Lewis’s most
important essays. “The sun was shining outside,” he continues,
and through the crack at the top of the door there came a sunbeam. From
where I stood that beam of light, with the specks of dust floating in it, was
the most striking thing in the place. Everything else was almost pitchblack. I was seeing the beam, not seeing things by it. Then I moved, so
that the beam fell on my eyes. Instantly, the whole previous picture
vanished. I saw no toolshed, and (above all) no beam. Instead I saw,
framed in the irregular cranny at the top of the door, green leaves moving
on the branches of a tree outside and beyond that, 90 odd million miles
away, the sun. Looking along the beam and looking at the beam are very
different experiences.25
Lewis goes on to observe that this difference applies to much more than just
sunlight, and in doing so he calls our attention to three things which look very different
depending on how you approach them. Love, mathematics, and faith can each be
considered either from the outside or from the inside, that is either by looking just at
them or by entering into their beams and thus looking along them. The difference, as
Lewis points out, is profound. “A young man meets a girl. The whole world looks
different when he sees her. Her voice reminds him of something he has been trying to
remember all his life, and ten minutes casual chat with her is more precious than all the
favors that all other women in the world could grant.” But then along comes a
psychologist, who describes the experience from the outside. “For him,” Lewis writes, “it
is all an affair of the young man’s genes and a recognized biological stimulus.” Or take
mathematics. “The mathematician sits thinking, and to him it seems that he is
contemplating timeless and spaceless truths.” But the brain surgeon, “if he could look
inside the mathematician’s head, would find nothing timeless and spaceless there—only
25

C. S. Lewis, “Meditation in a Toolshed,” God in the Dock: Essays in Theology and Ethics, ed. Walter
Hooper (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1970), 212-215.
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tiny movements in the grey matter.” Or yet again, how about the Christian who is
approaching the Eucharist? To that person it is Christ Himself he receives and in whom
he is blessed to participate. Meanwhile, however, all that the historian of religions can see
is some bread and some wine, and a ritual of the type so-and-so.
I begin with these observations from Lewis because it seems to me that the
distinction he draws is crucial to our understanding the argument which I have been
asked to discuss with you this evening, St Anselm’s ontological proof in the Proslogion
for the existence of God. It has been my conviction for many years that in order to feel
the complete force of this proof, and in order to get at least a glimpse of how the saint
himself understood it to work, we must be very careful to approach it as lovers do love,
or as mathematicians do numbers, or as Christians do the sacrament, and not in the purely
external manner of psychologists, surgeons, and historians. And what this means is that
we must place ourselves in a position where we can look along the argument, and not
simply at it. To be more precise, we must take the proof’s definition of God, as Thatthan-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought, turn that definition as it were on its end, and
then sight along its full length in the direction of God Himself. What this might mean I do
not expect will be clear to you here at the outset, and indeed it may not be clear when I
finish. Anselm’s argument is one of the subtlest, most enigmatic, and most discussed in
the entire history of Christian thought, and I do not imagine for a moment that a few
comments from me will suffice to solve every problem. And besides, even if we could
clear up every difficulty and reach a consensus as to just what he means, that would be
only the start. The best we can hope for tonight is to place ourselves at the correct angle
of vision. But if you really want to see the Sun through the cranny at the top of Anselm’s
door, you will have to do the looking yourself.
As I am sure you can tell, I myself am convinced that the argument works, and in
fact I have been ever since first encountering it as a junior in college. I could not have
told you why I thought this, and I know that at the time the proof had not yet worked its
magic on me. And yet it seemed to me most unlikely even then—to quote Arthur McGill,
one of my doctoral mentors at Harvard—that “a man of [Anselm’s] obvious intellectual
capacity and dialectical skill could search for an argument with intense effort over a long
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period of time and then produce only a pure paralogism, which he would mistakenly find
so compelling for his purposes that he would see it as a gift from God Himself”.26
For those of you who have not yet read the Proslogion, McGill is referring to
what Anselm himself tells us about the proof in the Preface to his book. The saint
explains that he had long been searching for “one single argument” that would “suffice to
prove that God really exists”. But he goes on to admit that “as long and as diligently” as
he strove to find such a proof, it nonetheless “eluded [his] acutest thinking completely”.
Frustrated, he endeavored to put aside his earlier hopes, lest these continuing efforts
obstruct his prayers and prevent him from working on other ideas. Nevertheless the more
he tried to ignore it, the more the idea of finding the proof forced itself on his mind, until
“one day”, he writes, “when I was quite worn out with resisting its importunacy, there
came to me, in the very conflict of my thoughts, what I had despaired of finding”.27
Anselm’s biographer, his fellow monk Eadmer, adds the further detail that it was in the
midst of the nightly office of Matins, sometime between midnight and roughly two in the
morning, that Anselm finally found what he had been looking for. “Suddenly,” Eadmer
writes, “during the night vigil, the grace of God illuminated his heart and the matter
became clear to his understanding, and immense joy and jubilation filled his whole
being.”28 By the way, this same biographer informs us that he once chanced upon St
Anselm praying in his cell, completely engulfed in a ball of fire, and in what is doubtless
one of the greatest understatements of all time, Eadmer simply comments that he was
very surprised by this, for it was not the usual hour for prayer!
Now all of this seems to me most significant. It cannot mean nothing that a firstrate mind is interrupted in the middle of its prayers by an idea which its own thinking had
been unable to reach. It cannot mean nothing that this mind is the mind of a saint, who
regarded the idea as a revelation from God Himself, and who wrote the Proslogion
precisely in order to communicate the wonder of this initial experience, judging that
“what had given me such joy to discover would afford pleasure, if it were written down,
26
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to anyone who might read it”.29 Nor can it mean nothing that the argument comes in the
context of prayer, a prayer, beginning in Chapter 1 of the book, in which God is asked to
teach the “heart” where and how it might seek Him, and in which we readers are exhorted
to “enter into the inner chamber of [the] soul”, to “escape for a little while from the
tumult of [our] thoughts”, and to submit to an excitatio mentis, a rousing of our minds,
which we are promised will lead by God’s grace to a “vision” of “inaccessible Light”.30
Whatever else it might be, this is simply not what we usually mean by a proof. You may
pray for Divine guidance when doing your assignments in Euclid, but the propositions
themselves are not prayers.
Before going any further, a short summary of Anselm’s argument is clearly in
order. I should say that when I speak of his argument, what I have in mind primarily is
the single paragraph which constitutes the Proslogion’s second chapter, and which I have
copied and put before you this evening. There are those who say that Chapter 2 is only
part of the proof, and that the full argument extends to Chapter 4. Others again insist that
there are actually two different proofs, one in Chapter 2, which seeks to demonstrate
“That God Truly Exists”, and a second in Chapter 3, which attempts to show “That God
Cannot Be Thought Not To Exist”. While there is much to be said for these
interpretations, in order to make my task somewhat easier I propose to concentrate our
attention almost entirely upon the second chapter, with just a few glances at other parts of
the Proslogion and at Anselm’s later Reply to Gaunilo. I believe that everything essential
to the argument can be found in just this one paragraph, though obviously it makes good
sense to bring in other comments of the author when they can help to shed light on his
meaning.
The argument proceeds through eight basic steps.
1. God is that-than-which-nothing-greater can-be-thought.
2. That-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought can be thought.
3. Whatever can be thought exists in the mind.
4. Whatever exists in the mind either exists in the mind alone or exists also in
reality.
29
30
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5. To exist in reality is greater than to exist in the mind alone.
6. That-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought cannot exist in the mind
alone.
7. That-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought must exist in reality.
8. Therefore God must exist.
If you have never before encountered this argument, it may be especially difficult
at first hearing to grasp what has happened in the crucial sixth step, which says that Thatthan-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought cannot exist in the mind alone. As it turns
out, this step is actually the conclusion of a further argument, embedded within the larger
proof and taking the form of a reductio ad absurdum. Suppose (this is how the reductio
works) that That-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought exists in the mind alone—
that God, in other words, is precisely what the atheist says, a figment of man’s
imagination. But if this were true, then any existing thing would be greater than Thatthan-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought since, as step five indicates, it is greater to
exist in reality than to exist in the mind alone. It would therefore follow—to pick just one
example in order to drive the point home—that your favorite TAC tutor, who exists in
reality, must be greater than God. But this is clearly absurd. While wishing to take
nothing away from the high quality of your faculty, something has obviously gone wrong
in this sequence! That-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought cannot be something
than which a greater can be thought, for this is a contradiction in terms. To put matters
right, you have only two choices: either to deny the claim that existence in reality is
greater than existence in the mind alone, or to admit that the initial supposal was
mistaken, and thus to agree with St Anselm that That-than-which-nothing-greater-can-bethought cannot exist in the mind alone, but must exist instead in reality.
These are the bare bones of the proof. As perhaps you can guess, two steps have
been especially controversial among interpreters of the argument and have been much
discussed by various critics of the Proslogion: the already-emphasized fifth, that it is
greater to exist in reality than to exist in the mind alone; but also the second, that Thatthan-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought can actually be thought. As it turns out, these
two points are very closely related, and I shall be attempting to explain and defend them
as I go along. But having mentioned the critics, I think it wise to turn at once to the
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objections put forward by the three best known opponents of the proof: a monk named
Gaunilo, a contemporary of Anselm’s, who composed a short reply to the argument On
Behalf of the Fool; St Thomas Aquinas, who (as many of you doubtless know) criticizes
the proof in several places, including the Summa Theologiae, Part I, Question 2, Article
1, the Summa contra Gentiles, Book I, Chapters 10 and 11, and the treatise De Veritate,
Question 10, Article 12; and the philosopher Kant, who in his Critique of Pure Reason
discussed what he called “The Impossibility of an Ontological Proof of the Existence of
God”. As it happens, each of these authors is responsible for certain misinterpretations of
the proof, misinterpretations which on the strength of their authority have persisted to this
day. It is therefore important, as I undertake to explain to you how the proof is meant to
work, to set aside several of the more common criticisms as to how it fails.
The monk Gaunilo errs in two ways. Those of you who have read his short
response On Behalf of the Fool may remember that his first mistake consists in
misreading Anselm’s definition of God. Where the Proslogion speaks of God as an
aliquid quo nihil maius cogitari potest, that is, Something-than-which-nothing-greatercan-be-thought, Gaunilo took the liberty of substituting his own very different
expression, namely, aliquid omnibus maius, that is, “Something-which-is-greater-thaneverything”.31 But these two formulas are by no means the same, and St Anselm was
obliged to underscore the distinction in his Reply to Gaunilo. “You often reiterate,” he
writes
that I say that That-which-is-greater-than-everything exists in the mind,
and that if it is in the mind, it exists also in reality. . . . However, nowhere
in all that I have said will you find such an argument. For That-which-isgreater-than-everything and That-than-which-nothing-greater-can-bethought are not equivalent for the purpose of proving the real existence of
the thing spoken of.32
The problem, as I hope you can see, is that in Gaunilo’s formula, unlike
Anselm’s, God is described in relation to other existent things, and this results in a certain
demotion of God, who (for all we know from this substitute formula) is simply at the top
of a pyramid of contingent entities. Something which is merely greater than all other
things could without contradiction be itself a contingent thing, differing from the others
31
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only in degree. After all, even the atheist will agree that something exists which is greater
than everything else—perhaps some vast interstellar object, or the largest galaxy, or the
physical universe as a whole. Please notice too that Gaunilo’s substitution assumes that
God is a member of the set of actual entities, and thus it begs the question of whether
God really exists. Ironically, this is precisely what many critics have charged St Anselm
with doing, though in fact, in his definition, God is described strictly in terms of what is
conceivable, and therefore logically possible, not in terms of what is already agreed to be
actual. Now of course, once we have proven that That-than-which-nothing-greater-canbe-thought does exist, we can see that it must also be That-which-is-greater-thaneverything. Anselm himself insists upon this point in Chapter 14. But our recognition of
the equivalence results from a further deduction, and is not a part of his initial proof.
Gaunilo’s second, and more famous, mistake consists in comparing God to a
“Lost Island”, a paradisal isle, “blessed with all manner of priceless riches and delights in
abundance”. Now, says Gaunilo, such an island can most certainly be entertained in our
thought, and thus it exists in the mind. But it does not follow, just because we can
imagine such a place, that it must exist in reality. “If someone wishes thus to persuade me
that this island really exists beyond doubt,” writes the objecting monk, “I should either
think that he was joking, or I should find it hard to decide which of us I ought to judge
the bigger fool.”33 You can see how he wants to apply this to God. Just because we can
think about Something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought, it does not follow
(says Gaunilo) that it must exist in reality. Well as it turns out, this was a classic case of
putting your foot in your mouth. It is hard to know whether our saint was amused or
irritated by his fellow monk’s objection, but his Reply on this point has an unexpected
edge. “I truly promise,” Anselm wrote back, “that if anyone should discover for me
something existing either in reality or in the mind alone except That-than-which-nothinggreater-can-be-thought to which the logic of my argument would apply, then I shall find
that Lost Island and give it, never more to be lost, to that person!”34
His point, of course, is that no specific entity, however grandly imagined, can take
the place of God in his formula. To give Gaunilo as much credit as possible, perhaps
33
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what he had in mind was an “island than which there is no greater island”, but this is
obviously something very different from the definition in step one of the argument, for
there the subject is compared to everything possible and not to a predicate of the same
genus. And besides, if this is Gaunilo’s meaning, it tells us nothing that we did not know
already, since at any given moment there must obviously be some island somewhere
whose greatness in size, or lushness, or treasure, or some similar measure exceeds that of
all other islands. On the other hand, if what Gaunilo really intended to say is that some
island might exist which is greater than everything else of whatever kind, then his
objection descends from being merely fatuous to being truly reprehensible. Here I shall
leave it to St Bonaventure, a fellow defender of Anselm, to provide the necessary
rebuttal:
Against the objection of an island than which nothing better or greater can
be conceived, we must say that there is no similarity [between this subject
and this predicate]. For when I say “a being than which nothing greater
can be conceived”, there is no contradiction between the subject and the
predicate, so that this being can be conceived in a rational way. But when I
say “an island than which nothing greater can be conceived”, there is a
contradiction between the subject and the predicate. For “island” refers to
a defective being, while the predicate designates the most perfect of
beings. Therefore since there is a direct contradiction here, this island is
conceived irrationally, and in thinking it the mind is divided against itself.
It is no wonder, therefore, that we cannot infer that this island exists in
reality. It is otherwise, however, in the case of “God”, since this is not in
contradiction to the predicate.35
Turning now to the other critics, St Thomas and Kant, we find that each of them
presents two major objections, one of which he shares with the other. For the sake of
brevity, I would like to take first their common criticism, which can easily be shown to be
quite wide of the mark. I should perhaps mention, however—in their defense—that it is
very doubtful whether Aquinas or Kant ever actually read the Proslogion. As you may
remember, what Kant attempts to refute is (in his words) “the famous ontological
argument of Descartes”—Kant, by the way, was the first person to use the word
ontological in naming the proof—though in fact what he ends up talking about is yet
another version of the proof put forward by “the celebrated Leibniz”, for whom the
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argument was of a purely analytical character.36 St Thomas, by contrast, does mention
Anselm by name, in his work On the Truth, but his source was probably a miscellany of
isolated quotations from various works, including the Proslogion, compiled sometime in
the 12th century in support of the idea that the existence of God need not be proven. For
this is what Thomas believes that Anselm was saying, and why he includes mention of
his definition when answering the question, in the Summa Theologiae, whether the
existence of God is self-evident.
In any case, St Thomas and Kant are alike in criticizing the argument, or what
they assume is the argument, for attempting to draw an inference concerning the
existence of God from an idea of God. Let us grant, says Aquinas, that “everyone
understands that by this word ‘God’ is signified Something than which nothing greater
can be thought. Nevertheless, it does not therefore follow that he understands that what
the word signifies exists actually, but only that it exists mentally.”37 As you can easily see
from these words, St Thomas is under the impression that the proof aims to go directly
from concept to fact, and hence from the purely mental existence of step three to the real
existence of step eight. But this is obviously to ignore the intervening four points in my
summary, and this is why I think it very doubtful that the Angelic Doctor ever laid eyes
on the Proslogion. How otherwise could the man who thanked God for being able to
understand every page he ever read have made so serious a mistake?
Kant registers the same basic complaint. He, too, is concerned that the argument
obliges us to move directly, and analytically, from a notion in the mind to an existent
being in the world. “It is evident,” he writes, “that the concept of an absolutely necessary
being is a concept of pure reason, that is, a mere idea the objective reality of which is
very far from being proved by the fact that reason requires it.”38 Once again, however,
there is no indication that what Kant has in mind has any relation to Anselm. For one
thing, as we have seen, Anselm does not define God as necessary being; he will later
deduce that He must in fact be necessary, but as with Gaunilo’s formula—”That-which36
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is-greater-than-everything”—this fact about God plays no role in the argument of
Proslogion 2. Furthermore, Anselm never says in his proof that God is a concept whose
existence is required by the reason. I always tell my students, the best way to summarize
the Critical Philosophy is to say that Nobody Can Know What Kant Can’t, and here as so
often the philosopher from Königsberg seems to have been projecting something of
himself upon others, in this case his whole notion of “regulative ideas”.
Neither St Thomas nor Kant is prepared to rest his case, however. Each has a
second objection, and their additional criticisms, though I believe that they too can be
answered, are considerably more pertinent to Anselm’s actual argument. In fact, they cut
to the very heart of his proof, helping to expose its true inner workings and revealing
paradoxically its exceptional strength.
Allow me to take their objections in reverse chronological order, looking with you
first at Kant. I fear that I must quote him at some length, for as you know a German
philosopher requires much more space than a medieval saint to make his points! Kant
writes as follows:
“Being” is obviously not a real predicate: that is, it is not a concept of
something which could be added to the concept of a thing. . . . The
proposition “God is omnipotent” contains two concepts, each of which has
its object—God and omnipotence. The small word “is” adds no new
predicate, but only serves to posit the predicate in its relation to the
subject. If, now, we take the subject (God) with all its predicates (among
which is omnipotence), and say “God is”, or “There is a God”, we attach
no new predicate to the concept of God. . . . Nothing can have been added
to the concept, which expresses merely what is possible, by my thinking
its object (through the expression “it is”) as given absolutely.
Kant then proceeds to a well-known and often repeated analogy: “A hundred real
dollars do not contain the least coin more than a hundred possible dollars. For as the latter
signify the concept, and the former the object and the positing of the object, should the
former contain more than the latter, my concept would not, in that case, express the
whole object, and would therefore not be an adequate concept of it.” Hence, he
concludes, “By whatever and by however many predicates we may think a thing . . . we
do not make the least addition to the thing when we further declare that this thing is.”39
39
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Alright, there are a lot of words in that passage, but what exactly is the point, and
how (if at all) is it relevant to Anselm’s argument? The relevance as I see it is this.
Granted that Kant did not himself have any firsthand acquaintance with Anselm, it seems
to me that his observations are nonetheless valuable in forcing us to consider, more
carefully than we might perhaps otherwise, the extremely important question of what
constitutes greatness in the ontological proof. God has been defined as That-than-whichnothing-greater-can-be-thought, but how are we to interpret this “greater”, and how does
it function in the proof? Kant has his own view of the matter. He supposes (I believe
falsely) that the argument cheats in asking us to think about the predicate is as if it added
something real to a subject, so that, in the statement “X is”, X is to be regarded as
somehow greater than the idea of X on its own. Now admittedly, whether or not Kant
himself ever read the Proslogion, this is a legitimate reading of the argument, and a not
uncommon one among the critics. But it is by no means the only possibility, nor
grammatically the best. As I see it, Kant and those who follow him have been tripped up
by a certain ambiguity in Anselm’s syntax. If you would like to look with me, the
ambiguity comes in line 17 of the Latin text of Chapter 2, and it is centered on the
pronoun quod.
According to Anselm, even if That-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought
exists in the mind alone, nevertheless potest cogitari esse et in re, quod maius est—even
if That-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought exists in the mind alone, “it can be
thought to exist in reality also, which is greater”. Now as anyone can see, if one of your
tutors had been grading Anselm’s paper, using some version of Crossett’s famous
Breviary, he would have placed a small “r” next to the line containing quod, indicating
very rightly an ambiguity of reference, for as matters stand, the antecedent of the pronoun
is not terribly clear. It could in fact be either one of two things. Those who wish to use
Kant against Anselm have taken “which” to refer to the entire preceding clause, potest
cogitari esse et in re—”is able to be thought to exist in reality also”—and the sentence
has been construed to mean that the thought that a thing exists in reality is greater than
the bare notion of the thing. Thus we are asked to compare two concepts: the concept, let
us say, of what a unicorn is with the concept that a unicorn is. But here is where Kant’s
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objection comes in, that existence adds nothing new to the concept of something. I am
not sure myself what sense it makes (if any) to describe a given thought as greater qua
thought than some other thought, but even if this does have a meaning, Kant is surely
right: the greatness of a concept in no way permits us to take the further step of
concluding that the thing in question exists in reality. Perhaps there are unicorns, but the
fact that we can think it so does not make it so.
But notice please that another interpretation is possible, one which in fact is more
reasonable from the point of view of good grammar. Let us assume instead that the
antecedent of quod is the shorter and more proximate phrase esse et in re, or perhaps
even just the single noun re, which comes just before quod. If this is how you read the
passage, then what Anselm is saying is that existence in reality—esse in re—is greater
than existence in the mind alone—in solo intellectu. Thus what is maius, or greater, is not
simply some thought in relation to another thought, but objective reality in relation to our
subjective notions. Given this interpretation, you are no longer comparing two things
inside your head, but instead what is confined to that head with what is not, and you are
being asked to admit that what you merely think to be so is less than what is independent
of whether you think it or not.
Here a further choice presents itself. On the one hand, the passage may be read as
saying that it is greater for a given thing to exist in reality than for that same thing to exist
in the mind alone. There is certainly no grammatical reason to think that this is not the
sense intended. If it is, then what we are being asked to compare are, for example, real
trees with imagined trees, or real bicycles with imagined bicycles, and we are meant to
agree that the real versions are greater than their merely fancied counterparts. This way of
looking at the matter works fairly well with physical objects like the ones I have
mentioned, but not so well perhaps when you consider things like love, or music, or what
we might call facts of mind. It is not so evident, for example, that being depressed in
reality is greater than simply thinking you are depressed. But I do not wish for us to get
bogged down in such questions, for there is another, more straightforward way to
interpret the antecedent of quod, and it is the way I believe which St Anselm intended.
When the proof says that existence in re is greater than existence solely in
intellectu, it makes much better sense to assume that the reality referred to is reality as
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such, and not the existence of some particular thing, whether a tree or a mood. The point,
in other words, is that it is greater for anything to exist in reality than for anything to exist
solely in the mind. As you will remember, this was precisely how I formulated step five
in my summary. To exist in reality, I said, is greater than to exist in the mind alone. If
however I am correct in this reading, then Kant’s concerns—that the argument is
smuggling existence into the concept of something, or supposing that a concept qua
concept is greater insofar as it includes the idea of existence—are in no way germane. On
the contrary, Anselm’s teaching is that all real things as a class are greater than all
merely imaginary or mental things as a class, and it follows (if this is true) that in
comparing any particular real thing with any particular mental thing the real thing must
always be the greater. The tiniest mote of dust in the air, floating in the beam of sunlight
in C. S. Lewis’s toolshed, is therefore greater than the most magnificent of imagined
palaces.
Now unless I am very mistaken about what goes on in this college, most of you in
this room will readily assent to this claim. If nothing else, a traditional Catholic education
will have taught you that something which is objectively real, and thus independent of the
human mind, is necessarily greater than something produced by that mind alone. If I were
speaking to subjective idealists, or a group of solipsists—can there really be a group of
solipsists?—or to some similar audience (call them what you will) who doubt whether
anything exists beyond man’s consciousness and whether, on the off chance it does, it
deserves the precedence, then my approach would need to be very different. Here,
however, I shall assume that we need not waste our time on so fundamental a principle.
Of course, even though a person may accede to this principle, it does not follow that he
will have grasped its full meaning, nor a fortiori that he will have discerned its
implications for the ontological argument. Let me therefore try to state what I believe two
of those implications to be.
In affirming that real existence is greater than imaginary existence, we are
affirming in the first place that existence itself is a matter of degrees. To use the language
of the western tradition, we are attesting to the truth of a Great Chain of Being, and we
are saying that certain links in that Chain have more existence or a greater reality than
others. That this is St Anselm’s own meaning, and that it is in precisely this hierarchical
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way that he envisions the universe, is clear from what he tells us elsewhere, in a treatise
called the Monologion:
If we think of some substance that is alive and sentient and rational to be
deprived of its reason, then of its sentience, then of its life, and finally of
the bare existence that remains, who would not understand that the
substance that is destroyed, little by little, is gradually brought to less and
less existence, and ultimately to nonexistence? If what is removed,
however, respectively reduces a being to less and less existence, when
added to it, in relevant order, it leads to greater and greater existence.40
Notice please that Anselm’s question is purely rhetorical: “Who would not understand,”
he asks, that a man is more real than a horse, and that a horse is more real than a rose, and
that a rose is more real than a rock?—for this of course is precisely the series traced by
the several deprivations he mentions, first reason, then sentience, then life. He cannot
imagine that anyone would be unable to see this. I suspect that for many, however, the
question is anything but rhetorical. Most of us are probably like Hamlet, assuming that
“to be or not to be” is the question, and hence behaving as though things either exist or
not, with no blurring between. However many great books you have read, the modern
world has exacted a considerable toll on your thinking, and though you may readily admit
that a man and a horse differ in size, and anatomy, and intelligence, and biochemistry,
and genetic information, it is probably much harder to see how the man is more real. And
yet see this we must if we are to have any hope of following St Anselm’s lead and
understanding his proof.
There is something else, however, which we must also see. It too follows from the
fifth step of the argument, and yet it is something you may find even harder to accept. If
it is greater to exist in reality than to exist only in the mind, then existence (we have said)
must be a thing of degrees. But this understanding of ontological greatness carries with it
a further crucial implication. When we say that existence in re is greater than existence in
intellectu, what we are saying is that the existence of something in the mind, even if it
exists nowhere else, is nonetheless itself a genuine mode of existence. In comparing
existence in reality with an existence just in the mind, Anselm is not comparing things
which do exist with things which do not, because in fact he could not. For two things, or
40
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two classes of things, are comparable, and may be connected grammatically by the
comparative form of an adjective—in this case by the word maius or “greater”—only if
they are alike in at least one respect, and being and nonbeing are alike in no respect.
Comparing them is therefore like asking the question, Which is more refreshing to drink
after a long Summer hike: ice cold water bubbling forth from a mountain spring, or—the
Pythagorean Theorem? Mathematical theorems may be refreshing in a metaphorical
sense, but their refreshment is not to be imbibed in the manner of liquids, and so the
question is nonsense. The comparison which is at stake in step five of the proof, the truth
of which we very wisely accept in choosing not to be a solipsists, must (like all
comparisons) have to do with degrees of a common being, and hence the only way that
existence in reality can be greater than an existence which is just in the mind is if that
existence in the mind is not nothing.
But can you see where this leads? If what exists in our minds is not nothing, then
we are obliged to admit that ideas themselves have some kind of ontological stature, and
that even in its most shadowy moments, our thinking participates in what is truly real.
This of course is the teaching of Plato, propounded most famously in the Divided Line of
the Republic, Book VI. In his view, as I believe most of you know, the Great Chain of
Being is also a Great Chain of Knowing, including among the links near its bottom, not
only the empirical world and our corresponding beliefs, but even our merest fancies and
musings—unicorns and tooth-fairies and all the other shadows which are cast by the
shadows of shadows. This too is a teaching which St Anselm simply takes for granted.
He knows very well that thoughts and things thought are two sides of one coin, being
fashioned from a single substance, and that even things which exist just in the mind—the
things which fall short of an objective or independent existence—nonetheless have a
certain degree of reality. He also knows, I should add, that in order to know what is
higher in reality, a man must know with what is higher in himself. But I ask you, Is this
not also a very strange teaching? Most of us labor under the debilitating effects of a very
different philosophy, and here again it may take a special effort of attention and
imagination if we are to take this view seriously. For us, things in the mind may be true
or false, coherent or incoherent, adequate or inadequate to the reality around us. But that
they can actually participate in that reality, being themselves either more or less real—
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this will sound a very odd doctrine. What could it mean, and what might it have to do
with Anselm’s argument?
Before trying to answer these questions—or, rather, before pointing us in a
direction where the answer may lie—I think it best if we return to the critics. In order to
advance, let us first go back.
As you will recall, the first criticism I discussed was one which is shared by
Aquinas and Kant, both of whom fault the ontological argument for its alleged attempt to
extract real existence directly from the definition of God. As I hope to have shown,
however, our saintly defendant was nowhere near the scene of this particular crime. I then
went on to examine a further objection of Kant’s having to do with the problem of adding
existence to concepts, and this in turn led us to a discussion of the pronoun quod and its
likely antecedents. My view (as I have explained) is that the pronoun refers to real
existence, and not just to a concept of “is-ness”. But if this is true, then we are brought
face to face with two flummoxing facts: that some things have a greater existence than
others, and that ideas are in some fashion real. I would add, in anticipation of our
discussion to come, that these two facts are very closely related. For to understand the
true meaning of ontological greatness is to understand as well how something within your
mind can at the same time be beyond your mind. If we are to make any sense of this
relationship, however, we would do well to pause and consider one final criticism, a
criticism which obliges us to look more closely than we have so far at the second step of
the proof.
As you will remember, the second step says that That-than-which-nothinggreater-can-be-thought can be thought. It is possible, in other words, for us to think about
something in such a way as to realize that we can think of nothing greater. But St Thomas
disputes this claim, and his criticism runs in part as follows:
No difficulty befalls anyone who posits that God does not exist. For that
something greater can be thought than anything given in reality or in the
intellect is a difficulty only to him who admits that there is something than
which a greater cannot be thought in reality.41
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A number of things are going on in these two short sentences. As you may know, in its
original context in the Summa contra Gentiles, the passage is part of a larger discussion
having to do with self-evidence, with Aquinas once again insisting that our capacity to
think of God does not imply that God must exist. For our purposes at the moment,
however, I would like to isolate a different point. It is a relatively simple one, but it is
expressed in a somewhat convoluted way, so let me try to paraphrase.
According to Thomas, “something greater can be thought than anything given in
reality or in the intellect”. What he means, if I understand him correctly, is that it is
always possible to think of something greater than any given thing. This, he believes, is a
fundamental fact about our human powers of knowing, a fact which is clear to
everyone—which (in his words) poses no “difficulty”—except for the person who
supposes (wrongly) that there is something thinkable than which a greater cannot be
thought. But no, says Aquinas, human thought is such that there can always be some
greater thought. You can see this clearly with numbers. No matter how huge the number
we may have in mind, we can always add 1 to it. And so it is with any other idea. No
matter how seemingly perfect or unsurpassably vast or mind-numbingly grand a given
concept may be, my intelligence is so made that I am able to imagine something even
more perfect, or vast, or grand. But if this is true, then it is not possible to think of
something than which nothing greater can be thought—something so great that it is
without a superior. And yet of course this is precisely what St Anselm has asserted in his
proof. He has told us that That-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought can be
thought, and thus must exist at least in our mind.
As I hope you can see, this is by far the most serious objection we have yet
encountered. For if Aquinas is right, then the ontological argument actually fails before it
ever begins. If it is the case that the only things I can think about are in their very nature
surpassable, then Anselm is asking me to do the impossible, to think of something which
cannot be thought of. He wants me to hold in focus something which cannot be focused
on, to have a definite conception of something which is not at all definite. The very
formula

itself—the

phrase

“That-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought”—is

therefore fundamentally incoherent and unintelligible, and if that is so, then clearly
everything else in Proslogion 2 is irrelevant. As it turns out, the monk Gaunilo was very
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much on St Thomas’s side on this issue, and I would like to look with you once again at
his apology On Behalf of the Fool. In his case, of course, we have the benefit of St
Anselms’s Reply, and perhaps on this basis we can guess what the author of the
Proslogion must have said when Aquinas finally joined him in heaven!
According to Gaunilo, a firm distinction should be drawn between the definition
per se of the argument and what it is that the definition purports to refer to. He has no
quarrel with those who suppose that the former can be thought. After all, each of the
individual words in the formula is a meaningful Latin (or English) word, and the
grammar of the phrase is such that we can hold all these words together in our minds. In
this sense we can understand what the Proslogion is talking about, and in this sense
Anselm is justified in his claim in Chapter 2 that when the Fool hears the words “Thatthan-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought”, even he “understands what he hears, and
what he understands is in his mind”. But let us go no further, warns Gaunilo. For it is
something quite different if we claim that the Fool, or for that matter anyone else, has in
mind some definite meaning or specific point of reference when he is thinking this
formula. In fact he does not, and cannot. For when one is thinking truly of something,
Gaunilo writes, “one thinks not so much the word itself, which is indeed a real thing (that
is to say, the sound of the letters or syllables), as of the meaning of the word which is
heard.” But Anselm’s definition of God cannot be approached this way. “It is not thought
of in the way of one who knows what is meant by that expression—thought of, that is, in
terms of the thing [which is signified].” And so we end up spinning round and round in a
vicious mental circle, trying to think about this peculiar aliquid “in the way of one who
does not really know this object but thinks of it in terms of an affection of his mind
produced by hearing the spoken words, and tries to imagine what the words he has heard
might mean.” In promulgating his formula, St Anselm has thus tricked us into assuming
that we really know what he is talking about, whereas in fact That-than-which-nothinggreater-can-be-thought “cannot even be thought in the true and real sense”.42
Now I realize that this is somewhat different from the complaint of Aquinas, and
yet behind these two objections, one finds much the same understanding of what it means
to entertain an idea. Neither of Anselm’s critics seems able to imagine how we might
42
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think about something in any other way than as a particular datum of consciousness. You
can see very clearly that this is the reason for Gaunilo’s rejection of the proof. Ask me to
think of a man, he writes, and I am able to do it, even if I do not know whether that man
exists, for “I could nevertheless think about him in his very reality as a man by means of
that specific or generic notion by which I know what a man is or men are.” With God,
though, we are faced with a totally different situation. “Neither do I know the reality
itself,” he tells Anselm, “nor can I form an idea from some other things like it since, as
you say yourself, it is such that nothing could be like it.”43 You can see how he is looking
at this question. In Gaunilo’s view, the only way for me to think about something is if
that something is a member of a set of similar entities, surrounded as it were on both
sides by other conceptual objects which define its specific place in my mind. And in the
passage I quoted, St Thomas seems to be following suit. I am not proposing, of course,
that his entire epistemology is reducible to just these few lines. Nonetheless, in saying
that That-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought cannot be thought since for every
thought there must always be a greater, Aquinas too seems to be picturing our powers of
thinking and knowing as if they were limited in some way to things which can be grasped
and conceptually packaged, and as if each and every new thought we might have must
take a form analogous to that of the previous thoughts which it supplements, entering into
a series or set which at no point can be capped by some greatest thought.
But is this really the only way we can think? St Anselm thinks not, and his Reply
to Gaunilo is most instructive and well worth quoting at length. “You say,” he writes,
that upon hearing of “That-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought”
you cannot think of it as a real object known either generically or
specifically or have it in your mind, on the grounds that you neither know
the thing itself nor can you form an idea of it from other things similar to
it. But obviously this is not so. For since everything that is less good is
similar insofar as it is good to that which is more good, it is evident to
every rational mind that, mounting from the less good to the more good
we can from those things than which something greater can be thought
conjecture a great deal about That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-bethought. Who, for example, cannot think of this (even if he does not
believe that what he thinks of actually exists), namely, that if something
that has a beginning and end is good, that which, although it has had a
beginning, does not, however, have an end, is much better? And just as
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this latter is better than the former, so also that which has neither
beginning nor end is better again than this, even if it passes always from
the past through the present to the future. Again, whether something of
this kind actually exists or not, that which does not lack anything at all,
nor is forced to change or move, is very much better still. Cannot this be
thought? Or can we think of something greater than this? Or is not this
precisely to form an idea of That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought
from those things than which a greater can be thought? There is, then, a
way by which one can form an idea of That-than-which-a-greater-cannotbe-thought.44
As you can readily see from the words I have stressed in this passage, the “way” of which
St Anselm is speaking is the way of negation, the via negativa. Beginning with some
contingent and therefore deficient thing, our minds can ascend, through a series of
denials, to something which is no sense contingent, but instead absolute. Moving up the
Great Chain of Being and Knowing, our awareness passes from the mortal to the
immortal to the aeviternal and thence finally to what is truly eternal.
We need to be very careful here, though. For despite his confidence in our ability
to think our way to God in this fashion, Anselm actually agrees with Gaunilo and Thomas
that, in another very important respect, the aliquid of his formula is unthinkable. It all
depends on what you mean by thinking. On the one hand, it is certainly possible for the
human mind to understand the meaning of That-than-which-nothing-greater-can-bethought by contrast with the other, contingent things which it knows on lower planes of
existence. With all due respect to the Fool and his monastic advocate, the definition of
the proof is in this sense perfectly intelligible. Not only can I think the meaning of the
words when I hear them, but I can also think about the thing which they mean, and this I
am able to do by looking along the trajectory established by the relative greatness of the
things which I apprehend in the world around me—things, presumably, like men and
horses. On the other hand, even though in this sense we can think about God, this is
obviously not the same as supposing that That-than-which-nothing-great-can-be-thought
can be thought about directly as it is in itself. God is simply not the sort of thing that
could ever become a discrete object of consciousness, and St Anselm is perfectly aware
of this fact.
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His awareness comes through in a variety ways, beginning with the formula itself
for God. As you may have noticed if you have read the Proslogion in Latin, Anselm’s
definition is not cast in stone but takes a number of forms. Indeed, if you examine
Chapter 2 alone, you will find that there are six different versions of the formula packed
into the short space of its twenty-one lines, including aliquid quo nihil maius cogitari
potest, id quo maius cogitari nequit, and aliquid quo maius cogitari non valet. In order to
simplify things, I have kept to a single English phrase throughout my talk, but the Latin is
considerably more fluid and flexible, and this in itself helps to show that whatever else it
might be, Anselm’s understanding of God does not take the shape of a mental datum, nor
is it something that one could capture in the net of a single, definite concept. You will
also note that in each of its versions, the definition always includes a negation, whether in
the form of a noun (as with nihil), or a prefix to a verbal root (as in the syllable ne- in
nequit), or an adverb (namely, non). This also serves to show that we are dealing with a
level of existence which must be approached indirectly and apophatically, one which is
never such as to stand immediately before human consciousness as a something “right
there”.
But these are by no means the only indications of St Anselm’s meaning. Quite
apart from the definition, he provides us with several additional signals as to the
uniqueness of the being to which it refers, and he repeatedly stresses that a truly adequate
thought about God is one which comes marked by the recognition that God is strictly
unthinkable. As I approach my conclusion, I shall mention just three examples. The first
can be found at the very beginning of the Proslogion, in the excitatio mentis of Chapter 1,
where in quoting St Paul, the author explicitly tells us that God “dwell[s] in ‘light
inaccessible’”. From the very start of the book we are thus placed on our guard against all
pretension and false expectation. Let no one dare to suppose, Anselm seems to be
warning, that the argument which is soon to follow will simply serve God up for the
asking. Proof or no proof, the divine light is going to dazzle our minds and overwhelm
even our highest thoughts, and the “insignificant man”—the homuncio—who is
addressed in the opening line of this opening chapter might as well resign himself to this
fact right away.45
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A second indication of God’s mind-exploding greatness comes in the Reply to
Gaunilo, shortly after the long passage I quoted just a few moments ago. Having
explained the sense in which we can think about That-than-which-nothing-greater-canbe-thought, Anselm is quick to insist that the formula is no more than a pointer, and that
what it is intended to point to is the existence of something which is nonetheless not fixed
or fully specified by the formula. “Just as nothing prevents one from saying ‘ineffable’,”
he writes,
although one cannot specify what is said to be ineffable; and just as one
can think of the inconceivable—although one cannot think of what
‘inconceivable’ applies to—so also, when ‘That-than-which-nothinggreater-can-be-thought’ is spoken of, there is no doubt at all that what is
heard can be thought of and understood even if the thing itself cannot be
thought of and understood.46
Once again (you see) Anselm makes it crystal clear that even though we can think about
God, we should not imagine that our minds could ever grasp or surround Him.
This does not mean, however, that we should think any less well of those minds,
nor that we should suppose their powers to be limited to a purely discursive or
computational mode of operation. A number of interpreters have concluded from these
first two examples and other passages like them that there are really two Anselms, one a
rationalist and the other a believer and mystic, and that the argument—or apparent
argument—of Chapter 2 is simply the pretext for an exhortation to faith or a purely
devotional ascent. This might be a legitimate reading of the book if, for Anselm, thinking
and unthinking were discrete operations, and if the saint had discovered God to be
unthinkable only at the point where his thinking left off. But this is to ignore a third, and
most emphatic, indication of the author’s true intentions, which can be found in a pair of
back-to-back chapters in the Proslogion, revealingly entitled “How and Why God is Both
Seen and Not Seen by Those Seeking Him” and “How He is Greater than Can be
Thought”.
The first is Chapter 14. Here Anselm returns to the image of light from Chapter 1,
“that light”—he now describes it—”from which shines every truth that gives light to the
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understanding”, but which at the same time “is more than can be understood by any
creature”. God, it seems, is thus like the sun, by whose brightness we are enabled to see,
but which cannot be seen for its brightness. This of course is the very same Sun which
has so illumined the author that even if he no longer wished to believe in God, he tells us,
his mind would be unable to withhold its assent. Addressing God in Chapter 4 he had
written,
I give thanks, good Lord, I give thanks to You, since what I believed
before through Your free gift I now so understand through your
illumination that, if I did not want to believe that You existed, I should
nevertheless be unable not to understand it.47
Now, however, in Chapter 14, despite the earlier success of the proof and its gift of
undeniable certitude, Anselm is still left wondering, “Why, O Lord God, does my soul
not experience You if it has found You,”48 and pondering this paradox, he proceeds, in
Chapter 15, with what is surely one of the most important paragraphs in the entire book.
“Therefore, Lord,” he continues—this, he now sees, is the only conclusion which makes
any sense—
not only are You That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, but You
are also something greater than can be thought. For since it is possible to
think that there is such a one, then, if You are not this same being,
something greater than You could be thought—which cannot be.49
I realize that this is a very difficult formulation to take in at first hearing. I hope
you can see, however, that these densely packed sentences take us well beyond my other
two examples. One might have come away from them supposing that God is to be
thought, and not thought, at two different moments, or at two different points along the
line of our relationship to Him. But here, on the contrary, Anselm makes it very clear that
our awareness of the fact that God is beyond our thinking is an awareness which emerges
from within that thinking itself, even as our thinking continues to probe the higher
reaches of the divine definition. For in order truly to think about God as Something-thanwhich-nothing-greater-can-be-thought, God must be thought to be such that He cannot be
thought, since anything less great than so unthinkable a Being would be something less
47
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great than we can actually think. Let me repeat that for emphasis: In order truly to think
about God as Something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought, God must be
thought to be such that He cannot be thought, since anything less great than so
unthinkable a Being would be something less great than we can actually think.
Gaunilo and Aquinas, and other critics who have followed their lead on this point,
are right in one sense, but they are very wrong in another. They are right that when the
mind is confronted by the thought of any given thing, it is always possible to imagine
something greater, and in this sense it is true that That-than-which-nothing-greater-canbe-thought is not something you can really think about. In another respect, however, they
are wrong. They are wrong in supposing that our minds are limited to a consideration of
“given” entities, and they are therefore wrong in suggesting that every thought we may
have is surpassable. On the contrary, it is possible for us to think about something which
is not, and cannot, be given to us as a specific object of consciousness—something, in
other words, which we can never look at. And this we can do by thinking our way along
the trajectory described by the scale of ontological greatness. Kant complained that the
existence of God cannot be proven by inserting “being” into a prior thought about God,
but he too was thinking in a very different way from our saint. That-than-which-nothinggreater-can-be-thought is not a special datum of thought, but a provocation to thought.
Rather than inserting God into the mind, the author of the Proslogion is endeavoring to
draw that mind out of itself, teasing it into passing beyond its fancies and beliefs, up and
out and along a corridor of genuine insights, upon no one of which it lingers, following
instead their invitation to an always keener but never exhaustive vision. It is precisely this
drawing, this teasing, this passing, and this following, and hence this indescribable
vision, which the ontological proof is designed to make possible.
But of course, as all good Thomists know, possibility and actuality are not the
same. If we wish to realize this profound possibility for ourselves, and to share in St
Anselm’s joyful Matins discovery, we cannot expect him to do our work for us. We shall
have to make the effort to see for ourselves what he saw. And as I have suggested
throughout my lecture, this means that we must place ourselves first in the proper
position for looking. The aim of my observations has been the modest one of clearing our
path of certain obstacles so as to assist in this placement, and my concern this evening
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has simply been to coax you to take my hand and follow me through the darkness of the
toolshed. Now, with the sunbeam nearly full on our faces, we must open our eyes. Can
we do that, though? Is there any hope of entering (as Anselm asks) into the inner chamber
of our souls, there to be roused by the riddling words of his argument? Can we keep
firmly in place the crucial distinction he makes between Something-than-which-nothinggreater-can-be thought and a something which is merely greater than everything? Can we
remember that God is different in kind from an island? Are we able to understand why
there are eight steps in his argument, and not just two, a definition and a conclusion? Are
we clear about the difference between thinking thoughts that are simply greater as
thoughts, and thinking thoughts about a greater reality? Is it possible for us to get just a
glimpse at least of how a thought itself can be real? Is there any chance of our seeing how
God is both seen and not seen by those who are seeking Him, or of understanding how
we can prove something without knowing quite what it is that we are proving? Can we, in
short, look along something without looking at it so as to think the unthinkable?
I am prepared to try if you are.
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42
Attention and Self-Knowledge
E. F. Schumacher
[See biographical note for Selection 21.]

________________________________________________________________________
Socrates (in Plato’s Phaedrus) says: “I must first know myself, as the Delphian
inscription says; to be curious about that which is not my concern, while I am still in
ignorance of my own self would be ridiculous.”
What, really, is going on inside myself? What gives me joy, what gives me pain?
What strengthens me and what weakens me? Where do I control life and where does life
control me? Am I in control of my mind, my feelings, can I do what I want to do? What
is the value of this inner knowledge for the conduct of my life?
Before we go into any details we should take cognizance of the fact that the
above-quoted statement from Plato’s Phaedrus can be matched by similar statements
from all parts of the world and all times. I shall confine myself to a few. From
Alexandria, Philo Judaeus (late first century B.C.):
For pray do not ... spin your airy fables about moon or sun or the other
objects in the sky and in the universe so far removed from us and so varied
in their natures, until you have scrutinized and come to know yourselves.
After that, we may perhaps believe you when you hold forth on other
subjects; but before you establish who you yourselves are, do not think
that you will ever become capable of acting as judges or trustworthy
witnesses in the other matters.
From ancient Rome, Plotinus (A.D. 205–270):
Withdraw into yourself and look. And if you do not find yourself beautiful
yet, act as does the creator of a statue that is to be made beautiful; he cuts
away here, he smoothes there, he makes this line lighter, this other purer,
until a lovely face has grown upon his work. So do you also—never cease
chiseling your statue.
From medieval Europe, the Theologia Germanica (ca. A.D. 1350):
Thoroughly to know oneself is above all art, for it is the highest art. If thou
knowest thyself well, thou art better and more praiseworthy before God
than if thou didst not know thyself, but didst understand the course of the
heavens and of all the planets and stars, also the virtue of all herbs, and the
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structure and dispositions of all mankind, also the nature of all beasts, and,
in such matters, hadst all the skill of all who are in heaven and on earth.
Paracelsus (1493–1541), who was one of the most knowledgeable men in the Europe of
his time and foremost in knowing “the virtue of all herbs,” says:
Men do not know themselves, and therefore they do not understand the
things of their inner world. Each man has the essence of God and all the
wisdom and power of the world (germinally) in himself; he possesses one
kind of knowledge as much as another, and he who does not find that
which is in him cannot truly say that he does not possess it, but only that
he was not capable of successfully seeking for it.
From India, Swami Ramdas (1886–1963):
“Seek within—know thyself,” these secret and sublime hints come to us
wafted from the breath of Rishis through the dust of ages.
From the world of Islam, Azid ibn Muhammad al-Nasafi (seventh-eighth centuries):
When ‘Ali asked Muhammad, “What am I to do that I may not waste my
time?” the Prophet answered, “Learn to know thyself.”
And from China, the Tao Tê Ching by Lao-tse (c. 604–531 B.C.):
He who knows others is wise;
He who knows himself is enlightened.
(All quotations are from Whitall N. Perry, A Treasury of Traditional Wisdom).
Finally, let us listen to a twentieth-century writer, P. D. Ouspensky (1878–1947),
who states as his “fundamental idea”:
that man as we know him is not a completed being; that nature develops
him only up to a certain point and then leaves him, either to develop
further, by his own efforts and devices, or to live and die such as he was
born, or to degenerate and lose capacity for development.
Evolution of man ... will mean the development of certain inner
qualities and features which usually remain undeveloped, and cannot
develop by themselves (The Psychology of Man’s Possible Evolution, First
Lecure).
The modern world knows little of all this, even though it has produced more
psychological theories and literature than any previous age. As Ouspensky says:
“Psychology is sometimes called a new science. This is quite wrong. Psychology is, perhaps, the oldest science, and, unfortunately, in its most essential features a forgotten
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science.” These “most essential features” presented themselves primarily in religious
teachings, and their disappearance is accounted for largely by the decline of religion
during the last few centuries.
Traditional psychology, which saw people as “pilgrims” and “wayfarers” on this
earth who could reach the summit of a mountain of “salvation,” “enlightenment,” or
“liberation,” was primarily concerned not with sick people who had to be made “normal”
but with normal people who were capable of becoming, and indeed destined to become,
supernormal. Many of the great traditions have the idea of “The Way” at their very center: the Chinese teaching of Taoism is named after Tao, “The Way”; the Buddha’s
teaching is called “The Middle Way”; and Jesus Christ Himself declares: “I am the
Way.” It is the pilgrim’s task to undertake a journey into the interior, which demands a
degree of heroism and in any case a readiness occasionally to turn one’s back on the petty
preoccupations of everyday life. As Joseph Campbell shows in his wonderful study of
The Hero with a Thousand Faces, the traditional teachings, most of which are in the form
of mythology, do “not hold as [their] greatest hero the merely virtuous man. Virtue is but
the pedagogical prelude to the culminating insight, which goes beyond all pairs of opposites.” Only a perfectly clean instrument can obtain a perfectly clear picture.
It should not be thought that the journey into the interior is only for heroes. It
requires an inner commitment, and there is something heroic about any commitment to
the unknown, but it is a heroism within everybody’s capability. It is obvious that the
study demands the whole person, for only a whole person can be adequate to the task. A
one-eyed, color-blind observer would certainly not get very far. But how can the whole
person—which means the human being’s highest qualities—be brought into play? In
discussing the four Levels of Being [matter, life, consciousness, self-awareness] we
found that the enormous superiority of the human over the animal level needed to be
acknowledged; and the “additional power”—”z”—which accounted for man’s superiority
over the animals, we identified as being closely connected with self-awareness. Without
self-awareness the exploration and study of the inner man, i.e., one’s interior world, is
completely impossible.
Now, self-awareness is closely related to the power of attention, or perhaps I
should say the power of directing attention. My attention is often, or perhaps most of the
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time, captured by outside forces which I may or may not have chosen myself—sights,
sounds, colors, etc.—or else by forces inside myself—expectations, fears, worries,
interests, etc. When it is so captured, I function very much like a machine: I am not doing
things; they simply happen. All the time, there exists, however, the possibility that I may
take the matter in hand and quite freely and deliberately direct my attention to something
entirely of my own choosing, something that does not capture me but is to be captured by
me. The difference between directed and captured attention is the same as the difference
between doing things and letting things take their course, or between living and “being
lived.” No subject could be of greater interest; no subject occupies a more central place in
all traditional teachings; and no subject suffers more neglect, misunderstanding, and
distortion in the thinking of the modern world.
In his book on Yoga, Ernest Wood talks about a state which he (wrongly, I
believe) calls contemplation:
Yes we often “lose ourselves.” We peep into someone’s office or study,
and tip-toe away, whispering to our companions, “He is lost in thought.” I
knew a man who used to lecture frequently, on subjects requiring much
thought. He told me that he had acquired the power to put himself out of
mind—completely forget himself—at the commencement of a lecture, and
look mentally at his subjectmatter like a map on which he was following a
route, while the spoken words flowed in complete obedience to the
successive ideas which were being looked at. He told me that he would
become aware of himself perhaps once or twice during the lecture, and at
the end of it, as he sat down, he would find himself surprised that it was he
who had given the lecture. Yet he fully remembered everything. (Ch. 4)
This is a very good description of a man acting like a programmed machine,
implementing a program devised some time previously. He, the programmer, is no longer
needed; he can mentally absent himself. If the machine is implementing a good program,
it gives a good lecture; if the program is bad, the lecture is bad. We are all familiar with
the possibility of implementing “programs,” e.g., driving a car and engaging in an
interesting conversation at the same time: paradoxically, we may be driving “attentively,”
carefully, considerately, yet all our real attention is on the conversation. Are we equally
familiar with directing our attention to where we want it to be, not depending on any
“attraction,” and keeping it there for as long as we desire? We are not. Such moments of
full freedom and self-awareness are all too rare. Most of our life is spent in some kind of
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thralldom; we are captivated by this or that, drift along in our captivity, and carry out
programs which have been lodged in our machine, we do not know how, when, or by
whom.
The first subject for study is therefore attention, and this leads immediately to a
study of our mechanicalness. The best help in this study that I know of is P. D.
Ouspensky’s book on The Psychology of Man’s Possible Evolution.
It is not difficult to verify for oneself Ouspensky’s observation that we may at any
time find ourselves in any one of three different “states” or “parts of ourselves”—
mechanical, emotional, or intellectual. The chief criterion for identifying these different
“parts” is the quality of our attention. “Without attention or with attention wandering, we
are in the mechanical part; with the attention attracted by the subject of observation or
reflection and kept there, we are in the emotional part; with the attention controlled and
held on the subject by will, we are in the intellectual part.”
Now, in order to be aware of where our attention is and what it is doing, we have
to be awake in a rather exacting meaning of the word. When we are acting or thinking or
feeling mechanically, like a programmed computer or any other machine, we are
obviously not awake in that sense, and we are doing, thinking, or feeling things which we
have not ourselves freely chosen to do, think, or feel. We may say afterward: “I did not
mean to do it” or “I don’t know what came over me.” We may intend, undertake, and
even solemnly promise to do all kinds of things, but if we are at any time liable to drift
into actions “we did not mean to do” or to be pushed by some thing that “comes over us,”
what is the value of our intentions? When we are not awake in our attention, we are
certainly not self-aware and therefore not fully human; we are likely to act helplessly in
accordance with uncontrolled inner drives or outer compulsions, like animals.
Mankind did not have to wait for the arrival of modern psychology to obtain
teachings on these vitally important matters. Traditional wisdom, including all the great
religions, has always described itself as “The Way” and given some kind of awakening as
the goal. Buddhism has been called the “Doctrine of Awakening.” Throughout the New
Testament people are admonished to stay awake, to watch, not to fall asleep. At the
beginning of the Divine Comedy, Dante finds himself in a dark wood, and he does not
know how he got there, “so full was I of slumber at that moment when I abandoned the
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true way.” It is not physical sleep that is the enemy of man; it is the drifting, wandering,
shiftless moving of his attention that makes him incompetent, miserable, and less-thanfully-human. Without self-awareness, i.e., without a consciousness that is conscious of
itself, man merely imagines that he is in control of himself, that he has free will and is
able to carry out his intentions. In fact, as Ouspensky would put it, he has no more
freedom to form intentions and act in accordance with them than has a machine. Only in
occasional moments of self-awareness has he such freedom, and his most important task
is by one means or another to make self-awareness continuous and controllable.
To achieve this, different religions have evolved different ways. The “heart of
Buddhist meditation” is satipatthana or mindfulness. One of the outstanding Buddhist
monks of today, Nyanaponika Thera, introduces his book on this subject with these
words:
This book is issued in the deep conviction that the systematic cultivation
of Right Mindfulnes, as taught by the Buddha in his Discourse on
Satipatthana, still provides the most simple and direct, the most thorough
and effective, method for training the mind for its daily tasks and
problems as well as for its highest aim: mind’s unshakable deliverance
from Greed, Hatred and Delusion....
This ancient Way of Mindfulness is as practicable today as it was 2,500
years ago. It is applicable in the lands of the West as in the East; in the
midst of life’s turmoil as well as in the peace of the monk’s cell.
The essence of the development of Right Mindfulness is an increase in the intensity and
quality of attention, and the essence of quality of attention is its bareness.
Bare attention is the clear and single-minded awareness of what actually
happens to us and in us, at the successive moments of perception. It is
called “bare”, because it attends just to the bare facts of a perception as
presented.… Attention or mindfulness is kept to a bare registering of the
facts observed, without reacting to them by deed, speech or by mental
comment which may be one of self-reference (like, dislike, etc.),
judgment, or reflection. If during the time, short or long, given to the
practice of Bare Attention, any such comments arise in one’s mind, they
themselves are made objects of Bare Attention, and are neither repudiated
nor pursued, but are dismissed, after a brief mental note has been made of
them. (Nyanaponika Thera, The Heart of Buddhist Meditation, a
Handbook of Mental Training Based on the Buddha’s Way of
Mindfulness)
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These few indications may suffice to identify the essential nature of the method:
Bare Attention is attainable only by stopping or, if it cannot be stopped, calmly observing
all “inner chatter.” It stands above thinking, reasoning, arguing, forming opinions—those
essential yet subsidiary activities which classify, connect, and verbalize the insights
obtained through Bare Attention. “In employing the methods of Bare Attention,” says
Nyanaponika, the mind “goes back to the seed state of things.… Observation reverts to
the very first phase of the process of perception when mind is in a purely receptive state,
and when attention is restricted to a bare noticing of the object” (Ibid.).
In the words of the Buddha: “In what is seen there must be only the seen; in what
is heard there must be only the heard; in what is sensed (as smell, taste or touch) there
must be only what is sensed; in what is thought there must be only what is thought” (The
Instruction to Bahiya, quoted by Nyanaponika There, op. cit.).
In short, the Buddha’s Way of Mindfulness is designed to ensure that man’s
reason is supplied with genuine and unadulterated material before it starts reasoning.
What is it that tends to adulterate the material? Obviously: man’s egoism, his attachment
to interests, desires, or, in Buddhist language, his Greed, Hatred, and Delusion.
Religion is the reconnection (re-legio) of man with reality, whether this Reality be
called God, Truth, Allah, Sat-Chit-Ananda, or Nirvana.
The methods evolved in the Christian tradition are clothed, not surprisingly, in a
very different vocabulary, but they nonetheless come to the same. Nothing can be
achieved or attained as long as the little egocentric “I” stands in the way—there may, in
fact, be many little, egocentric, and quite uncoordinated I’s—and to get away from the
“I,” man must attend to “God,” with “naked intent,” as a famous English classic, The
Cloud of Unknowing, calls it: “A naked intention directed to God, and himself alone, is
wholly sufficient.” The enemy is the intervention of thought.
Should any thought arise and obtrude itself between you and the darkness,
asking what you are seeking, and what you are wanting, answer that it is
God you want: “Him I covet, Him I seek, and nothing but Him.” . . . Quite
possibly he [the thought] will bring to your mind many lovely and
wonderful thoughts of his kindness.... He will go on chattering
increasingly ... [and] your mind will be well away, back in its old haunts.
Before you know where you are you are disintegrated beyond belief. And
the reason? Simply that you freely consented to listen to that thought, and
responded to it, accepted it, and gave it its head.
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It is not a question of good or bad thoughts. Reality, Truth, God, Nirvana cannot
be found by thought, because thought belongs to the Level of Being established by
consciousness and not to that higher Level which is established by self-awareness. At the
latter, thought has its legitimate place, but it is a subservient one. Thoughts cannot lead to
awakening because the whole point is to awaken from thinking into “seeing.” Thought
can raise any number of questions; they may all be interesting, but their answers do
nothing to wake us up. In Buddhism, they are called “vain thoughts”: “This is called the
blind alley of opinions, the gorge of opinions, the bramble of opinions, the thicket of
opinions, the net of opinions.” “Opinion, O disciples, is a disease; opinion is a tumor;
opinion is a sore. He who has overcome all opinion, O disciples, is called a saint, one
who knows” (Majjhima Nikaya CXL).
What is yoga? According to the greatest of yoga teachers, Patanjali (c. 300 B.C.),
“Yoga is the control of the ideas in the mind.” Our circumstances are not merely the facts
of life as we meet them, but also, and even more, the ideas in our minds. It is impossible
to obtain any control over circumstances without first obtaining control over the ideas in
one’s mind, and the most important—as well as most universal—teaching of all the
religions is that vipassana (to use a Buddhist term), clarity of vision, can be attained only
by him who succeeds in putting the “thinking function” in its place, so that it maintains
silence when ordered to do so and moves into action only when given a definite and
specific task. Here is another quotation from The Cloud of Unknowing:
Therefore the vigorous working of your imagination, which is always so
active ... must as often be suppressed. Unless you suppress it, it will
suppress you.”
While the centerpiece of the Indian method is yoga, the centerpiece of the
Christian method is prayer. To ask God for help, to thank Him, and to praise Him are
legitimate purposes of Christian prayer, yet the essence of prayer goes beyond this. The
Christian is called upon to “pray without ceasing.” Jesus “spake a parable unto them to
this end, that men ought always to pray, and not to faint” (Luke 18:1). This command has
engaged the serious attention of Christians throughout the centuries. Perhaps the most
famous passage on it is found in The Way of a Pilgrim, an anonymous jewel of world
literature, which was first printed in Russia in 1884.
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The first Epistle of St. Paul to the Thessalonians was read. In it we are
exhorted, among other things, to pray incessantly, and these words
engraved themselves upon my mind. I began to ponder, whether it is
possible to pray without ceasing, since every man must occupy himself
with other things needed for his support. … What am I to do?” I mused.
“Where will I be able to find someone who can explain it to me?”
The pilgrim then obtains the Philokalia, which “comprises the complete and minute
knowledge of incessant inner prayer, as stated by twenty-five Holy Fathers.” This inner
prayer is also called “the prayer of the heart”; while by no means unknown in the West, it
has been brought to perfection mainly in the Greek and Russian Orthodox Churches. The
essence of it is “standing before God with the mind in the heart”:
The term “heart” is of particular significance in the Orthodox doctrine of
man. When people in the west today speak of the heart, they usually mean
the emotions and affections. But in the Bible, as in most ascetic texts of
the Orthodox Church, the heart has a far wider connotation. It is the
primary organ of man’s being, whether physical or spiritual; it is the
centre of life, the determining principle of all our activities and
aspirations. As such, the heart obviously includes the affections and
emotions, but it also includes much else besides: it embraces in effect
everything that goes to comprise what we call a “person” (Hieromonk
Kallistos Ware, introduction to The Art of Prayer: An Orthodox
Anthology).
Now, the person is distinguished from other beings by the mysterious power of
self-awareness, and this power, as we have already noted, has its seat in the heart, where,
in fact, it can be felt as a peculiar kind of warmth. The prayer of the heart, normally the
Jesus Prayer (consisting, in English, of these twelve words: “Lord Jesus Christ, son of
God, have mercy on me, a sinner”) is endlessly repeated by the mind in the heart, and
this vitalizes, molds, and reforms the whole person. One of the great teachers of this
matter, Theophan the Recluse (1815-94), explains thus:
In order to keep the mind on one thing by the use of a short prayer, it is
necessary to preserve attention and so lead it into the heart: for so long as
the mind remains in the head, where thoughts jostle one another, it has no
time to concentrate on one thing. But when attention descends into the
heart, it attracts all the powers of the soul and body into one point there.
This concentration of all human life in one place is immediately reflected
in the heart by a special sensation that is the beginning of future warmth.
This sensation, faint at the beginning, becomes gradually stronger, firmer,
deeper. At first only tepid, it grows into warm feeling and concentrates the
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attention upon itself. And so it comes about that, whereas in the initial
stages the attention is kept in the heart by an effort of will, in due course
this attention, by its own vigor, gives birth to warmth in the heart. This
warmth then holds the attention without special effort. From this, the two
go on supporting one another, and must remain inseparable; because
dispersion of attention cools the warmth, and diminishing warmth
weakens attention (The Art of Prayer: An Orthodox Anthology).
The assertion that the endless repetition, silently, of a short sequence of words
leads to a spiritual result, signalized, as it were, by physical sensations of spiritual
warmth, is so strange to the modern mentality that it tends to be dismissed as mumbojumbo. Our pragmatism and respect for facts, of which we are so immensely proud, does
not easily induce us to try it. Why not? Because trying it leads to the acquisition of
certain insights, certain types of knowledge, which, once we have opened ourselves to
them, will not leave us alone; they will present a kind of ultimatum: Either you change or
you perish. The modern world likes matters it can trifle with, but the results of a direct
approach to the study and development of self-awareness are not to be trifled with.
[Such practice] is a minefield for anyone who fails to recognize that, at the human
Level of Being, the invisibilia are of infinitely greater power and significance than the
visibilia. To teach this basic truth has traditionally been the function of religion, and since
religion has been abandoned by Western civilization, nothing remains to provide this
teaching. Western civilization, consequently, has become incapable of dealing with the
real problems of life at the human Level of Being. Its competence at the lower levels is
breathtakingly powerful; but when it comes to the essentially human concerns, it is both
ignorant and incompetent. Without the wisdom and disciplines of authentic religion [the
attempt to gain self-knowledge] remains neglected, a wasteland overgrown with weeds,
many of them poisonous. Healthy and useful plants may still appear there, but only
accidentally. Without self-awareness (in the full sense of “factor z”) man acts, speaks,
studies, reacts mechanically, like a machine: on the basis of “programs” acquired
accidentally, unintentionally, mechanically. He is not aware that he is acting in
accordance with programs; it is therefore not difficult to reprogram him—to make him
think and do quite different things from those he had thought and done before—provided
only the new program does not wake him up. When he is awake, no one can program
him: he programs himself.
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This ancient teaching, which I am merely putting into modern terms, implies that
there are two elements or agents involved rather than one: the computer programmer and
the computer. The latter functions perfectly well without the attention of the former—as a
machine. Consciousness functions perfectly well without the presence of self-awareness,
as is demonstrated by all higher animals. That the fullness of the human “mind” cannot
be accounted for by one element alone is the universal assertion of all the great religions,
an assertion which has recently been corroborated by modern science. Just before his
death at the age of eighty-four, Wilder Penfield, world-famous neurologist and brain
surgeon, published a summa of his findings under the title The Mystery of the Mind. He
says:
Throughout my own scientific career I, like other scientists, have struggled
to prove that the brain accounts for the mind. But now, perhaps, the time
has come when we may profitably consider the evidence as it stands, and
ask the question: Do brain mechanisms account for the mind? Can the
mind be explained by what is now known about the brain? If not, which is
the more reasonable of the two possible hypotheses: that man’s being is
based on one element, or on two?
Dr. Penfield comes to the conclusion that “the mind seems to act independently of
the brain in the same sense that a programmer acts independently of his computer,
however much he may depend upon the action of that computer for certain purposes.” He
goes on to explain:
Because it seems to me certain that it will always be quite impossible to
explain the mind on the basis of neuronal action within the brain, and
because it seems to me that the mind develops and matures independently
throughout an individual’s life as though it were a continuing element, and
because a computer (which the brain is) must be operated by an agency
capable of independent understanding, I am forced to choose the
proposition that our being is to be explained on the basis of two
fundamental elements.
Obviously, the programmer is “higher” than the computer just as what I have
called self-awareness is “higher” than consciousness. Studying [the inward self] implies
the systematic training of the “higher” factor. The programmer cannot be trained simply
by letting the computer run more regularly or faster. His requirement is not simply
knowledge of facts and theories, but understanding or insight. Not surprisingly, the
processes of gaining insight are quite different from those of gaining factual knowledge.
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Many people are incapable of seeing the difference between knowledge and insight and
therefore view methods of training like satipatthana, yoga, or unceasing prayer as some
kind of superstitious nonsense. Such views are of course quite valueless and merely
indicate a lack of adaequatio. All systematic effort produces some kind of result.
The Jesus Prayer acts as a constant reminder to make man look inwards at
all times, to become aware of his fleeting thoughts, sudden emotions and
even movements so that it may make him try to control them.… By
scrutinizing and observing his own inner self he will obtain an increasing
knowledge of his worthlessness which may fill him with despair.… These
are the birth pangs of the spirit and the groanings of awakening spirituality
in man.… One is advised to repeat the prayer of Jesus in “silence.”…
Silence here is meant to include inner silence; the silence of one’s own
mind, the arresting of the imagination from the ever-turbulent and everpresent stream of thoughts, words, impressions, pictures and daydreams,
which keep one asleep. This is not easy, as the mind works almost
autonomously (“On the Prayer of Jesus,” Ascetic Essays of Bishop
Ignatius Brianchaninov).
Few Western philosophers of the modern age have given serious attention to the
methods of studying the [inward world of the self]. A rare exception is W. T. Stace, for
about twenty-five years, from 1935, a Professor of Philosophy at Princeton University. In
his book on Mysticism and Philosophy he asks the long overdue question: “What bearing,
if any, does what is called ‘mystical experience’ have upon the more important problems
of philosophy?”, and his investigations lead him to “the introvertive type of mystical
experience,” and thus to the methods employed by those seeking such experiences. It is
perhaps unfortunate that Professor Stace uses the word “mystical,” which has acquired a
somewhat “mystical” meaning, when in fact nothing other is involved than the attentive
exploration of one’s own inner life. However, this does not detract from the pertinence
and excellence of his observations.
First of all, he points out that there is no doubt that the basic psychological facts
about this “introvertive experience” are in essence “the same all over the world in all
cultures, religions, places, and ages.” Professor Stace writes as a philosopher and does
not claim to have any personal experience of these matters. He therefore finds them very
strange indeed. “They are,” he says, “so extraordinary and paradoxical that they are
bound to strain belief when suddenly sprung upon anyone who is not prepared for them.”
He then proceeds to set forth “the alleged facts as the mystics state them without
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comment and without passing judgment.” Although he states the facts in terms which no
mystic has ever used, his method of exposition is so clear that it is worth reproducing:
Suppose that one should stop up the inlets of the physical senses so that no
sensations could reach consciousness.….There seems to be no a priori
reason why a man bent on the goal … should not, by acquiring sufficient
concentration and mental control, exclude all physical sensations from his
consciousness.
Suppose that, after having got rid of all sensations, one should go on to
exclude from consciousness all sensuous images and then all abstract
thoughts, reasoning processes, volitions, and other particular contents;
what would then be left of consciousness? There would be no mental
content whatever but rather a complete emptiness, vacuum, void (W. T.
Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy).
This is, of course, precisely the aim pursued by those who wish to study their
inner life: the exclusion of all disturbing influences emanating from the senses or from
the “thinking function.” Professor Stace, however, becomes deeply puzzled:
One would suppose a priori that consciousness would then entirely lapse
and one would fall asleep or become unconscious. But the introvertive
mystics—thousands of them all over the world—unanimously assert that
they have attained to this complete vacuum of particular mental contents,
but what then happens is quite different from a lapse into unconsciousness.
On the contrary, what emerges is a state of pure consciousness—”pure” in
the sense that it is not the consciousness of any empirical content. It has no
content except itself.
In the language I used previously we might say: the computer programmer emerges, who,
of course, has none of the “contents” of the computer; in other words again: selfawareness really comes into its own when, and only when consciousness leaves the
center of the stage.
Professor Stace says: “The paradox is that there should be a positive experience
which has no positive content—an experience which is both something and nothing.” But
there is nothing paradoxical in a “higher” force displacing a “lower” force, in an
experience which is something but no thing. The paradox exists only for those who insist
on believing that there can be nothing “higher than” or “above” their everyday
consciousness and experience. How can they believe such a thing? Everybody, surely,
has had some moments in his life which held more significance and realness of
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experience than his everyday life. Such moments are pointers, glimpses of unrealized
potentialities, flashes of self-awareness.
Professor Stace continues his exploration thus:
Our normal everyday consciousness always has objects, or images, or
even our own feelings or thoughts perceived introspectively. Suppose then
that we obliterate all objects physical or mental. When the self is not
engaged in apprehending objects it becomes aware of itself. The self itself
emerges—One may also say that the mystic gets rid of the empirical ego
whereupon the pure ego, normally hidden, emerges into the light. The
empirical ego is the stream of consciousness. The pure ego is the unity
which holds the manifold of the stream together (emphasis added).
The essential identity of these views with those of Wilder Penfield is
unmistakable. Both corroborate the central teaching of the great religions, which, in many
different languages and modes of expression, urge man to open himself to the “pure ego”
or “Self’ or “Emptiness” or “Divine Power” that dwells within him; to awaken, as it
were, out of the computer into the programmer; to transcend consciousness by selfawareness. Only by liberating oneself from the thralldom of the senses and the thinking
function—both of them servants and not masters—by withdrawing attention from things
seen to give it to things unseen can this “awakening” be accomplished. “We look not at
the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen; for the things which are
seen are temporal; but the things which are not seen are eternal” (2 Corinthians 4:18).
From A Guide for the Perplexed, Ch. 6
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On Having No Head
D. E. Harding
Douglas E. Harding (b. 1909) is an English philosopher and Zen Buddhist practitioner whose
book The Hierarchy of Heaven and Earth led C. S. Lewis to comment: “There is nothing new in
the attempt to arrest the process that has led us from the living universe where man meets the
gods to the final void where almost-nobody discovers his mistakes about almost-nothing. But it
has [thus far] only been a question of arresting, not of reversing, the movement. That is what
makes Mr Harding’s book so important. If it ‘works’, then we shall see the beginning of a
reversal.”

________________________________________________________________________
The best day of my life—my rebirthday, so to speak—was when I found I had no
head. This is not a literary gambit, a witticism designed to arouse interest at any cost. I
mean it in all seriousness: I have no head.
It was eighteen years ago, when I was thirty-three, that I made the discovery.
Though it certainly came out of the blue, it did so in response to an urgent enquiry; I
had for several months been absorbed in the question: what am I? The fact that I
happened to be walking in the Himalayas at the time probably had little to do with it;
though in that country unusual states of mind are said to come more easily. However
that may be, a very still clear day, and a view from the ridge where I stood, over misty
blue valleys to the highest mountain range in the world, with Kangchenjunga and
Everest unprominent among its snow-peaks, made a setting worthy of the grandest
vision.
What actually happened was something absurdly simple and unspectacular: I
stopped thinking. A peculiar quiet, an odd kind of alert limpness or numbness, came
over me. Reason and imagination and all mental chatter died down.

For once,

words really failed me. Past and future dropped away. I forgot who and what I was,
my name, manhood, animalhood, all that could be called mine. It was as if I had
been born that instant, brand new, mindless, innocent of all memories. There existed
only the Now, that present moment and what was clearly given in it. To look was enough.
And what I found was khaki trouser legs terminating downwards in a pair of brown
shoes, khaki sleeves terminating sideways in a pair of pink hands, and a khaki shirtfront
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terminating upwards in absolutely nothing whatever! Certainly not in a head.
It took me no time at all to notice that this nothing, this hole where a head should
have been, was no ordinary vacancy, no mere nothing. On the contrary, it was very much
occupied. It was a vast emptiness vastly filled, a nothing that found room for
everything—room for grass, trees, shadowy distant hills, and far above them snowpeaks like a row of angular clouds riding the blue sky. I had lost a head and gained a
world.
It was all, quite literally, breathtaking. I seemed to stop breathing altogether,
absorbed in the Given. Here it was, this superb scene, brightly shining in the clear air,
alone and unsupported, mysteriously suspended in the void, and (and this was the real
miracle, the wonder and delight) utterly free of “me,” unstained by any observer. Its
total presence was my total absence, body and soul. Lighter than air, clearer than glass,
altogether released from myself, I was nowhere around.
Yet in spite of the magical and uncanny quality of this vision, it was no dream, no
esoteric revelation. Quite the reverse: it felt like a sudden waking from the sleep of
ordinary life, an end to dreaming. It was self-luminous reality for once swept clean of all
obscuring mind. It was the revelation, at long last, of the perfectly obvious. It was a lucid
moment in a confused life-history. It was a ceasing to ignore something which (since
early childhood at any rate) I had always been too busy or too clever to see. It was naked,
uncritical attention to what had all along been staring me in the face—my utter
facelessness. In short, it was all perfectly simple and plain and straightforward, beyond
argument, thought, and words. There arose no questions, no reference beyond the
experience itself, but only peace and a quiet joy, and the sensation of having dropped an
intolerable burden.
As the first wonder of my Himalayan discovery began to wear off, I started
describing it to myself in some such words as the following.
Somehow or other I had vaguely thought of myself as inhabiting this house
which is my body, and looking out through its two round windows at the world. Now I
find it isn't like that at all. As I gaze into the distance, what is there at this moment to tell
me how many eyes I have here—two, or three, or hundreds, or none? In fact, only one
window appears on this side of my facade, and that one is wide open and frameless, with
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nobody looking out of it. It is always the other fellow who has eyes and a face to frame
them; never this one.
There exist, then, two sorts—two widely different species—of man. The first, of
which I note countless specimens, evidently carries a head on its shoulders (and by
“head” I mean a hairy eight-inch ball with various holes in it) while the second, of
which I note only one specimen, evidently carries no such thing on its shoulders. And till
now I had overlooked this considerable difference! Victim of a prolonged fit of
madness, of a lifelong hallucination (and by “hallucination” I mean what my dictionary
says: apparent perception of an object not actually present), I had invariably seen myself
as pretty much like other men, and certainly never as a decapitated but still living biped.
I had been blind to the one thing that is always present, and without which I am blind
indeed—to this marvellous substitute-for-a-head, this unbounded clarity, this luminous
and absolutely pure void, which nevertheless is—rather than contains—all things.
For, however carefully I attend, I fail to find here even so much as a blank screen on
which these mountains and sun and sky are projected, or a clear mirror in which they
are reflected, or a transparent lens or aperture through which they are viewed—still
less a soul or a mind to which they are presented, or a viewer (however shadowy) who
is distinguishable from the view. Nothing whatever intervenes, not even that baffling
and elusive obstacle called “distance”: the huge blue sky, the pink-edged whiteness of
the snows, the sparkling green of the grass—how can these be remote, when there's
nothing to be remote from? The headless void here refuses all definition and location: it
is not round, or small, or big, or even here as distinct from there. (And even if there
were a head here to measure outwards from, the measuring-rod stretching from it to
the peak of Everest would, when read end-on—and there's no other way for me to
read it—reduce to a point, to nothing.) In fact, these colored shapes present
themselves in all simplicity, without any such complications as near or far, this or that,
mine or not mine, seen-by-me or merely given. All twoness—all duality of subject
and object—has vanished: it is no longer read into a situation which has no room for it.
Such were the thoughts which followed the vision. To try to set down the firsthand, immediate experience in these or any other terms, however, is to misrepresent it
by complicating what is quite simple: indeed the longer the postmortem examination
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drags on the further it gets from the living original. At best, these descriptions can
remind one of the vision (without the bright awareness) or invite a recurrence of it; but
they can no more convey its essential quality, or ensure a recurrence, than the most
appetizing menu can taste like the dinner, or the best book about humor enable one to
see a joke. On the other hand, it is impossible to stop thinking for long, and some
attempt to relate the lucid intervals of one’s life to the confused background is
inevitable. It could also encourage, indirectly, the recurrence of lucidity.
In any case, there are several common sense objections which refuse to be put off
any longer, questions which insist on reasoned answers, however inconclusive. It
becomes necessary to “justify” one’s vision, even to oneself: also one’s friends may
need reassuring. In a sense this attempt at domestication is absurd, because no
argument can add to or take from an experience which is as plain and incontrovertible
as hearing middle-C or tasting strawberry jam. In another sense, however, the attempt
has to be made, if one's life is not to disintegrate into two quite alien, idea-tight
compartments.
My first objection was: my head may be missing, but not its nose. Here it is, visibly
preceding me wherever I go. And my answer was: if this fuzzy, pinkish, yet perfectly
transparent cloud suspended on my right, and this other similar cloud suspended on my
left, are noses, then I count two of them and not one; and the perfectly opaque single
protuberance which I observe so clearly in the middle of your face is not a nose: only a
hopelessly dishonest or confused observer would deliberately use the same name for
such utterly different things. I prefer to go by my dictionary and common usage, which
oblige me to say that, whereas nearly all other men have a nose apiece, I have none.
All the same, if some misguided skeptic, overanxious to make his point, were to
strike out in this direction, aiming midway between these two pink clouds, the result
would surely be as unpleasant as if I owned the most solid and punchable of noses.
Again, what about this complex of subtle tensions, movements, pressures, itches, tickles,
aches, warmths, and throbbings, never entirely absent from this central region? Above
all, what about these touch-feelings which arise when I explore here with my hand?
Surely these findings add up to massive evidence for the existence of my head right here
and now, after all?
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They do nothing of the sort. No doubt a great variety of sensations are plainly
given here and cannot be ignored, but they don't amount to a head, or anything like one.
The only way to make a head out of them would be to throw in all sorts of ingredients
that are plainly missing here—in particular, all manner of coloured shapes in three
dimensions. What sort of head is it that, though containing innumerable sensations, is
observed to lack eyes, ears, mouth, hair, and indeed all the bodily equipment which
other heads are observed to contain? The plain fact is that this place must he kept clear of
all such obstructions, of the slightest mistiness or colouring which could cloud my
universe.
In any case, when I start groping round for my lost head, instead of finding it here
I only lose my exploring hand as well: it, too, is swallowed up in the abyss at the centre
of my being. Apparently this yawning cavern, this unoccupied base of all my operations,
this magical locality where I thought I kept my head, is in fact more like a beacon-fire so
fierce that all things approaching it are instantly and utterly consumed, in order that its
world-illuminating brilliance and clarity shall never for a moment be obscured. As for
these lurking aches and tickles and so on, they can no more quench or shade that
central brightness than these mountains and clouds and sky can do so. Quite the
contrary: they all exist in its shining, and through them it is seen to shine. Present
experience, whatever sense is employed, occurs only in an empty and absent head. For
here and now my world and my head are incompatibles: they won't mix. There is no
room for both at once on these shoulders, and fortunately it is my head with all its
anatomy that has to go. This is not a matter of argument, or of philosophical acumen, or
of working oneself up into a state, but of simple sight—of LOOK-WHO’S-HERE
instead of THINK-WHO’S HERE. If I fail to see what I am (and especially what I am
not) it is because I am too busily imaginative, too “spiritual,” too adult and knowing, to
accept the situation exactly as I find it at this moment. A kind of alert idiocy is what I
need. It takes an innocent eye and an empty head to see their own perfect emptiness.
Probably there is only one way of converting the skeptic who still says I have a
head here, and that is to invite him to come here and take a look for himself; only he
must be an honest reporter, describing what he observes and nothing else.
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Starting off on the far side of the room, he sees me as a full-length man-witha-head. But as he approaches he finds half a man, then a head, then a blurred cheek or
eye or nose, then a mere blur, and finally (at the point of contact) nothing at all.
Alternatively, if he happens to be equipped with the necessary scientific instruments, he
reports that the blur resolves itself into tissues, then cell-groups, then a single cell, a
cell-nucleus, giant molecules…and so on, till he comes to a place where nothing is to
be seen, to space which is empty of all solid or material objects. In either case, the
observer who comes here to see what it's really like finds what I find here—vacancy.
And if, having discovered and shared my nonentity here, were he to turn round (looking
out with me instead of in at me) he would again find what I find—that this vacancy is
filled to capacity with everything imaginable. He, too, would find this central Point
exploding into an Infinite Volume, this Nothing into the All, this Here into Everywhere.
And if no skeptical observer still doubts his senses, he may try his camera
instead—a device which, lacking memory and anticipation, can register only what is
contained in the place where it happens to be. It records the same picture of me. Over
there, it takes a man; midway, bits and pieces of a man; here, no man and nothing—or
else, when pointed the other way round, the universe.
So this head is not a head, but a wrong-headed idea. If I can still find it here, I am
only “seeing things,” and ought to hurry off to the doctor. It makes little difference
whether I find a human head, or an ass’s head, a fried egg, or a beautiful bunch of
flowers: to have any topknot at all is to suffer from delusions.
During my lucid intervals, however, I am clearly headless here. Over there, on
the other hand, I am clearly far from headless: indeed, I have more heads than I know
what to do with. Concealed in my human observer, and in cameras, on display in picture
frames, pulling faces behind shaving mirrors, peering out of door knobs and spoons and
coffeepots and anything which will take a high polish, my heads are always turning up—
though more-or-less shrunken and distorted, twisted hack-to-front, often the wrong
way up, and multiplied to infinity.
But there is one place where no head of mine can ever turn up, and that is here
“on my shoulders,” where it would blot out this Central Void which is my very lifesource: fortunately nothing is able to do that. In fact, these loose heads can never amount
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to more than impermanent and unprivileged accidents of that “outer” or phenomenal
world which, though altogether one with the central essence, fails to affect it in the
slightest degree. So unprivileged, indeed, is my head in the mirror, that I don't
necessarily take it to be mine: as a very young child I didn't recognize myself in the
glass, and neither do I now, when for a moment I regain my lost innocence. In my saner
moments I see the man over there, the too-familiar fellow who lives in that other room
behind the looking-glass and seemingly spends all his time staring into this room (fat
small, dull, circumscribed, particularized, ageing, and oh-so-vulnerable gazer—as the
opposite in every way of my real Self here. I have never been anything but this
ageless, adamantine, measureless, lucid, and altogether immaculate Void: it is
unthinkable that I could ever have confused that staring wraith over there with what I
plainly perceive myself to be here and now and forever!
Film directors are practical people, much more interested in the telling re-creation
of experience than in discerning the nature of the experiencer; but in fact the one
involves some of the other. Certainly these experts are well aware (for example) how
feeble my reaction is to a film of a vehicle obviously driven by someone else, compared
with my reaction to a film of a vehicle apparently driven by myself. In the first instance I
am a spectator on the pavement, observing two similar cars swiftly approaching,
colliding, killing the drivers, bursting into flames and I am mildly interested. In the
second, I am the driver—headless, of course, like all first-person drivers, and my car
(what little there is of it) is stationary. Here are my swaying knees, my foot hard down
on the accelerator, my hands struggling with the steering wheel, the long bonnet sloping
away in front, telegraph poles whizzing by, the road snaking this way and that, the
other car, tiny at first, but looming larger and larger, coming straight at me, and then the
crash, a great flash of light, and an empty silence. I sink back onto my seat and get my
breath back. I have been taken for a ride.
How are they filmed, these first-person sequences? Two ways are possible: either
a headless dummy is photographed, with the camera in place of the head; or else a real
man is photographed, with his head held far back or to one side to make room for the
camera. In other words, to ensure that I shall identify myself with the actor, his head is
got out of the way: he must be my kind of man. For a picture of me-with-a-head is no
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likeness at all: it is the portrait of a complete stranger, a case of mistaken identity.
It is curious that anyone should go to the advertising man for a glimpse into the
deepest—and simplest—truths about himself; odd also that an elaborate modern
invention like the cinema should help rid anyone of an illusion which very young
children and animals are free of. But in other ages there were other and equally curious
pointers, and our human capacity for self-deception has surely never been complete. A
profound though dim awareness of the human condition may well explain the popularity
of many old cults and legends of loose and flying heads, of one-eyed or headless
monsters and apparitions, of human bodies with non-human heads, and of martyrs who
(like King Charles in the ill-punctuated sentence) walked and talked after their heads
were cut off—fantastic pictures, no doubt, but nearer than common sense ever gets to a
true portrait of this man.
But if I have no head or face or eyes here (protests common sense) how on earth
do I see you, and what are eyes for, anyway? The truth is that the verb to see has two
quite opposite meanings. When we observe a couple conversing, we say they see each
other, though their faces remain intact and some feet apart: but when I see you your face
is all, mine nothing. You are the end of me. Yet (so Enlightenment-preventing is the
language of common sense) we use the same little word for both operations: and, of
course, the same word has to mean the same thing! What actually goes on between third
persons as such is visual communication—that continuous and self-contained chain of
physical processes (involving light waves, eye-lenses, retinas, the visual area of the
cortex, and so on) in which the scientist can find no chink where “mind” or “seeing”
could be slipped in, or (if it could) would make any difference. True seeing, by contrast,
is first person and so eyeless. In the language of the sages, only the Buddha Nature, or
Brahman, or Allah, or God, sees or hears or experiences anything at all.
From On Having No Head
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Realization of the True Self
Sri Ramana Maharshi
Ramana Maharshi (1879–1950), widely regarded as the greatest Hindu sage of the twentieth
century, was a master of the Advaita Vedanta school; he taught a method of Atma-Vichara, or
Self-enquiry, leading to liberation.

_______________________________________________________________________
A disciple asked: Who am I? How is the self to be found?
Master: Ask yourself the question. The body and its functions are not ‘I’. Going deeper,
the mind and its functions are not ‘I’. The next step takes one to the question,
“Wherefrom do these thoughts arise?” The thoughts are spontaneous, superficial, or
analytical. They operate in the mind. Then who is aware of them? The existence of
thoughts, their clear conceptions, and their operations become evident to the
individual. This analysis leads to the conclusion that the individuality of the person is
operative as the perceiver of the existence of thoughts and of their sequence. This
individuality is the ego, or as people say ‘I’.
Enquiring further the questions arise, “Who is this ‘I’? Where does it come
from?” ‘I’ was not aware in sleep. Simultaneously with its rise sleep changes to
dream or wakefulness. But I am not concerned with dreams just now. Who am I now,
in the wakeful state? If I originated from sleep, then the ‘I’ was covered up with
ignorance. Such an ignorant ‘I’ cannot be what the scriptures say or the wise ones
affirm. ‘I’ am beyond even ‘Sleep’ ; ‘I’ must be now and here and what I was all
along in sleep and dreams also, without the qualities of such states. ‘I’ must therefore
be the unqualified substratum underlying these three states.
The residuum left over after discarding all that is not-self is the Self.
D.: How is that Self to be known or realized?
M.: Transcend the present plane of relativity. A separate being (Self) appears to know
something apart from itself (non-Self). That is, the subject is aware of the object.
There must be a unity underlying these two, which arises as ‘ego’. This ego is of
the nature of intelligence. Therefore the underlying essence is akin to the subject and

351

not the object. Seeking the subject until all object disappears, the subject will become
subtler and subtler until the absolute Subject alone survives.
D.: Why should the objects be eliminated? Cannot the Truth be realized even keeping the
object as it is?
M.: No. Elimination of objects means elimination of separate identities of the subject and
object. The object is unreal. Everything seen (including ego) is the object.
Eliminating the unreal, the Reality survives. When a rope is mistaken for a snake, it is
enough to remove the erroneous perception of the snake for the truth to be revealed.
Without such elimination the truth will not dawn.
D.: When and how is the disappearance of the objective world to be effected?
M.: It is complete when the relative subject, namely the mind, is eliminated. The mind is
the creator of the subject and the object and is the cause of the dualistic idea.
Therefore, it is the cause of the wrong notion of limited self and the misery
consequent on such an erroneous idea.
D.: What is this mind ?
M.: Mind is one form of manifestation of life. A block of wood or a subtle machine is not
called mind. The vital force manifests as life-activity and also as the conscious
phenomena known as the mind.
D.: What is the relation between mind and object? Is the mind contacting something
different from it, namely, the world?
M.: The world is ‘sensed’ in the waking and the dream states or is the object of
perception and thought, both being mental activities. If there were no such activities
as waking and dreaming thought, there would be no ‘perception’ or inference of a
‘world’. In sleep there is no such activity, and ‘objects and world’ do not exist for us
in sleep. Hence ‘reality of the world’ may be created by the ego by its act of
emergence from sleep; and that reality may be swallowed up or disappear by the soul
resuming its nature in sleep. The emergence and disappearance of the world are like
the spider producing a gossamer web and then withdrawing it. The spider here
underlies all the three states—waking, dreaming, and sleep; such a spider in the
person is called Atman (Self), whereas the same with reference to the world (which is
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considered to issue from the sun) is called Brahman (Supreme Spirit). He that is in
man is the same as He that is in the sun.
While Self or Spirit is unmanifest and inactive, there are no relative doubles, for
example, subject and object. If the enquiry into the ultimate cause of manifestation of
mind itself is pushed on, mind will be found to be only the manifestation of the Real,
which is otherwise called Atman or Brahman. The mind is termed a ‘thought-body’;
and jiva is the individual soul. The jiva is the essence of the growth of individuality;
personality is referred to as jiva. Thought or mind is said to be its phase, or one of the
ways in which the jiva manifests itself—the earlier stage or phase of such
manifestation being vegetative life. This mind is always seen as being related to, or
acting on, some non-mind or matter, and never by itself. Therefore mind and matter
co-exist.
D.: How shall we discover the nature of the mind, i.e., its ultimate cause, or the
noumenon of which it is a manifestation?
M.: Arranging thoughts in the order of value, the ‘I’ thought is the all-important thought.
Personality-idea or thought is also the root or the stem of all other thoughts, since
each idea or thought arises only as someone’s thought and is not known to exist
independently of the ego. The ego therefore exhibits thought-activity. The second
and the third persons do not appear except to the first person. Therefore they arise
only after the first person appears, so all the three persons seem to rise and sink
together. Trace, then, the ultimate cause of ‘I’ or personality. The ‘I’ idea arises to an
embodied ego and should be related to a body or organism. Has it a location in the
body or a special relation to any particular spot, as speech which has its center in the
brain? Similarly, has ‘I’ got any center in the brain, blood, or viscera? Thought-life
is seen to center round the brain and the spinal-cord, which in turn are fed by the
blood circulating in them, carrying food and air, duly mixed up, which are
transformed into nerve matter. Thus, vegetative life—including circulation,
respiration, alimentation, etc.—or vital force, is said to be (or reside in) the core or
essence of the organism. Thus the mind may be regarded as the manifestation of vital
force which again may be conceived as residing the Heart.
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D.: Now for the art of eliminating the mind and developing intuition in its stead: are they
two distinct stages with a possible neutral ground which is neither mind nor intuition?
Or does the absence of mental activity necessarily involve Self-Realization?
M.: To the practitioner there are two distinctive stages. There is a neutral ground of sleep,
coma, faint, insanity, etc., in which the mental operations do not exist and
consciousness of Self does not prevail.
D. : Taking the first part first, how is the mind to be eliminated or relative consciousness
transcended?
M.: The mind is by nature restless. Begin liberating it from its restlessness; give it peace;
make it free from distractions; train it to look inward; make this a habit. This is done
by ignoring the external world and removing the obstacles to peace of mind.
D.: How is restlessness removed from the mind?
M.: External contacts—contacts with objects other than itself—make the mind restless.
Loss of interest in non-Self is the first step. Then the habits of introspection and
concentration follow. They are characterized by control of external senses, internal
faculties, etc., ending in samadhi (undistracted mind).
D.: How are they practiced?
M. : An examination of the ephemeral nature of external phenomena leads to dispassion.
Hence examination is the first and foremost step to be taken. When examination
continues automatically, it results in a contempt for wealth, fame, ease, pleasure, etc.
The ‘I’ thought becomes clearer for inspection. The source of ‘I’ is the Heart—the
final goal. If, however, the aspirant is not temperamentally suited to to the
introspective analytical method, he must develop bhakti (devotion) to an ideal—
maybe God, Guru, humanity in general, ethical laws, or even the idea of beauty.
When one of these takes possession of the individual, other attachments grow weaker,
i.e., dispassion develops. Attachment to the ideal simultaneously grows and finally
holds the field. Thus ekagrata (concentration) grows simultaneously and
imperceptibly—with or without visions and direct aids.
In the absence of enquiry and devotion, pranayama (breath regulation) may be
tried. This is known as Yoga Marga. If life is imperilled, the whole interest centers
round the one point, the saving of life. If the breath is held the mind cannot afford to
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(and does not) jump at its pets—external objects. Thus there is rest for the mind so
long as the breath is held. All attention being turned on breath or its regulation, other
interests are lost. Again, passions are attended with irregular breathing, whereas calm
and happiness are attended with slow and regular breathing. Paroxysm of joy is in
fact as painful as one of pain, and both are accompanied by ruffled breaths. Real
peace is happiness. Pleasures do not form happiness. The mind improves by practice
and becomes finer, just as the razor’s edge is sharpened by stropping. The mind is
then better able to tackle internal or external problems. If an aspirant is unsuited
temperamentally for the first two methods, and circumstantially (on account of age)
for the third method, he must try Karma Marga (doing good deeds, for example,
social service). His nobler instincts become more evident, and he derives impersonal
pleasure. His smaller self is less assertive and has a chance of expanding its good
side. The man becomes duly equipped for one of the three aforesaid paths. His
intuition may also develop directly by this single method.
D.: Can the mind be fixed on a point? If so, how?
M.. If the mind is distracted, ask the question promptly, “To whom do these distracting
thoughts arise?” That promptly takes you back to the 'I'-point, centered in the Heart.
D.: How long can the mind stay or be kept in the Heart ?
M.: The period extends by practice.
D.: What happens at the end of the period?
M.: The mind returns to the present normal state. Unity in the Heart is replaced by variety
of phenomena perceived. This is called the outgoing mind. The Heart-going mind is
called the resting mind.
D.: Is all this process merely intellectual or does it exhibit feeling predominantly?
M.: The latter.
D.: How do all thoughts cease when the mind is in the Heart ?
M.: By force of will, with strong faith in the truth of the Master's teaching to that effect.
D.: What is the good of this process?
M. (a) Conquest of the will—development of concentration.
(b) Conquest of passions—development of dispassion.
(c) Increased practice of virtue—equality to all.
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D.: Why should one adopt this self-hypnotisation by thinking on the unthinkable point?
Why not adopt other methods like gazing into light, holding the breath, hearing
music, hearing internal sounds, repetition of the sacred syllable [OM] or other
mantras?
M.: Light-gazing stupefies the mind and produces catalepsy of the will for the time being,
yet secures no permanent benefit. Breath control benumbs the will for the time being
only. Sound-hearing produces similar results—unless the mantra is sacred and
secures the help of a higher power to purify and raise the thoughts.
D.: What is the inter-relation between regulation of thought and regulation of breath?
M. : Thought (intellectual) and respiration, circulation, etc. (vegetative) activities are both
different aspects of the same thing, the individual life. Both depend upon (or
metaphorically ‘reside’ or ‘inhere’ in) life. Personality and other ideas spring from it
like the vital activity. If respiration or other vital activity is forcibly repressed,
thought also is repressed. If thought is forcibly slowed down and pinned to a point,
the vital activity of respiration is slowed down, made even and confined to the lowest
level compatible with life. In both cases the distracting variety of thought is
temporarily at an end. The interaction is noticeable in other ways also. Take the will
to live. That is thought-power. That sustains and keeps up life when other vitality is
almost exhausted and delays death. In the absence of such will-power, death is
accelerated. So thought is said to carry life with it in the flesh and from one fleshy
body to another.
D. : Are there any aids to concentration and casting off distractions?
M. : Physically, the digestive and other organs should be kept free from irritation.
Therefore food is regulated both in quantity and quality. Non-irritants are eaten,
avoiding chillies, excess of salt, onions, wine, etc. Avoid constipation, drowsiness,
and excitement, and all foods which induce them. Mentally, take interest in one thing
and fix the mind on it. Let such interest be all-absorbing to the exclusion of
everything else. This is dispassion and concentration. God or mantra may be chosen.
The mind gains strength to grasp the subtle and merge into it.
D.: Distractions result from inherited tendencies. Can they be cast off too?
M.: Yes. Many have done so. Predispositions can be obliterated.
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D.: How long is the practice to continue?
M.: Till success is achieved and until yoga-liberation becomes permanent. Success begets
success. If one distraction is conquered the next is conquered and so on, until all are
finally conquered. The process is like reducing an enemy’s fort by slaying its manpower—one by one, as each issues out.
D.: What is the goal of this process?
M.: Realizing the Real.
D.: What is the nature of the Reality?
M.: (a) Existence without beginning or end—eternal.
(b) Existence everywhere, endless, infinite.
(c) Existence underlying all forms, all changes, all forces, all matter, and all spirit.
The many change and pass away, whereas the One always endures.
(d) The one displacing the triads, i.e., the knower, the knowledge, and the known.
The triads are only appearances in time and space, whereas the Reality lies beyond
and behind them. They are like a mirage over the Reality. They are the result of
delusion.
D.: If ‘I’ is also an illusion, who then casts-off the illusion?
M.: The ‘I’ casts off the illusion of ‘I’ and yet remains as ‘I’. Such is the paradox of SelfRealization. The realized do not see any contradiction in it. Take the case of bhakti: I
approach Iswara [the personal God] and pray to be absorbed in Him. I then surrender
myself in faith and by concentration. What remains afterwards? In place of the
original ‘I’, perfect self-surrender leaves a residuum of God in which the ‘I’ is lost.
This is the highest form of devotion and surrender or the height of dispassion.
You give up this and that of ‘my’ possessions. If you give up ‘I’ and ‘Mine’
instead, all are given up at a stroke. The very seed of possession is lost. Thus the evil
is nipped in the bud or crushed in the germ itself. Dispassion must be very strong to
do this. Eagerness to do it must be equal to that of a man kept under water trying to
rise up to the surface for his life.
D.: Cannot this trouble and difficulty be lessened with the aid of a Master or an Ishta
Devata [God chosen for worship]? Cannot they give the power to see our Self as it is,
to change us into themselves, to take us into Self-Realization?
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M.: Ishta Devata and Guru are aids—very powerful aids on this path. But an aid to be
effective requires your effort also. Your effort is a sine qua non. It is you who should
see the sun. Can spectacles and the sun see for you? You yourself have to see your
true nature.
D.: What is the relation between my free-will and the overwhelming might of the
Omnipotent ?
(a) Is omniscience of God consistent with ego’s free-will?
(b) Is omnipotence of God consistent with ego’s free-will?
(c) Are natural laws consistent with God's free-will?
M.: Yes. Free-will is the present appearing to a limited faculty of sight and will. The
same ego sees its past activity as falling into a course of ‘law’ or rules, its own freewill being one of the links in that course of law.
Omnipotence and omniscience of God are then seen by the ego to have acted
through the appearance of his own free-will. So he comes to the conclusion that the
ego must go by appearances. Natural laws are manifestations of God's will, and they
have been laid down.
D.: Is the study of science, psychology, physiology, philosophy, etc. helpful for:
(1) this art of yoga-liberation.
(2) the intuitive grasp of the unity of the Real?
M.: Very little. Some knowledge is needed for yoga, and it may be found in books. But
practical application is the thing needed, and personal example, personal touch, and
personal instructions are the most helpful aids. As for the other, a person may
laboriously convince himself of the truth to be intuited, i.e., its function and nature,
but the actual intuition is akin to feeling and requires practice and personal contact.
Mere book learning is not of any great use. After realization all intellectual loads are
useless burdens and are thrown overboard as jetsam.
Two disciples said: Master! We have been spiritually inclined from our childhood. We
have read several books on philosophy, and are attracted by Vedanta. So we read the
Upanishads, Yoga Vasishtha, Bhagavad Gita, etc. We try to meditate, but there is no
progress in our meditation. We do not understand how to realize. Can you kindly help
us towards realization?
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M.: How do you meditate?
D.: I begin to ask myself “Who am I?”, eliminate body as not ‘I’, the breath as not ‘I’, the
mind as not ‘I’, but I am not able to proceed further.
M. : Well, that is so far as the intellect goes. Your process is only intellectual. Indeed, all
the scriptures mention the process only to guide the seeker to know the Truth. The
Truth cannot be directly pointed out. Hence this intellectual process.
You see, the one who eliminates all, the not I, cannot eliminate the ‘I’. To say ‘I’
am not this or ‘I’ am that, there must be the ‘I’. This ‘I’ is only the ego or the ‘I’thought. After the rising up of this ‘I’-thought, all other thoughts arise. The ‘I’thought is therefore the root-thought. If the root is pulled out all others are at the same
time uprooted. Therefore see the root ‘I’, question yourself, “Who am I?”; find out its
source. Then all these will vanish and the pure Self will remain ever.
D.: How to do it?
M.: The ‘I’ is always there—in deep sleep, in dream and in wakefulness. The one in sleep
is the same as that who now speaks. There is always the feeling of ‘I’. Otherwise do
you deny your existence? You do not. You say ‘I am’. Find out who this is.
D.: Even so, I do not understand. ‘I’, you say, is the wrong ‘I’ now. How to eliminate this
wrong ‘I’?
M.: You need not eliminate the wrong ‘I’! How can ‘I’ eliminate itself? All that you need
do is to find out its origin and abide there. Your efforts can extend only thus far. Then
the Beyond will take care of itself. You are helpless there. No effort can reach it.
D.: If ‘I’ am always—here and now—why do I not feel so?
M.: Who says it is not felt? Does the Real ‘I’ say it or the false ‘I’? Examine it. You will
find it as the wrong ‘I’. The wrong ‘I’ is the obstruction. It has to be removed in order
that the true ‘I’ may not be hidden. The feeling that ‘I have not realized’ is the
obstruction to realization. In fact it is already realized; there is nothing more to be
realized. Otherwise, the realization will be new: it has not existed so far, and it must
take place hereafter. What is born will also die. If realization is not eternal, it is not
worth having. Therefore what we seek is not that which must happen afresh. It is only
that which is eternal but not now known due to obstructions; it is that we seek. All
that we need do is to remove the obstruction. That which is eternal is not known to be
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so because of ignorance. Ignorance is the obstruction. Get over this ignorance and all
will be well.
The ignorance is identical with the ‘I’-thought. Find its source and it will vanish.
The ‘I’-thought is like a spirit which, although not palpable, rises up
simultaneously with the body, flourishes and disappears with it. The bodyconsciousness is the wrong ‘I’. Give up this body-consciousness. It is done by
seeking the source-‘I’. The body does not say ‘I am’. It is you who say, ‘I am the
body!’ Find out who this ‘I’ is. Seeking its source it will vanish.
D.: Then, will there be bliss?
M.: Bliss is coeval with Being-Consciousness. All the arguments relating to the eternal
Being of that Bliss apply to Bliss also. Your nature is Bliss. Ignorance is now hiding
that Bliss. Remove the ignorance for Bliss to be freed.
D. : Should we not find out the ultimate reality of the world, individual and God?
M.: These are all conceptions of the ‘I’. They arise only after the advent of the 'I'-thought.
Did you think of them in your deep sleep? You existed in deep sleep, and the same
you are now speaking. If they are real, should they not be in your sleep also? They are
only dependent upon the ‘I’-thought. Again does the world tell you ‘I am the world’?
Does the body say ‘I am body’? You say, “This is the world”, “this is body”, and so
on. So these are only your conceptions. Find out who you are, and there will be an
end of all your doubts.
D.: What becomes of the body after realization? Does it exist or not? We see realized
beings acting like others.
M.: This question need not arise now. Let it be asked after realization, if need be. As for
the realized beings, let them take care of themselves. Why do you worry about them?
In fact, after realization the body and all else will not appear different from the Self.
D.: Being always Being-Consciousness-Bliss, why does God place us in difficulties?
Why did He create us?
M.: Does God come and tell you that He has placed you in difficulties? It is you who say
so. It is again the wrong ‘I’. If that disappears, there will be no one to say that God
created this or that. [Talks with Sri Ramana Maharshi]
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Control of the Senses
Lorenzo Scupoli et al.
The book from which this selection is taken, Unseen Warfare, was written by Lorenzo Scupoli
(1529-1610), a Roman Catholic priest of the Theatine Order. Translated into Greek by St
Nikodimos of the Holy Mountain (1748-1809), an Orthodox monk and one of the compilers of
the Philokalia, it was later revised and again translated, this time into Russian, by St Theophan
the Recluse (1815-94), an anchorite of the Vychensky monastery. The work may thus be said to
represent the combined wisdom of the Eastern and Western churches.
______________________________________________________________________________________

Our heart constantly craves and seeks comforts and pleasures. It should find them in the
inner order of things by keeping and bearing in itself Him in whose image man has been
created, who is the very source of every comfort. But when in our downfall we fell away
from God, preferring ourselves, we lost also our foothold in ourselves and fell into the
flesh; thereby we went outside ourselves and began to seek for joys and comforts there.
Our senses became our guides and intermediaries in this. Through them the soul goes
outside and tastes the things experienced by each sense. It then delights in the things
which delight the senses, and out of all these together it builds the circle of comforts and
pleasures whose enjoyment it considers as its primary good. So the order of things has
become inverted: instead of God within, the heart seeks for pleasures without and is
content with them.
Those who have listened to the voice of God—”Repent!”—do repent and lay
down for themselves the law of re-establishing the original order of life, that is, of
returning from without to within, and from within to God, in order to live in Him and by
Him, and to have this as their first good, bearing within themselves the source of every
comfort. Although the first step in re-establishing this order is strong desire and firm
resolve, it is not achieved at once. A man who has taken this resolve is faced with a long
work of struggling with his former habits of pleasing, pampering, and pandering to
himself until they fall away and are replaced by others in keeping with his new order of
life. And here is the great importance of the control and use of the outer senses.
Each sense has its own range of subjects, pleasant and unpleasant. The soul
delights in pleasant things and, becoming accustomed to them, acquires a lust for them.
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In this way each sense introduces into the soul several lusts or tendencies and passionate
attachments. They all hide in the soul and keep silent when there are no causes to
stimulate them. Sometimes they are stimulated by thoughts about the objects of these
lusts, but the main and strongest cause of their excitement is when these objects are
directly present and experienced by the senses. In this case, lust for them arises
uncontrollably, and in a man who has not yet resolved to resist, it “bringeth forth sin: and
sin, when it is finished, bringeth forth death” (James 1:15). Then the words of the prophet
are fulfilled in this man: “Death is come up into our windows” (Jer. 9:21), that is, into the
senses, which are the windows of the soul for communication with the outer world. In a
man who has let it enter, it rouses a struggle, not without danger of downfall. Therefore a
man should make himself an immutable law to control and use his senses in such a way
that no sensory lusts become excited, but only those impressions come in which stifle
them and excite opposite feelings.
You see in what danger your senses can place you. So pay attention to yourself
and learn to forestall it. Try in every way to prevent your senses from wandering hither
and thither as they choose, and do not turn them only on sensory pleasures, but on the
contrary direct them towards what is good, or useful, or necessary. If till now your senses
sometimes broke out and rushed to sensory pleasures, from now on try to the utmost to
curb them and turn them back from these enticements. Control them well, so that
wherever they were previously enslaved by vain and harmful delights, they should now
receive profitable impressions from every creature and every thing and introduce these
into the soul. Giving birth to spiritual thoughts in the soul, such impressions will collect
the soul within itself and, soaring on wings of mental contemplation, will raise it to the
vision and praise of God, as the blessed Augustine says: “As many creatures as are in
the world converse with righteous men, and although their language is dumb and
wordless, it is nonetheless wholly effective and, for such men, easily heard and
understood. From this they conceive blessed and pious thoughts and are incited to an
ardent love of God.”
You too can do it in the following way. When to your outer senses there is
presented some physical object—which they either see, or hear, or smell, or taste, or
touch—separate in your mind what is sensory and material in the object from that part
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which comes from the creative Divine Spirit; think how impossible it is for its being
and all it contains to come from itself, but that all in it is the work of God, whose
invisible power gives it its being, its good qualities, beauty, and wise structure, this
power to act on others and this capacity to receive influences from them, and
everything good there is in it. Then transfer such thoughts to all other visible things,
and rejoice in your heart that the one God is the origin and cause of such varied, such
great and marvelous, perfections, manifested in His creatures—that He contains in
Himself all possible perfections, and that these perfections, seen in His creatures, are
none other than a weak reflection and shadow of the boundless perfections of God.
Exercise your mind in such thoughts at the sight of every creature, and you will get
accustomed to looking at visible things without your attention dwelling solely on their
external aspect, but penetrating within them to their Divine content, to their unseen
and hidden Beauty, thus revealed to the mind. If you do this, the external side of things,
attractive to your own sensory side, will escape your attention and feeling, leaving no
trace, and only their inner content will impress itself on your mind, evoking and feeding
its spiritual contemplations and inciting you to praise the Lord.
If you keep to this practice, then through your five senses you will be able to
learn knowledge of God by always raising your mind from creature to Creator. Then
the being and structure of everything created will be for you a book of theology, and
while living in this sensory world, you will share in the knowledge belonging to the
world beyond the world. For indeed the whole world and all nature is nothing but a
certain organ in which, beneath what is seen, there is invisibly present the Architect
and Artist Himself, the Maker of all things, either acting and manifesting His art
visibly or revealing His invisible and immaterial actions and perfections in the visible
and the material, discernible to the sight of intelligent creatures. Therefore the wise
Solomon says on the one hand: “By the greatness and beauty of the creatures the
Maker of them is proportionably seen” (Wisd. of Sol. 13:5), and on the other the
blessed Paul testifies that: “The invisible things of Him are clearly seen from the
creation of the world, being understood by the things that are made, even His eternal
power and Godhead” (Rom. 1:20). In the world of God all the creatures of God, wisely
fashioned, are ranged on one side, while on the other are ranged men, endowed with the

363

power of reason, to the end that with this power of reason they may contemplate the
creatures and, seeing infinite wisdom in their creation and organization, may rise to the
knowledge and contemplation of the hypostatic Word that is before time, the Word by
whom “all things were made” (John 1:3). Thus from actions we naturally see Him who
acts; so we have but to judge rightly and soundly, and finding faith in what He has
created, we shall see in the creation its Creator, God.
From Unseen Warfare
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46
“God” vs. God
Meister Eckhart
Meister Eckhart (c. 1260-1327), perhaps the greatest of all Christian metaphysicians, was a Dominican
teacher and preacher, whose provocative formulations were intended to flummox the self-satisfied
theological mind. The Bishop Albert of whom he speaks is Albert the Great (c. 1200-1280), and the “great
authority” is Plato.
______________________________________________________________________________________

Blessedness opened the mouth that spake wisdom and said: “Blessed are the poor in
spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:3). All the angels and all the saints
and all that were ever born must keep silence when the Eternal Wisdom of the Father
speaks; for all the wisdom of angels and creatures is pure nothing, before the bottomless
Wisdom of God. And this Wisdom has spoken and said that the poor are blessed.
Now there are two kinds of poverty. One is external poverty, and it is good and
much to be praised in people who take it upon themselves willingly for the love of our
Lord Jesus Christ, for He himself practiced it in the earthly realm. Of this poverty I shall
say nothing more, for there is still another kind of poverty, an inward poverty, with
reference to which this saying of our Lord is to be understood: “Blessed are the poor in
spirit, or of spirit.” I pray you that you may be like this, so that you may understand this
address; for by the eternal truth I tell you that if you do not have this truth of which we
are speaking in yourselves, you cannot understand me. Bishop Albert says: “To be poor is
to take no pleasure in anything God ever created,” and that is well said. But we shall say
it better and take poverty in a higher sense. He is a poor man who wants nothing, knows
nothing, and has nothing. I shall speak of these three points.
In the first place, let us say that he is a poor man who wants nothing. Some people
do not understand very well what this means. They are people who continue very
properly in their penances and external practices of piety (popularly considered of great
importance—may God pardon them!), and still they know very little of the Divine Truth.
To all outward appearances, these people are to be called holy, but inwardly they are
asses, for they understand not at all the true meaning of the Divine Reality. They say well
that to be poor is to want nothing, but they mean by that living so that one never gets his
own way in anything, but rather so displeases himself as to follow the all-loving will of
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God. These persons do no evil in this, for they mean well, and we should praise them for
that; may God keep them in His mercy.
I tell you the real truth, however, that these people are not poor, nor are they even
like poor people. They pass for great in the eyes of people who know no better, and yet I
say that they are asses, who understand the truth of the Divine not at all. For their good
intentions they may possibly receive the kingdom of heaven, but of this poverty, of which
I shall now speak, they have no idea. If I were asked, then, what it is to be a poor man
who wants nothing, I should answer and say: As long as a person keeps his own will, and
thinks it his will to fulfill the all-loving will of God, he has not that poverty of which we
are talking, for this person has a will with which he wants to satisfy the will of God, and
that is not right. For if one wants to be truly poor, he must be as free from his creaturely
will as when he had not yet been born. For by the everlasting truth, as long as you will do
God’s will, and yearn for eternity and God, you are not really poor; for he is poor who
wills nothing, knows nothing, and wants nothing. Back in the Womb from which I came,
I had no “God” and merely was, myself. I did not will or desire anything, for I was pure
being, a knower of myself by Divine truth. Then I wanted myself and nothing else. And
what I wanted I was, and what I was I wanted; and thus I existed untrammeled by “God”
or anything else. But when I parted from my free will and received my created being,
then I had a “God”. For before there were creatures, God was not “God”, but rather He
was what He was. When creatures came to be and took on creaturely being, then God was
no longer God as He is in himself, but “God” as He is with creatures.
God insofar as He is only “God” is not the highest goal of creation, nor is His
fullness of being as great as that of the least of creatures, themselves in God. If a flea
could have the intelligence by which to search the eternal abyss of Divine being out of
which it came, we should say that “God”, together with all that “God” is, could not give
fulfillment or satisfaction to the flea. Therefore, we pray that we may be rid of “God”,
and taking the truth, break into eternity, where the highest angels and souls too are like
what I was in my primal existence, when I wanted what I was, and was what I wanted.
Accordingly, a person ought to be poor in will, willing as little and wanting as little as
when he did not exist. This is how a person is poor, who wills nothing.
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Again, he is poor who knows nothing. We have sometimes said that man ought to
live as if he did not live, neither for self, nor for the truth, nor for God. But regarding that
same point, we shall say something else and go further. The man who is to achieve this
poverty shall live as having what was his when he did not live at all, neither his own, nor
the truth, nor “God”. More: he shall be quit and empty of all knowledge, so that no
knowledge of “God” exists in him; for when a man's existence is in God’s very being,
there is no other life in him: his life is Himself. Therefore we say that a man ought to be
empty of his own knowledge, as he was when he did not exist, and let God achieve what
He will and be as untrammeled by humanness as he was when he came from God.
Now the question is raised: In what does happiness consist most of all? Certain
authorities have said that it consists in loving. Others say that it consists in knowing and
loving, and this is a better statement. But we say that it consists neither in knowledge nor
in love, but in that there is something in the soul from which both knowledge and love
flow and which, like the agents of the soul, neither knows nor loves. To know this is to
know what blessedness depends on. This something has no “before” or “after”, and it
waits for nothing that is yet to come, for it has nothing to gain or lose. Thus, when God
acts in it, it is deprived of knowing that He has done so. What is more, it is the same kind
of thing that, like God, can enjoy itself. Thus I say that man should be so disinterested
and untrammeled that he does not know what God is doing in him. Thus only can a
person possess that poverty.
The authorities say that God is a being, an intelligent being who knows
everything. But I say that God is neither a being nor intelligent, and He does not “know”
either this or that. God is free of everything, and therefore He is everything. He then who
is to be poor in spirit must be poor of all his own knowledge, so that he knows nothing of
God, or creatures, or of himself. This is not to say that one may not desire to know and to
see the way of God, but it is to say that he may thus be poor in his own knowledge.
In the third place, he is poor who has nothing. Many people have said that this is
the consummation—that one should possess none of the corporeal goods of this world—
and this may well be true in case one thus becomes poor voluntarily. But this is not what
I mean. Thus far I have said that he is poor who does not want to fulfill the will of “God”,
but who so lives that he is empty of his own will and the will of “God”, as much so as
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when he did not yet exist. We have said of this poverty that it is the highest poverty. Next
we said that he is poor who knows nothing of the action of “God” in himself. When a
person is as empty of “knowledge” and “awareness” as God is innocent of all things, this
is the purest poverty. But the third poverty is the most inward and real of all, and I shall
now speak of it. It consists in that a man has nothing.
Now pay earnest attention to this. I have often said, and great authorities agree,
that to be a proper abode for God and fit for God to act in, a man should also be free from
all things and actions, both inwardly and outwardly. But we shall say something else. If it
is the case that a man is emptied of things, creatures, himself and “God”, and if still
“God” could find a place in him to act, then we say: as long as that place exists, this man
is not poor with the most intimate poverty. For God does not intend that man shall have a
place reserved for Him to work in, since true poverty of spirit requires that man shall be
emptied of “God” and all His works, so that if God wants to act in the soul, He Himself
must be the place in which He acts. For if God once found a person as poor as this, He
would take the responsibility of His own action and would Himself be the scene of action,
for God is one who acts within Himself. It is here, in this poverty, that man regains the
eternal being that once he was, now is, and evermore shall be.
There is the question of the words of St Paul: “All that I am, I am by the grace of
God” (1 Cor. 15:10), but our argument soars above grace, above intelligence, and above
all desire. How is it to be connected with what St Paul says? It is to be replied that what
St Paul says is true, not that this grace was in him, but the grace of God had produced in
him a simple perfection of being, and then the work of grace was done. When, then, grace
had finished its work, Paul remained as he was. Thus we say that a man should be so
poor that he is not and has not a place for God to act in. To reserve a place would be to
maintain distinctions. Therefore I pray God that He may quit me of “God”, for
unconditioned Being is above “God” and all distinctions. It was here that I was myself,
wanted myself, and knew myself to be this person, and therefore I am my own First
Cause, both of my eternal being and of my temporal being. To this end I was born, and
by virtue of my birth being eternal, I shall never die. It is of the nature of this eternal birth
that I have been eternally, that I am now, and shall be forever. What I am as a temporal
creature is to die and come to nothingness, for it came with time and so with time it will
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pass away. In my eternal birth, however, everything was begotten. I was my own First
Cause as well as the First Cause of everything else. If I had willed it, neither I nor the
world would have come to be. If I had not been, there would have been no “God”. There
is, however, no need to understand this.
A great authority says, “His bursting forth is nobler than His efflux.” When I
flowed forth from God, creatures said, “He is a god!” This, however, did not make me
blessed, for it indicates that I too am a creature. In bursting forth, however, when I shall
be free within God’s will and free therefore of the will of “God” and all His works, and
even of “God” himself, then I shall rise above all creaturely kinds, and I shall be neither
“God” nor creature, but I shall be what I was once, now, and forevermore. I shall thus
receive an impulse which shall raise me above the angels. With this impulse, I receive
wealth so great that I could never again be satisfied with a “God”, or anything that is a
“God’s”, nor with any Divine activities, for in bursting forth I discover that God and I are
One. Now I am what I was, and I neither add to nor subtract from anything, for I am the
Unmoved Mover, which moves all things. Here then a “God” may find no “place” in
man, for by his poverty the man achieves the being that was always his and shall remain
his eternally. Here too God is identical with the spirit, and that is the most intimate
poverty discoverable.
If anyone does not understand this discourse, let him not worry about it, for if he
does not find this truth in himself he cannot understand what I have said, for it is a
discovered truth that comes immediately from the heart of God. That we all may so live
as to experience it eternally, may God help us. Amen.
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47
Conversion to Deism
A 2004 Interview with Antony Flew
Antony Flew, for over four decades one of the English-speaking world’s most influential and
outspoken atheists, surprised many scholars when he announced in a 2004 interview that he
“converted” to a form of theism. [See biographical note for Selection 8, and also Selection 36.]

_______________________________________________________________________
Q: Tony, you recently told me that you have come to believe in the existence of God.
Would you comment on that?
FLEW: Well, I don’t believe in the God of any revelatory system, although I am open to
that. But it seems to me that the case for an Aristotelian God who has the characteristics
of power and also intelligence is now much stronger than it ever was before. And it was
from Aristotle that Aquinas drew the materials for producing his five ways of, hopefully,
proving the existence of his God. Aquinas took them, reasonably enough, to prove, if
they proved anything, the existence of the God of the Christian revelation. But Aristotle
himself never produced a definition of the word “God,” which is a curious fact. But this
concept still led to the basic outline of the five ways.
Q: Once you mentioned to me that your view might be called Deism. Do you think that
would be a fair designation?
FLEW: Yes, absolutely right. What Deists, such as the Mr. Jefferson who drafted the
American Declaration of Independence, believed was that, while reason, mainly in the
form of arguments to design, assures us that there is a God, there is no room either for
any supernatural revelation of that God or for any transactions between that God and
individual human beings.
Q: Then, would you comment on your “openness” to the notion of theistic revelation?
FLEW: Yes. I am open to it, but not enthusiastic about potential revelation from God.
On the positive side, for example, I am very much impressed with physicist Gerald
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Schroeder’s comments on Genesis 1. That this biblical account might be scientifically
accurate raises the possibility that it is revelation.
Q: You very kindly noted that our debates and discussions had influenced your move in
the direction of theism. You mentioned that this initial influence contributed in part to
your comment that naturalistic efforts have never succeeded in producing “a plausible
conjecture as to how any of these complex molecules might have evolved from simple
entities.” Then in your recently rewritten introduction to the forthcoming edition of your
classic volume God and Philosophy, you say that the original version of that book is now
obsolete. You mention a number of trends in theistic argumentation that you find
convincing, like big bang cosmology, fine tuning, and Intelligent Design arguments.
Which arguments for God’s existence did you find most persuasive?
FLEW: I think that the most impressive arguments for God’s existence are those that are
supported by recent scientific discoveries. I’ve never been much impressed by the kalam
cosmological argument, and I don’t think it has gotten any stronger recently. However, I
think the argument to Intelligent Design is enormously stronger than it was when I first
met it.
Q: So you like arguments such as those that proceed from big bang cosmology and fine
tuning arguments?
FLEW: Yes.
Q: You also recently told me that you do not find the moral argument to be very
persuasive. Is that right?
FLEW: That’s correct. It seems to me that for a strong moral argument, you’ve got to
have God as the justification of morality. To do this makes doing the morally good a
purely prudential matter rather than, as the moral philosophers of my youth used to call it,
a good in itself. (Compare the classic discussion in Plato’s Euthyphro.)
Q: So, take C. S. Lewis’s argument for morality as presented in Mere Christianity. You
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didn’t find that to be very impressive?
FLEW: No, I didn’t. Perhaps I should mention that, when I was in college, I attended
fairly regularly the weekly meetings of C. S. Lewis’s Socratic Club. In all my time at
Oxford, these meetings were chaired by Lewis. I think he was by far the most powerful of
Christian apologists for the sixty or more years following his founding of that club. As
late as the 1970s, I used to find that, in the USA, in at least half of the campus bookstores
of the universities and liberal art colleges which I visited, there was at least one long shelf
devoted to his very various published works.
Q: Although you disagreed with him, did you find him to be a very reasonable sort of
fellow?
FLEW: Oh yes, very much so, an eminently reasonable man.
Q: And what do you think about the ontological argument for the existence of God?
FLEW: My own initial lack of enthusiasm for the ontological argument developed into
strong repulsion when I realized from reading the Theodicy of Leibniz that it was the
identification of the concept of Being with the concept of Goodness (which ultimately
derives from Plato’s identification in The Republic of the Form or Idea of the Good with
the Form or the Idea of the Real) which enabled Leibniz in his Theodicy validly to
conclude that a universe in which most human beings are predestined to an eternity of
torture is the “best of all possible worlds.”
Q: So of the major theistic arguments, such as the cosmological, teleological, moral, and
ontological, the only really impressive ones that you take to be decisive are the scientific
forms of teleology?
FLEW: Absolutely. It seems to me that Richard Dawkins constantly overlooks the fact
that Darwin himself, in the fourteenth chapter of The Origin of Species, pointed out that
his whole argument began with a being which already possessed reproductive powers.
This is the creature the evolution of which a truly comprehensive theory of evolution
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must give some account. Darwin himself was well aware that he had not produced such
an account. It now seems to me that the findings of more than fifty years of DNA
research have provided materials for a new and enormously powerful argument to design.
Q: Since you affirm Aristotle’s concept of God, do you think we can also affirm
Aristotle’s implications that the First Cause knows all things?
FLEW: I suppose we should say this. I’m not at all sure what one should think
concerning some of these very fundamental issues. There does seem to be a reason for a
First Cause, but I’m not at all sure how much we have to explain here. What idea of God
is necessary to provide an explanation of the existence of the universe and all which is in
it?
Q: In the same introduction, you also make a comparison between Aristotle’s God and
Spinoza’s God. Are you implying, with some interpreters of Spinoza, that God is
pantheistic?
FLEW: I’m noting there that God and Philosophy has become out of date and should
now be seen as an historical document rather than as a direct contribution to current
discussions. I’m sympathetic to Spinoza because he makes some statements which seem
to me correctly to describe the human situation. But for me the most important thing
about Spinoza is not what he says but what he does not say. He does not say that God has
any preferences either about or any intentions concerning human behavior or about the
eternal destinies of human beings.
Q: In God and Philosophy, and in many other places in our discussions, too, it seems that
your primary motivation for rejecting theistic arguments used to be the problem of evil.
In terms of your new belief in God, how do you now conceptualize God’s relationship to
the reality of evil in the world?
FLEW: Well, absent revelation, why should we perceive anything as objectively evil?
The problem of evil is a problem only for Christians. For Muslims everything which
human beings perceive as evil, just as much as everything we perceive as good, has to be
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obediently accepted as produced by the will of Allah. I suppose that the moment when, as
a schoolboy of fifteen years, it first appeared to me that the thesis that the universe was
created and is sustained by a Being of infinite power and goodness is flatly incompatible
with the occurrence of massive undeniable and undenied evils in that universe, was the
first step towards my future career as a philosopher! It was, of course, very much later
that I learned of the philosophical identification of goodness with existence!
Q: In your view, then, God hasn’t done anything about evil.
FLEW: No, not at all, other than producing a lot of it.
Q: On several occasions, you and I have dialogued regarding the subject of near death
experiences, especially the specific sort where people have reported verifiable data from
a distance away from themselves. Sometimes these reports even occur during the absence
of heartbeat or brain waves. After our second dialogue you wrote me a letter and said
that, “I find the materials about near death experiences so challenging… . this evidence
equally certainly weakens if it does not completely refute my argument against doctrines
of a future life … .” In light of these evidential near death cases, what do you think about
the possibility of an afterlife, especially given your theism?
FLEW: An incorporeal being may be hypothesized, and hypothesized to possess a
memory. But before we could rely on its memory even of its own experiences we should
need to be able to provide an account of how this hypothesized incorporeal being could
be identified in the first place and then—after what lawyers call an affluxion of time—
reidentified even by himself or herself as one and the same individual spiritual being.
Until we have evidence that we have been and presumably—as Dr. Johnson and so many
lesser men have believed—are to be identified with such incorporeal spirits, I do not see
why near-death experiences should be taken as evidence for the conclusion that human
beings will enjoy a future life—or more likely if either of the two great revealed religions
is true—suffer eternal torment.
Q: I agree that near death experiences do not evidence the doctrines of either heaven or
hell. But do you think these evidential cases increase the possibility of some sort of an
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afterlife, again, given your theism?
FLEW: I still hope and believe there’s no possibility of an afterlife.
Q: Even though you hope there’s no afterlife, what do you think of the evidence that
there might be such, as perhaps indicated by these evidential near death cases? And even
if there is no clear notion of what sort of body might be implied here, do you find this
evidence helpful in any way? In other words, apart from the form in which a potential
afterlife might take, do you still find these to be evidence for something?
FLEW: It’s puzzling to offer an interpretation of these experiences. But I presume it has
got to be taken as extrasensory perceiving by the flesh and blood person who is the
subject of the experiences in question. What it cannot be is the hypothesized incorporeal
spirit which you would wish to identify with the person who nearly died, but actually did
not. For this concept of an incorporeal spirit cannot properly be assumed to have been
given sense until and unless some means has been provided for identifying such spirits in
the first place and re-identifying them as one and the same individual incorporeal spirits
after the affluxion of time. Until and unless this has been done we have always to
remember Bishop Butler’s objection: “Memory may reveal but cannot constitute personal
identity.”
Q: Actually you have also written to me that these near death experiences “certainly
constitute impressive evidence for the possibility of the occurrence of human
consciousness independent of any occurrences in the human brain.”
FLEW: When I came to consider what seemed to me the most impressive of these near
death cases I asked myself what is the traditional first question to ask about “psychic”
phenomena. It is, “When, where, and by whom were the phenomena first reported?”
Some people seem to confuse near death experiences with after death experiences. Where
any such near death experiences become relevant to the question of a future life is when
and only when they appear to show “the occurrence of human consciousness independent
of any occurrences in the human brain.”
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Q: Elsewhere, you [noted] these data [as] being decent evidence for human
consciousness independent of “electrical activity in the brain.” If some near death
experiences are evidenced, independently confirmed experiences during a near death
state, even in persons whose heart or brain may not be functioning, isn’t that quite
impressive evidence? Are near death experiences, then, the best evidence for an afterlife?
FLEW: Oh, yes, certainly. They are basically the only evidence.
Q: What do you think about the Bible?
FLEW: The Bible is a work which someone who had not the slightest concern about the
question of the truth or falsity of the Christian religion could read as people read the
novels of the best novelists. It is an eminently readable book.
Q: You and I have had three dialogues on the resurrection of Jesus. Are you any closer to
thinking that the resurrection could have been a historical fact?
FLEW: No, I don’t think so. The evidence for the resurrection is better than for claimed
miracles in any other religion. It’s outstandingly different in quality and quantity, I think,
from the evidence offered for the occurrence of most other supposedly miraculous events.
But you must remember that I approached it after considerable reading of reports of
psychical research and its criticisms. This showed me how quickly evidence of
remarkable and supposedly miraculous events can be discredited. What the psychical
researcher looks for is evidence from witnesses, of the supposedly paranormal events,
recorded as soon as possible after their occurrence. What we do not have is evidence
from anyone who was in Jerusalem at the time, who witnessed one of the allegedly
miraculous events, and recorded his or her testimony immediately after the occurrence of
that allegedly miraculous event.
Q: So you think that, for a miracle, the evidence for Jesus’ resurrection is better than
other miracle claims?
FLEW: Oh yes, I think so. It’s much better, for example, than that for most if not all of
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the, so to speak, run of the mill Roman Catholic miracles.
Q: You have made numerous comments over the years that Christians are justified in
their beliefs such as Jesus’ resurrection or other major tenants of their faith. In our last
two dialogues I think you even remarked that for someone who is already a Christian
there are many good reasons to believe Jesus’ resurrection. Would you comment on that?
FLEW: Yes, certainly. This is an important matter about rationality which I have fairly
recently come to appreciate. What it is rational for any individual to believe about some
matter which is fresh to that individual’s consideration depends on what he or she
rationally believed before they were confronted with this fresh situation. For suppose
they rationally believed in the existence of a God of any revelation, then it would be
entirely reasonable for them to see the fine tuning argument as providing substantial
confirmation of their belief in the existence of that God.
Q: What do you think that Bertrand Russell, J. L. Mackie, and A. J. Ayer would have
thought about these theistic developments, had they still been alive today?
FLEW: I think Russell certainly would have had to notice these things. I’m sure Mackie
would have been interested, too. I never knew Ayer very well, beyond meeting him once
or twice.
Q: Do you think any of them would have been impressed in the direction of theism? I’m
thinking here, for instance, about Russell’s famous comments that God hasn’t produced
sufficient evidence of his existence.
FLEW: Consistent with Russell’s comments that you mention, Russell would have
regarded these developments as evidence. I think we can be sure that Russell would have
been impressed too, precisely because of his comments to which you refer. This would
have produced an interesting second dialogue between him and that distinguished
Catholic philosopher, Frederick Copleston.
Q: In recent years you’ve been called the world’s most influential philosophical atheist.
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Do you think Russell, Mackie, or Ayer would have been bothered or even angered by
your conversion to theism? Or do you think that they would have at least understood your
reasons for changing your mind?
FLEW: I’m not sure how much any of them knew about Aristotle. But I am almost
certain that they never had in mind the idea of a God who was not the God of any
revealed religion. But we can be sure that they would have examined these new scientific
arguments.
Q: C. S. Lewis explained in his autobiography that he moved first from atheism to theism
and only later from theism to Christianity. Given your great respect for Christianity, do
you think that there is any chance that you might in the end move from theism to
Christianity?
FLEW: I think it’s very unlikely, due to the problem of evil. But, if it did happen, I think
it would be in some eccentric fit and doubtfully orthodox form: regular religious practice
perhaps but without belief. If I wanted any sort of future life I should become a Jehovah’s
Witness.
Q: I ask this last question with a smile, Tony. But just think what would happen if one
day you were pleasantly disposed toward Christianity and all of a sudden the resurrection
of Jesus looked pretty good to you?
FLEW: Well, one thing I’ll say in this comparison is that, for goodness sake, Jesus is an
enormously attractive charismatic figure.
http://www.biola.edu/antonyflew/ (interview with philosopher Gary Habermas)
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48
Whereof One Cannot Speak One Must Be Silent
Ludwig Wittgenstein
Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951) was an Austrian philosopher whose work in the philosophy of
language and the foundations of logic has been widely influential in contemporary philosophy;
there is, however, little agreement among the expositors of his works. Was he a mystic of some
sort, as the following suggests?

____________________________________________________________________
The sense of the world must lie outside the world. In the world everything is
as it is, and everything happens as it does happen: in it no value exists—and if
it did, it would have no value.
If there is any value that does have value, it must lie outside the whole
sphere of what happens and is the case. For all that happens and is the case is
accidental.
What makes it non-accidental cannot lie within the world, since if it did it
would itself be accidental.
It must lie outside the world.
And so it is impossible for there to be propositions of ethics. Propositions
can express nothing of what is higher. It is clear that ethics cannot be put into
words.
Ethics is transcendental. . . .
When an ethical law of the form, “Thou shalt . . . ,” is laid down, one's first
thought is, “And what if I do not do it?” It is clear, however, that ethics has
nothing to do with punishment and reward in the usual sense of the terms. So our
question about the consequences of an action must be unimportant. At least those
consequences should not be events. For there must be something right about the
question we posed. There must indeed be some kind of ethical reward and ethical
punishment, but they must reside in the action itself. . . .
It is impossible to speak about the will insofar as it is the subject of
ethical attributes.
And the will as a phenomenon is of interest only to psychology.
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If good or bad acts of will do alter the world, it can only be the limits of
the world that they alter, not the facts, not what can be expressed by means of
language.
In short their effect must be that it becomes an altogether different
world. It must, so to speak, wax and wane as a whole.
The world of the happy man is a different one from that of the unhappy
man.
So too at death the world does not alter, but comes to an end. Death is not
an event in life: we do not live to experience death.
If we take eternity to mean not infinite temporal duration but
timelessness, then eternal life belongs to those who live in the present.
Our life has no end in just the way in which our visual field has no limits.
Not only is there no guarantee of the temporal immortality of the human
soul, that is to say of its eternal survival after death; but, in any case, this
assumption completely fails to accomplish the purpose for which it has always
been intended. Or is some riddle solved by my surviving forever? Is not this eternal
life itself as much of a riddle as our present life? The solution of the riddle of life
in space and time lies outside space and time.
(It is certainly not the solution of any problems of natural science that is
required.)
How things are in the world is a matter of complete indifference for what
is higher. God does not reveal Himself in the world.
The facts all contribute only to setting the problem, not to its solution.
It is not how things are in the world that is mystical, but that it exists.
To view the world sub specie aeternitatis is to view it as a whole—a limited
whole.
Feeling the world as a limited whole—it is this that is mystical.
When the answer cannot be put into words, neither can the question be put
into words.
The riddle does not exist.
If a question can be framed at all, it is also possible to answer it.
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Skepticism is not irrefutable, but obviously nonsensical, when it tries to raise
doubts where no questions can be asked.
For doubt can exist only where a question exists, a question only where an
answer exists, and an answer only where something can be said.
We feel that even when all possible scientific questions have been answered,
the problems of life remain completely untouched. Of course there are then no
questions left, and this itself is the answer.
The solution of the problem of life is seen in the vanishing of the problem.
(Is not this the reason why those who have found after a long period of doubt
that the sense of life became clear to them have then been unable to say what
constituted that sense?)
There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They make
themselves manifest. They are what is mystical.
The correct method in philosophy would really be the following: to say
nothing except what can be said, i.e., propositions of natural science—i.e., something
that has nothing to do with philosophy—and then, whenever someone else wanted to
say something metaphysical, to demonstrate to him that he had failed to give a
meaning to certain signs in his propositions. Although it would not be satisfying
to the other person—he would not have the feeling that we were teaching him
philosophy—this method would be the only strictly correct one.
My propositions serve as elucidations in the following way: anyone who
understands me eventually recognizes them as nonsensical, when he has used
them—as steps—to climb up beyond them. (He must, so to speak, throw away
the ladder after he has climbed up it.)
He must transcend these propositions, and then he will see the world
aright.
Whereof one cannot speak one must be silent.
From Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus
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A
Religion as Illusion
Sigmund Freud
Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), the father of psychoanalysis, taught that religion perpetuates certain
infantile behavior patterns, God being nothing more than the projection of man’s desire for
comfort and security.

________________________________________________________________________
We must ask where the inner force of [religious] doctrines lies and to what it is that they
owe their efficacy, independent as it is of recognition by reason. I think we have prepared
the way sufficiently for an answer to both these questions. It will be found if we turn our
attention to the psychical origin of religious ideas. These, which are given out as
teachings, are not precipitates of experience or end-results of thinking: they are illusions,
fulfillments of the oldest, strongest and most urgent wishes of mankind. The secret of
their strength lies in the strength of those wishes. As we already know, the terrifying
impression of helplessness in childhood aroused the need for protection—for protection
through love—which was provided by the father; and the recognition that this
helplessness lasts throughout life made it necessary to cling to the existence of a father,
but this time a more powerful one. Thus the benevolent rule of a divine Providence allays
our fear of the dangers of life; the establishment of a moral world-order ensures the
fulfillment of the demands of justice, which have so often remained unfulfilled in human
civilization; and the prolongation of earthly existence in a future life provides the local
and temporal framework in which these wish-fulfillments shall take place. Answers to the
riddles that tempt the curiosity of man, such as how the universe began or what the
relation is between body and mind, are developed in conformity with the underlying
assumptions of this system. It is an enormous relief to the individual psyche if the
conflicts of its childhood arising from the father-complex—conflicts which it has never
wholly overcome—are removed from it and brought to a solution which is universally
accepted.
When I say that these things are all illusions, I must define the meaning of the
word. An illusion is not the same thing as an error; nor is it necessarily an error.
Aristotle’s belief that vermin are developed out of dung (a belief to which ignorant
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people still cling) was an error; so was the belief of a former generation of doctors that
tabes dorsalis [syphilis] is the result of sexual excess. It would be incorrect to call these
errors illusions. On the other hand, it was an illusion of Columbus’s that he had
discovered a new sea-route to the Indies. The part played by his wish in this error is very
clear. One may describe as an illusion the assertion made by certain nationalists that the
Indo-Germanic race is the only one capable of civilization; or the belief, which was only
destroyed by psychoanalysis, that children are creatures without sexuality. What is
characteristic of illusions is that they are derived from human wishes. In this respect they
come near to psychiatric delusions. But they differ from them, too, apart from the more
complicated structure of delusions. In the case of delusions, we emphasize as essential
their being in contradiction with reality. Illusions need not necessarily be false—that is to
say, unrealizable or in contradiction to reality. For instance, a middle-class girl may have
the illusion that a prince will come and marry her. This is possible; and a few such cases
have occurred. That the Messiah will come and found a golden age is much less likely.
Whether one classifies this belief as an illusion or as something analogous to a delusion
will depend on one’s personal attitude. Examples of illusions that have proved true are
not easy to find, but the illusion of the alchemists that all metals can be turned into gold
might be one of them. The wish to have a great deal of gold, as much gold as possible,
has, it is true, been a good deal damped by our present-day knowledge of the
determinants of wealth, but chemistry no longer regards the transmutation of metals into
gold as impossible. Thus we call a belief an illusion when a wish fulfillment is a prominent factor in its motivation, and in doing so we disregard its relations to reality, just as
the illusion itself sets no store by verification.
Having thus taken our bearings, let us return once more to the question of
religious doctrines. We can now repeat that all of them are illusions and insusceptible of
proof. No one can be compelled to think them true, to believe in them. Some of them are
so improbable, so incompatible with everything we have laboriously discovered about the
reality of the world, that we may compare them—if we pay proper regard to the
psychological differences—to delusions. Of the reality value of most of them we cannot
judge; just as they cannot be proved, so they cannot be refuted. We still know too little to
make a critical approach to them. The riddles of the universe reveal themselves only
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slowly to our investigation; there are many questions to which science today can give no
answer. But scientific work is the only road that can lead us to a knowledge of reality
outside ourselves. It is once again merely an illusion to expect anything from intuition
and introspection; they can give us nothing but particulars about our own mental life,
which are hard to interpret, never any information about the questions which religious
doctrine finds it so easy to answer. It would be insolent to let one’s own arbitrary will
step into the breach and, according to one’s personal estimate, declare this or that part of
the religious system to be less or more acceptable. Such questions are too momentous for
that; they might be called too sacred.
At this point one must expect to meet with an objection. “Well then, if even
obdurate skeptics admit that the assertions of religion cannot be refuted by reason, why
should I not believe in them, since they have so much on their side—tradition, the
agreement of mankind, and all the consolations they offer?” Why not, indeed? Just as no
one can be forced to believe, so no one can be forced to disbelieve. But do not let us be
satisfied with deceiving ourselves that arguments like these take us along the road of
correct thinking. If ever there was a case of a lame excuse we have it here. Ignorance is
ignorance; no right to believe anything can be derived from it. In other matters no
sensible person will behave so irresponsibly or rest content with such feeble grounds for
his opinions and for the line he takes. It is only in the highest and most sacred things that
he allows himself to do so. In reality these are only attempts at pretending to oneself or to
other people that one is still firmly attached to religion, when one has long since cut
oneself loose from it. Where questions of religion are concerned, people are guilty of
every possible sort of dishonesty and intellectual misdemeanor. Philosophers stretch the
meaning of words until they retain scarcely anything of their original sense. They give
the name of “God” to some vague abstraction which they have created for themselves;
having done so they can pose before all the world as deists, as believers in God, and they
can even boast that they have recognized a higher, purer concept of God, notwithstanding
that their God is now nothing more than an insubstantial shadow and no longer the
mighty personality of religious doctrines. Critics persist in describing as “deeply
religious” anyone who admits to a sense of man’s insignificance or impotence in the face
of the universe, although what constitutes the essence of the religious attitude is not this
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feeling but only the next step after it, the reaction to it that seeks a remedy for it. The man
who goes no further, but humbly acquiesces in the small part that human beings play in
the great world—such a man is, on the contrary, irreligious in the truest sense of the
word.
To assess the truth-value of religious doctrines does not lie within the scope of the
present enquiry. It is enough for us that we have recognized them as being, in their
psychological nature, illusions. But we do not have to conceal the fact that this discovery
also strongly influences our attitude to the question which must appear to many to be the
most important of all. We know approximately at what periods and by what kind of men
religious doctrines were created. If in addition we discover the motives that led to this,
our attitude to the problem of religion will undergo a marked displacement. We shall tell
ourselves that it would be very nice if there were a God who created the world and was a
benevolent Providence, and if there were a moral order in the universe and an after-life;
but it is a very striking fact that all this is exactly as we are bound to wish it to be. And it
would be more remarkable still if our wretched, ignorant and downtrodden ancestors had
succeeded in solving all these difficult riddles of the universe.
From The Future of an Illusion, Chapters 5, 6
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B
The Infinite
Alan Watts
Alan Watts (1915-1973) was an English philosopher, theologian, and scholar of comparative
religion, best known for his interpretations of Eastern religions, especially Zen and Taoism, for
the Western reader. At various points in his life, he was an Anglican priest, a lecturer, a
broadcaster, and a self-described “spiritual entertainer”.

_______________________________________________________________________
There is no point from which knowledge of the Infinite can begin, other than the Infinite
itself. From the start, we are in the disconcerting position of setting out to understand
something which has no beginning, which cannot be approached from any ordinary, finite
point of reference. This is perhaps inconvenient and confusing, but the truth remains that
one cannot work up to the subject of metaphysic by easy stages. A million to the power
of a million is no nearer to infinity than one. Like the Chinese sage Lao-tzu, metaphysic
is born fully aged; it comes from the womb an old man with long white whiskers. It has
no history, no development. Its earliest known written records are as advanced as its most
recent, and all of them plunge straight into the heart of their subject without apologies or
preliminaries.
“In the heart of all things, of whatever there is in the universe, dwells the Lord.
He alone is the reality. Wherefore, renouncing vain appearances, rejoice in him” (Isha
Upanisad).
“The Tao that can be expressed is not the eternal Tao; the name that can be
defined is not the unchanging name” (Tao Te Ching).
“OM. This eternal Word is all: what was, what is and what shall be, and what
beyond is in eternity. All is OM” (Mandukya Upanisad).
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was
God.... All things were made through him, and without him was not anything made that
was made” (John1:1).
Almost without exception the sacred writings begin their exposition of the
ultimate Reality without preface, argument, or proof. The modern philosopher will
regard this as hopeless prejudice, for to adopt the existence of the Infinite or of God as
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one’s major premise is against every rule of his science. But it cannot be otherwise, for
as the reality of light cannot be proved or described in terms of visible shape, the reality
of the Infinite cannot be proved in terms of the finite. For this reason every attempt to
prove the existence of God by logic is a foregone failure. Logic cannot reach God. It
may travel backwards in time from effect to cause, effect to cause, but as long as it stays
in time, as it must, it cannot touch the eternal. That which does not begin with the
Infinite cannot end with it. The most that can be said is that finite contingencies suggest
the Infinite; in no sense can they be said to prove it. The stream of existence seems to
run from the Infinite to the finite so that one cannot swim against it. For purposes of
discussion one can reach the Infinite only by jumping upstream like a salmon, though for
purposes of realization, of true knowledge, it will be seen that, flow as far as it may, the
stream can never leave the Infinite.
There is a parallel to this in ordinary experience. All philosophy, all everyday
knowledge, must begin from oneself; it must assume a knower as the given and
irreducible basis of knowledge. But no amount of knowledge proves the existence of a
knower, for the simple reason that the knower cannot be the object of its own knowledge.
By proof the philosopher means objective proof, and if the knower can never be its own
object, it can never be objectively proved. Objective knowledge only suggests a knower
as the finite only suggests the Infinite. And as the Infinite cannot be described in terms of
anything finite, and is therefore described negatively as the unlimited Reality, the knower
cannot be described in terms of anything known. The conscious Self cannot be called
long or short, large or small, black or white, pleasant or painful, for it transcends the
various objects of its knowledge as the Infinite transcends the finite. But as the Infinite is
the ground of the finite, the knower is the ground of knowledge; apart from the knower,
or at least the knowing process, nothing whatsoever would exist from the standpoint of
knowledge.
It is therefore quite idle to entertain any serious doubt as to the reality of the
knower, because the knower can no more become its own object of knowledge than a
finger can catch hold of itself. The very notion of the Self having an objective knowledge
of itself is actually quite meaningless—one of those concepts which come into being as
the result of playing with words.
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From the viewpoint of metaphysic, objective knowledge of the Self is not only
impossible but unnecessary. Properly understood, the Self is like light, which has no need
to illumine itself because it is already luminous. We shall see that in metaphysic there is
the closest connection, something much more than mere analogical resemblance, between
the Self, as the irreducible ground of knowledge, and the Infinite. Speaking of the
knowledge proper to the Infinite as the total knower of the universe, Shankara says:
Now a distinct and definite knowledge is possible in respect of
everything capable of becoming an object of knowledge: but it is not
possible in the case of That which cannot become such an object. That is
Brahma, for It is the Knower, and the Knower can know other things, but
cannot make Itself the object of Its own knowledge, in the same way that
fire can burn other things but cannot burn itself. Neither can it be said
that Brahma is able to become an object of knowledge for anything other
than Itself, since outside Itself there is nothing which can possess
knowledge. (Commentary on Kena Upanisad)
There is no possessor of knowledge other than Brahma because all knowledge
whatsoever is a participation in infinite knowledge, and the Infinite has no more need
to know itself as an object than fire to burn itself.
Setting aside the question of the true relationship between the Infinite and the
Self, it should now be clear why philosophy and metaphysic alike must begin from an
irreducible ground. The philosopher may call this ground an assumption or postulate,
but, even in his own case, it is nothing quite so theoretical. The philosopher’s intuitive
and subjective knowledge of his own existence as a knower may not be objective and
proven knowledge, but in actuality it is something much better, though the manner of
thinking peculiar to modern philosophy does not permit its recognition. Objective and
scientific knowledge is mediate and relative, but the subjective knowledge of the Self
is immediate, and thus as absolute and certain as anything in the realm of philosophy
can be. Yet it cannot be an object of logical proof. Indeed, objective knowledge is only
verifiable as probable, never as certain.
For metaphysic likewise the Infinite is the irreducible ground of all knowledge,
and is known immediately as distinct from objectively. As the ground of all beings it is
as free from the limitations and determinations of beings as the knower from those of
the things known. Since both proof and doubt can have reference only to known
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objects, the Infinite is accessible to neither. As ultimate and infinite Reality there is no
external standpoint from which to doubt it or prove it. We are compelled, then, to take
it as given.
We have to understand as clearly as may be what the word [“Infinite”] means.
Inevitably man’s imagination tries to grasp the Infinite in terms of size and space, as
that which expands outwards forever, or perhaps as that which contracts inwards
forever. Similarly, the imagination has to think of the eternal as an unending time
series, or perhaps as that ever-diminishing point of time called the moment. If the
imagination tries to conceive the Infinite in terms of knowledge or consciousness, it
must perforce think of an indefinitely vast mass of sentiency, reaching out from its
center to know every detail of the finite universe and beyond. Here, as it were, is a
mind without the material or spatial bounds of the five senses. Its sight reaches in all
directions; the rocks and stars are transparent, and no conceivable telescope could
outdistance the penetration of its vision into interminable space. So, too, in terms of
power, imagination pictures the Infinite as force multiplied without end to make the
simultaneous explosion of every atom in the universe a mere firecracker. But expand,
prolong, magnify, and multiply as we may, we are not one fraction nearer to the true
Infinite than when we began, for the terms of time and space are not applicable to the
Infinite.
To denote the Infinite at all in terms of thought we shall have to “outline” it by
the limitations of space and time, calling it the sizeless or spaceless and the timeless. We
shall have to try to think of the Infinite as having no size at all, so that, regarding it from
the standpoint of space, we shall be able to say that the Infinite exists in its entirety at
every point of space. Or, to put it in another way, from the standpoint of the Infinite
every point of space is absolutely here, for there is not a different Infinite at every place.
In yet another way, we can say that there is no space or distance between the whole
Infinite and anything at all. The eternal or timeless must be understood in the same way.
Eternity is immediately present at every moment of time, or, from the standpoint of
eternity, every moment of time, past, present, or future, is absolutely now. At a given
moment of time several separate points in space, such as the five fingers, may be seen at
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once. So from the one “moment” of eternity, the eternal Now, all separate points of time
are simultaneously present.

The above diagram may help to clarify this concept. The circle represents time
and space; the center point, O, represents the Infinite and eternal. From the point A, an
event in time and space, the events B and C are respectively nearer and farther away. In
the time-series, B is before A, and C is after A. But A, B, and C are all equidistant from
O. The radii AO, BO, and CO represent a relation of immediate presence in space and
time alike, and must be imagined as having no spatial or temporal length. At this the
entire diagram will disappear, having, it is hoped, served its purpose.
The same modifications must be made to the imagination’s picture of the
Infinite as the Knower of the universe, as infinite consciousness or omniscience. In
reality there can be no possibility of the infinite consciousness knowing things at a distance. Just as every point of time and space is, to the Infinite, absolutely here and now,
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so it knows everything as immediately present to its entire Self, without, however,
abolishing the distances and the times between the things known.
There is an interesting similarity to this in our own consciousness, though with
one important difference. Everything that we know is known in our minds. If we have an
impression of a tree ten feet away, the impressions both of the tree and of the ten feet are
in our consciousness, which does not itself occupy any space or have any size. The tree
as an object of knowledge, as well as the space between the tree and our bodies, is
immediately present to our consciousness, although this does not abolish the distance
between our bodies and the tree. The important difference, however, is this, that our
consciousness, though spaceless, is limited by space; we know nothing of what is a
hundred miles from the tree. And though our consciousness is timeless, because for pure
consciousness time is always now and even memories are a present experience, it is
limited by time; it can focus its attention only on one thing at a time. This paradox will
be explained when we come to consider the possibility of the self-limitation of the
Infinite, but for the moment the point is simply that things can be at once immediately
present to consciousness and distant from each other.
In sum, then, omniscience must mean that the Infinite knows every single object
simultaneously. It will, furthermore, know each object with its entire Self, as if each
object were the one and only thing to be known. Because our consciousness can attend
to only one thing at a time, such a state of affairs is as far beyond imagination as
anything could be.
Now it may seem strange to speak of the Infinite as conscious, as a knowing
subject. The modern mind suffers from the odd prejudice that consciousness is a purely
superficial outgrowth of reality, and that the more fundamental a power, principle or
substance becomes, the more blind and unconscious it must be. Others imagine that
consciousness is a determination, a finite quality, and therefore inapplicable to the
Infinite. It is true that consciousness as we know it is to a degree finite and determined.
But as infinite being is the necessary ground of finite existence, infinite consciousness is
the necessary ground of finite knowledge and experience. Pure consciousness is no more
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a determination than being itself. On the contrary, the two are identical and no
determinations, or objects, can exist without them.50
It is obvious that, for us, nothing exists apart from consciousness. For all practical
purposes, where there is no experience there are no things; where there is no knowledge
there is no reality. This is not, however, to say that what we do not know does not exist.
In the words of a famous limerick
There was a young man who said: “God,
I find it exceedingly odd
That a tree, as a tree,
Simply ceases to be
When there’s no one around in the quad.”
“Young man, your astonishment’s odd;
I am always about in the quad.
So the tree, as a tree,
Continues to be
Since observed by yours faithfully God.”
Things are things, objects are objects, only because they participate in the infinite being
and consciousness. Were the Infinite unconscious, consciousness would have emerged
ex nihilo in a manner far more contradictory than a fig growing from a thistle. If all
things are merely special forms of a primal blind force or substance, consciousness is
nothing but a special form of unconsciousness—which is as absurd as saying that heat is
a special form of cold, or that energy is a particular mode of inertia.
The notion that the ultimate Reality must be less conscious than man is one of the
most striking examples of the confusion of the temporal with the eternal. For the idea
comes from the observation that things which precede man in time are less conscious
and, going back earlier, unconscious. But the supposition that things are fully
explainable by what precedes them in time, and that what is earliest in time is closest to
the nature of eternity is pure imagination. Things may to some degree be explained by
their history, but no amount of history will explain why or how there happens to be any
50

Various oriental texts speak of the Infinite as ‘neither conscious nor unconscious, neither being nor nonbeing.’ The reference is, of course, to finite consciousness and being, which exist in opposition to
unconsciousness and nothingness. Pure or absolute unconsciousness and non-being are mere verbalisms.
One cannot have absolute non-existence! The term can only be used relatively, as when we say that a given
finite object does not exist. There is the existence and non-existence, the consciousness and
unconsciousness of finite objects. But there is no absolute non-being or unconsciousness standing over
against the necessary being and consciousness of the Infinite.
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history at all. A principle which will bear considerable thought is that the attempt to
explain the present by the past alone is virtually an attempt to derive what exists from
what does not. As a sufficient cause of the present, the past has the peculiar
disqualification of not existing.
Many of the terms for the Infinite employed in the various metaphysical
traditions signify nothing so much as pure consciousness—the Self, the Light, Universal
Mind (alaya-aijnana), and even the Void (sunyata), which in Mahayana Buddhism
denotes not so much mere emptiness as an absolute clarity and transparency. The truth,
however, that the Infinite is conscious is, like its very existence, beyond any objective
proof. It comes from the metaphysical realization that man’s consciousness, which is the
necessary ground of his experience, is a particular mode of the ultimate Reality and is, in
essence, identical with the ground of the whole universe. That which lies at the foundation of the universe will be immeasurably more—not less—than that which underlies
human experience.
As regards infinite power, or omnipotence, the Infinite must not be thought of as
indefinitely magnified force or energy, whether actual or potential.51 The Infinite acts
without effort; without the use of energy, it produces energy, just as it produces the finite
without being finite itself, in its own essence. In this way it may produce any amount of
finite energy, energy itself being a finite thing like time and space. To put it in another
way, the Infinite moves things without either moving or being moved itself.
“Tao is ever inactive, and yet there is nothing that it does not do” (Tao Te Ching,
xxxvii).
“The Spirit, without moving, is swifter than the mind; the senses cannot reach
him: he is ever beyond them. Standing still, he overtakes those who run” (Isha
Upanishad).
Because of its omnipresence at every point of time and space, it will follow also
that the Infinite does not act upon anything at a distance, which is why its action does not
require that it move. To act at a distance is to cause something to move by pushing it
51

“That which of itself must necessarily be can nowise be possibly, since what of itself must be
necessarily has no cause, whereas whatever can be possibly has a cause. Now God, in himself, must
necessarily be. Therefore nowise can he be possibly. Therefore no potentiality is to be found in his
essence” (St. Thomas, Summa Contra Gentiles, II).
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away or pulling it towards you, but there can be nothing away from the Infinite and
nothing can move towards it. Things move in relation to one another, but not in relation
to the Infinite. Thus when it is said that the Infinite “acts,” no idea of motion on its part is
implied.
We have every sympathy with the reader who may be wondering whether the
foregoing description of the Infinite is not after all a description of absolutely nothing,
because the language throughout has been negative. The description amounts almost
entirely to saying what the Infinite is not. We have been “outlining” it by the limits of
space and time as one outlines the window with bricks.
Clay is moulded into vessels,
And because of the space where nothing exists we
are able to use them as vessels.
Doors and windows are cut out in the walls of a house,
And because they are empty space we are able to use them (Tao Te
Ching, xi).
From the standpoint of reason and imagination this seeming nothingness of the
Infinite is inevitable. They can no more picture it than they can conceive the nature of
the conscious Self by whose light and presence they are able to operate. Described in
terms of reason and imagination, the conscious Self appears to be a mere void. Even the
analogy of light fails, since light is an object of consciousness. It is like trying to
describe a mirror in terms of the shapes and colors which it reflects. Yet as the mirror is
the indispensable ground of the images, the conscious Self is the indispensable ground of
knowledge, and the Infinite of the finite universe. But as the mirror is known by touch
(immediate contact) and the conscious Self by subjective intuition or immediate
knowledge (and are thereby known as most real and effective), so metaphysical
realization reveals the Infinite as the absolutely effective and real cause, ground, and
principle of life.
Tao when uttered in words is so pure and void of flavor.
When one looks at it, one cannot see it;
When one listens to it, one cannot hear it.
However, when one uses it, it is inexhaustible (Tao Te Ching, xxxv).
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C
Free Will and Divine Omniscience
Boethius
Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius (480–524) was a philosopher, statesman, and Christian
theologian, who claimed to have reconciled the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle. His
Consolation of Philosophy, written while he was imprisoned awaiting execution, is one of the
most popular and influential books in the history of Western thought.

________________________________________________________________________
Since all judgment apprehends the subjects of its thought according to its own nature, and
God has a condition of ever-present eternity, His knowledge, which passes over every
change of time, embracing infinite lengths of past and future, views in its own direct
comprehension everything as though it were taking place in the present. If you would
weigh the foreknowledge by which God distinguishes all things, you will more rightly
hold it to be a knowledge of a never-failing constancy in the present than a foreknowledge of the future.
Providence is thus more properly to be understood as a looking forth than a
looking forward, because it is set far from low matters and looks forth upon all things as
from a lofty mountain top above all. Why then do you demand that all things occur by
necessity, if divine light rests upon them, while men do not render necessary such things
as they can see? Because you can see things of the present, does your sight therefore put
upon them any necessity?
Surely not. If one may not unworthily compare this present time with the divine,
just as you can see things in this your temporal present, so God sees all things in His
eternal present. Wherefore this divine foreknowledge does not change the nature or
individual qualities of things: it sees things present in its understanding just as they will
result some time in the future. It makes no confusion in its distinctions, and with one
view of its mind it discerns all that shall come to pass whether of necessity or not. For
instance, when you see at the same time a man walking on the earth and the sun rising in
the heavens, you see each sight simultaneously, yet you distinguish between them, and
decide that one is moving voluntarily, the other of necessity.
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In like manner the perception of God looks down upon all things without
disturbing at all their nature, though they are present to Him but future under the
conditions of time. Wherefore this foreknowledge is not opinion but knowledge resting
upon truth, since He knows that a future event is, though He knows too that it will not
occur of necessity. If you answer here that what God sees about to happen, cannot but
happen, and that what cannot but happen is bound by necessity, you fasten me down to
the word necessity, I will grant that we have a matter of most firm truth, but it is one to
which scarce any man can approach unless he be a contemplator of the divine.
For I shall answer that such a thing will occur of necessity, when it is viewed
from the point of divine knowledge; but when it is examined in its own nature, it seems
perfectly free and unrestrained. For there are two kinds of necessities; one is simple: for
instance, a necessary fact, “all men are mortal”; the other is conditional; for instance, if
you know that a man is walking, he must be walking: for what each man knows cannot be
otherwise than it is known to be; but the conditional one is by no means followed by this
simple and direct necessity; for there is no necessity to compel a voluntary walker to
proceed, though it is necessary that, if he walks, he should be proceeding.
In the same way, if Providence sees an event in its present, that thing must be,
though it has no necessity of its own nature. And God looks in His present upon those
future things which come to pass through free will. Therefore if these things be looked at
from the point of view of God’s insight, they come to pass of necessity under the
condition of divine knowledge; if, on the other hand, they are viewed by themselves, they
do not lose the perfect freedom of their nature. Without doubt, then, all things that God
foreknows do come to pass, but some of them proceed from free will; and though they
result by coming into existence, yet they do not lose their own nature, because before
they came to pass they could also not have come to pass ...
“What?” you will say, “can I by my own action change divine knowledge, so that
if I choose now one thing, now another, Providence too will seem to change its
knowledge?” No; divine insight precedes all future things, turning them back and
recalling them to the present time of its own peculiar knowledge. It does not change, as
you may think, between this and that alternation of foreknowledge. It is constant in
preceding and embracing by one glance all your changes. And God does not receive this
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ever-present grasp of all things and vision of the present at the occurrence of future
events, but from His own peculiar directness. Whence also is that difficulty solved which
you laid down a little while ago, that it was not worthy to say that our future events were
the cause of God’s knowledge. For this power of knowledge, ever in the present and
embracing all things in its perception, does itself constrain all things, and owes naught to
following events from which it has received naught.
Thus, mortal men have their freedom of judgment intact. And since their wills are
freed from all binding necessity, laws do not set rewards or punishments unjustly. God is
ever the constant foreknowing overseer, and the ever-present eternity of His sight moves
in harmony with the future nature of our actions, as it dispenses rewards to the good and
punishments to the bad. Hopes are not vainly put in God, nor prayers in vain offered: if
these are right, they cannot but be answered. Turn therefore from vice: ensue virtue: raise
your soul to upright hopes: send up on high your prayers from this earth. If you would be
honest, great is the necessity enjoined upon your goodness, since all you do is done
before the eyes of an all-seeing Judge.
From The Consolation of Philosophy, Book V
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D
Survival Machines
Richard Dawkins
[See biographical note for Selection 19.]

_______________________________________________________________________
In the beginning was simplicity. It is difficult enough explaining how even a simple
universe began. I take it as agreed that it would be even harder to explain the sudden
springing up, fully armed, of complex order—life, or a being capable of creating life.
Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection is satisfying because it shows us a way
in which simplicity could change into complexity, how unordered atoms could group
themselves into ever more complex patterns until they ended up manufacturing people.
Darwin provides a solution, the only feasible one so far suggested, to the deep problem of
our existence. I will try to explain the great theory in a more general way than is
customary, beginning with the time before evolution itself began.
Darwin’s ‘survival of the fittest’ is really a special case of a more general law of
survival of the stable. The universe is populated by stable things. A stable thing is a
collection of atoms which is permanent enough or common enough to deserve a name. It
may be a unique collection of atoms, such as the Matterhorn, which lasts long enough to
be worth naming. Or it may be a class of entities, such as rain drops, which come into
existence at a sufficiently high rate to deserve a collective name, even if any one of them
is short-lived. The things which we see around us, and which we think of as needing
explanation—rocks, galaxies, ocean waves—are all, to a greater or lesser extent, stable
patterns of atoms. Soap bubbles tend to be spherical because this is a stable configuration
for thin films filled with gas. In a spacecraft, water is also stable in spherical globules, but
on earth, where there is gravity, the stable surface for standing water is flat and
horizontal. Salt crystals tend to be cubes because this is a stable way of packing sodium
and chloride ions together. In the sun the simplest atoms of all, hydrogen atoms, are
fusing to form helium atoms, because in the conditions which prevail there the helium
configuration is more stable. Other even more complex atoms are being formed in stars
all over the universe, and were formed in the “big bang” which, according to the
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prevailing theory, initiated the universe. This is orginally where the elements on our
world came from.
Sometimes when atoms meet they link up together in chemical reaction to form
molecules, which may be more or less stable. Such molecules can be very large. A crystal
such as a diamond can be regarded as a single molecule, a proverbially stable one in this
case, but also a very simple one since it internal atomic structure is endlessly repeated. In
modern living organisms there are other large molecules which are highly complex, and
their complexity shows itself on several levels. The hemoglobin of our blood is a typical
protein molecule. It is built up from chains of smaller molecules, amino acids, each
containing a few dozen atoms arranged in a precise pattern. In the hemoglobin molecule
there are 574 amino acid molecules. These are arranged in four chains, which twist
around each other to form a globular three-dimensional structure of bewildering complexity. A model of a hemoglobin molecule looks rather like a dense thornbush. But
unlike a real thornbush it is not a haphazard approximate pattern but a definite invariant
structure, identically repeated, with not a twig nor a twist out of place, over six thousand
million million million times in an average human body. The precise thornbush shape of
a protein molecule such as hemoglobin is stable in the sense that two chains consisting of
the same sequences of amino acids will tend, like two springs, to come to rest in exactly
the same three-dimensional coiled paittern. Hemoglobin thornbushes are springing into
their “preferred” shape in your body at a rate of about four hundred million million per
second, and others are being destroyed at the same rate.
Hemoglobin is a modern molecule, used to illustrate the principle that atoms tend
to fall into stable patterns. The point that is relevant here is that before the coming of life
on earth, some rudimentary evolution of molecules could have occurred by ordinary
processes of physics and chemistry. There is no need to think of design or purpose or
directedness. If a group of atoms in the presence of energy falls into a stable pattern it
will tend to stay that way. The earliest form of natural selection was simply a selection of
stable forms and a rejection of unstable ones. There is no mystery about this. It had to
happen by definition.
From this, of course, it does not follow that you can explain the existence of
entities as complex as man by exactly the same principles on their own. It is no good
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taking the right number of atoms and shaking them together with some external energy
till they happen to fall into the right pattern, and out drops Adam! You may make a
molecule consisting of a few dozen atoms like that, but a man consists of over a thousand
million million million million atoms. To try to make a man, you would have to work at
your biochemical cocktail-shaker for a period so long that the entire age of the universe
would seem like an eye-blink, and even then you would not succeed. This is where
Darwin’s theory, in its most general form, comes to the rescue. Darwin’s theory takes
over from where the story of the slow building up of molecules leaves off.
The account of the origin of life which I shall give is necessarily speculative; by
definition, nobody was around to see what happened. There are a number of rival
theories, but they all have certain features in common. The simplified account I shall give
is probably not too far from the truth.
We do not know what chemical raw materials were abundant on earth before the
coming of life, but among the plausible possibilities are water, carbon dioxide, urethane,
and ammonia: all simple compounds known to be present on at least some of the other
planets in our solar system. Chemists have tried to imitate the chemical conditions of the
young earth. They have put these simple substances in a flask and supplied a source of
energy such as ultraviolet light or electric sparks—artificial simulation of primordial
lightning. After a few weeks of this, something interesting is usually found inside the
flask: a weak brown soup containing a large number of molecules more complex than the
ones originally put in. In particular, amino acids have been found—the building blocks of
proteins, one of the two great classes of biological molecules. Before these experiments
were done, naturally occurring amino acids would have been thought of as diagnostic of
the presence of life. If they had been detected on, say, Mars, life on that planet would
have seemed a near certainty. Now, however, their existence need imply only the
presence of a few simple gases in the atmosphere and some volcanoes, sunlight, or
thundery weather. More recently, laboratory simulations of the chemical conditions of
earth before the coming of life have yielded organic substances called purines and
pyrimidines. These are building blocks of the genetic molecule, DNA itself.
Processes analogous to these must have given rise to the “primeval soup” which
biologists and chemists believe constituted the seas some three to four thousand million
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years ago. The organic substances became locally concentrated, perhaps in drying scum
round the shores, or in tiny suspended droplets. Under the further influence of energy
such as ultraviolet light from the sun, they combined into larger molecules. Nowadays
large organic molecules would not last long enough to be noticed: they would be quickly
absorbed and broken down by bacteria or other living creatures. But bacteria and the rest
of us are late-comers, and in those days large organic molecules could drift unmolested
through the thickening broth.
At some point a particularly remarkable molecule was formed by accident. We
will call it the Replicator. It may not necessarily have been the biggest or the most
complex molecule around, but it had the extraordinary property of being able to create
copies of itself. This may seem a very unlikely sort of accident to happen. So it was. It
was exceedingly improbable. In the lifetime of a man, things which are that improbable
can be treated for practical purposes as impossible. That is why you will never win a big
prize on the football pools. But in our human estimates of what is probable and what is
not, we are not used to dealing in hundreds of millions of years. If you filled in pools
coupons every week for a hundred million years you would very likely win several
jackpots.
Actually a molecule which makes copies of itself is not as difficult to imagine as
it seems at first, and it only had to arise once. Think of the replicator as a mold or
template. Imagine it as a large molecule consisting of a complex chain of various sorts of
building block molecules. The small building blocks were abundantly available in the
soup surrounding the replicator. Now suppose that each building block has an affinity for
its own kind. Then whenever a building block from out in the soup lands up next to a part
of the replicator for which it has an affinity, it will tend to stick there. The building
blocks which attach themselves in this way will automatically be arranged in a sequence
which mimics that of the replicator itself. It is easy then to think of them joining up to
form a stable chain just as in the formation of the original replicator. This process could
continue as a progressive stacking up, layer upon layer. This is how crystals are formed.
On the other hand, the two chains might split apart, in which case we have two
replicators, each of which can go on to make further copies.

401

A more complex possibility is that each building block has affinity not for its own
kind, but reciprocally for one particular other kind. Then the replicator would act as a
template not for an identical copy, but for a kind of “negative,” which would in its turn
remake an exact copy of the original positive. For our purposes it does not matter whether
the original replication process was positive-negative or positive-positive, though it is
worth remarking that the modern equivalents of the first replicator, the DNA molecules,
use positive-negative replication. What does matter is that suddenly a new kind of
“stability” came into the world. Previously it is probable that no particular kind of
complex molecule was very abundant in the soup, because each was dependent on
building blocks happening to fall by luck into a particular stable configuration. As soon
as the replicator was born it must have spread its copies rapidly throughout the seas, until
the smaller building block molecules became a scarce resource, and other larger
molecules were formed more and more rarely.
So we seem to arrive at a large population of identical replicas. But now we must
mention an important property of any copying process: it is not perfect. Mistakes will
happen. I hope there are no misprints in this book, but if you look carefully you may find
one or two. They will probably not seriously distort the meaning of the sentences,
because they will be “first-generation” errors. But imagine the days before printing, when
books such as the Gospels were copied by hand. All scribes, however careful, are bound
to make a few errors, and some are not above a little willful “improvement.” If they all
copied from a single master original, meaning would not be greatly perverted. But let
copies be made from other copies, which in their turn were made from other copies, and
errors will start to become cumulative and serious. We tend to regard erratic copying as a
bad thing, and in the case of human documents it is hard to think of examples where
errors can be described as improvements. I suppose the scholars of the Septuagint could
at least be said to have started something big when they mistranslated the Hebrew word
for ‘‘young woman” into the Greek word for “virgin,” coming up with the prophecy:
“Behold a virgin shall conceive and bear a son….” Anyway, as we shall see, erratic
copying in biological replicators can in a real sense give rise to improvement, and it was
essential for the progressive evolution of life that some errors were made. We do not
know how accurately the original replicator molecules made their copies. Their modern
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descendants, the DNA molecules, are astonishingly faithful compared with the most
high-fidelity human copying process, but even they occasionally make mistakes, and it is
ultimately these mistakes which make evolution possible. Probably the original
replicators were far more erratic, but in any case we may be sure that mistakes were
made, and these mistakes were cumulative.
As mis-copyings were made and propagated, the primeval soup became filled by
a population not of identical replicas, but of several varieties of replicating molecules, all
“descended” from the same ancestor. Would some varieties have been more numerous
than others? Almost certainly yes. Some varieties would have been inherently more
stable than others. Certain molecules, once formed, would be less likely than others to
break up again. These types would become relatively numerous in the soup, not only as a
direct logical consequence of their “longevity,” but also because they would have a long
time available for making copies of themselves. Replicators of high longevity would
therefore tend to become more numerous and, other things being equal, there would have
been an “evolutionary trend” toward greater longevity in the population of molecules.
But other things were probably not equal, and another property of a replicator
variety which must have had even more importance in spreading through the population
was speed of replication, or “fecundity.” If replicator molecules of type A make copies of
themselves on average once a week while those of type B make copies of themselves
once an hour, it is not difficult to see that pretty soon type A molecules are going to be far
outnumbered, even if they “live” much longer than B molecules. There would therefore
probably have been an “evolutionary trend” towares higher “fecundity” of molecules in
the soup. A third characteristic of replicator molecules which would have been positively
selected is accµracy of replication. If molecules of type X and type Y last the same length
of time and replicate at the same rate, but X makes a mistake on average every tenth
replication while F makes a mistake only every hundredth replication, Y will obviously
become more numerous. The X contingent in the population loses not only the errant
“children” themselves, but also all their descendants actual or potential.
If you already know something about evolution, you may find something slightly
paradoxical about the last point. Can we reconcile the idea that copying errors are an
essential prerequisite for evolution to occur, with the statement that natural selection
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favors high copying-fidelity? The answer is that although evolution may seem, in some
vague sense, a “good thing,” especially since we are the product of it, nothing actually
“wants” to evolve. Evolution is something that happens, willy-nilly, in spite of, all the
efforts of the replicators (and nowadays of the genes) to prevent it happening. Jacques
Monod made this point very well in his Herbert Spencer lecture, after wryly remarking:
“Another curious aspect of the theory of evolution is that everybody thinks he
understands it!”
To return to the primeval soup, it must have become populated by stable varieties
of molecule; stable in that either the individual molecules lasted a long time, or they
replicated rapidly, or they replicated accurately. Evolutionary trends toward these three
kinds of stability took place in the following sense: If you had sampled the soup at two
different times, the later sample would have contained a higher proportion of varieties
with high longevity/fecundity/copying-fidelity. This is essentially what a biologist means
by evolution when he is speaking of living creatures, and the mechanism is the same—
natural selection.
Should we then call the original replicator molecules “living”? Who cares? I
might say to you, “Darwin was the greatest man who has ever lived,” and you might say,
“No, Newton was,” but I hope we would not prolong the argument. The point is that no
conclusion of substance would be affected whichever way our argument was resolved.
The facts of the lives and achievements of Newton and Darwin remain totally unchanged
whether we label them “great” or not. Similarly, the story of the replicator molecules
probably happened something like the way I am telling it, regardless of whether we
choose to call them “living.” Human suffering has been caused because too many of us
cannot grasp that words are only tools for our use, and that the mere presence in the
dictionary of a word like “living” does not mean it necessarily has to refer to something
definite in the real world. Whether we call the early replicators living or not, they were
the ancestors of life; they were our founding fathers.
The next important link in the argument, one which Darwin himself laid stress on
(although he was talking about animals and plants, not molecules) is competition. The
primeval soup was not capable of supporting an infinite number of replicator molecules.
For one thing, the earth’s size is finite, but other limiting factors must also have been
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important. In our picture of the replicator acting as a template or mold, we supposed it to
be bathed in a soup rich in the small building block molecules necessary to make copies.
But when the replicators became numerous, building blocks must have been used up at
such a rate that they became a scarce and precious resource. Different varieties or strains
of replicator must have competed for then. We have considered the factors which would
have increased the numbers of favored kinds of replicator. We can now see that lessfavored varieties must actually have become less numerous because of competition, and
ultimately many of their lines must have gone extinct. There was a struggle for existence
among replicator varieties. They did not know they were struggling, or worry about it; the
struggle was conducted without any hard feelings, indeed without feelings of any kind.
But they were struggling, in the sense that any miscopying which resulted in a new higher
level of stability, or a new way of reducing the stability of rivals, was automatically
preserved and multiplied. The process of improvement was cumulative. Ways of
increasing stability and of decreasing rivals’ stability became more elaborate and more
efficient. Some of them may even have “discovered” how to break up molecules of rival
varieties chemically, and to use the building blocks so released for making their own
copies. These proto-carnivores simultaneously obtained food and removed competing
rivals. Other replicaors perhaps discovered how to protect themselves, either chemically
or by building a physical wall of protein around themselves. This may have been how the
first living cells appeared. Replicators began not merely to exist, but to construct for
themselves containers, vehicles for their continued existence. The replicators which
survived were the ones which built survival machines for themselves to live in. The first
survival machines probably consisted of nothing more than a protective coat. But making
a living got steadily harder as new rivals arose with better and more effective survival
machines. Survival machines got bigger and more elaborate, and the process was
cumulative and progressive.
Was there to be any end to the gradual improvement in the technrques and
artifices used by the replicators to ensure their own continuance in the world? There
would be plenty of time for improvement. What weird engines of self-preservation would
the millennia bring forth? Four thousand million years on, what was to be the fate of the
ancient replicatorn? They did not die out, for they are past masters of the survival arts.
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But do not look for them floating loose in the sea; they gave up that cavalier freedom
long ago. Now they swarm in huge colonies, safe inside gigantic lumbering robots, sealed
off from the outside world, communicating with it by tortuous indirect routes,
manipulating it by remote control. They are in you and in me; they created us, body and
mind; and their preservation is the ultimate rationale for our existence. They have come a
long way, those replicators. Now they go by the name of genes, and we are their survival
machines.
From The Selfish Gene
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E
Evolutionism and the Ideology of Modern Science
Christoph Cardinal Schönborn
Christoph Schönborn (b. 1945) is an Austrian cardinal of the Roman Catholic Church, who
gained considerable attention with a controversial article published in the New York Times
attacking the Neo-Darwinian interpretation of evolution. In response to the controversy, he
published the article below to clarify his position.

______________________________________________________________________
In July 2005 the New York Times published my short essay “Finding Design in Nature.”
The reaction has been overwhelming, and not overwhelmingly positive. In the October
issue of First Things, Stephen Barr honored me with a serious response, one fairly
representative of the reaction of many Catholics.
I fear, however, that Barr has misunderstood my argument and possibly
misconceived the issue of whether the human intellect can discern the reality of design
in the world of living things.
It appears from Barr’s essay—and a number of other responses—that my
argument was substantially misunderstood. In “Finding Design in Nature,” I said:
•

The Church “proclaims that by the light of reason the human intellect can readily
and clearly discern purpose and design in the natural world, including the world
of living things.”

•

“Any system of thought that denies or seeks to explain away the overwhelming
evidence for design in biology is ideology, not science.”

•

Quoting our late Holy Father John Paul II: “The evolution of living beings, of
which science seeks to determine the stages and to discern the mechanism,
presents an internal finality which arouses admiration. This finality, which
directs beings in a direction for which they are not responsible or in charge,
obliges one to suppose a Mind which is its inventor, its creator.”

•

Again quoting John Paul II: “To all these indications of the existence of God the
Creator, some oppose the power of chance or of the proper mechanisms of
matter. To speak of chance for a universe which presents such a complex
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organization in its elements and such marvelous finality in its life would be
equivalent to giving up the search for an explanation of the world as it appears to
us. In fact, this would be equivalent to admitting effects without a cause. It would
be to abdicate human intelligence, which would thus refuse to think and to seek a
solution for its problems.”
•

Quoting the Catechism: “Human intelligence is surely already capable of finding
a response to the question of origins. The existence of God the Creator can be
known with certainty through his works, by the light of human reason.... We
believe that God created the world according to his wisdom. It is not the product
of any necessity whatever, nor of blind fate or chance.”

•

Referring to the Church’s teaching on the importance and reach of metaphysics:
“But in the modern era, the Catholic Church is in the odd position of standing in
firm defense of reason as well. In the nineteenth century, the First Vatican
Council taught a world newly enthralled by the ‘death of God’ that by the use of
reason alone mankind could come to know the reality of the Uncaused Cause, the
First Mover, the God of the philosophers.”

My argument was based neither on theology nor modern science nor “intelligent design
theory.” In theology, although the mind’s ability to grasp the order and design in nature
is adopted by, taken up into, and elevated to new heights by the faith of Christianity, that
ability precedes faith, as Romans 1:19-20 makes clear. In science, the discipline and
methods are such that design—more precisely, formal and final causes in natural
beings—is purposefully excluded from its reductionist conception of nature.
Instead, my argument was based on the natural ability of the human intellect to
grasp the intelligible realities that populate the natural world, including most clearly and
evidently the world of living substances, living beings. Nothing is intelligible—nothing
can be grasped in its essence by our intellects—without first being ordered by a creative
intellect. The possibility of modern science is fundamentally grounded on the reality of
an underlying creative intellect that makes the natural world what it is. The natural
world is nothing less than a mediation between minds: the unlimited mind of the
Creator and our limited human minds. Res ergo naturalis inter duos intellectus consti-
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tuta—”The natural thing is constituted between two intellects,” in the words of St.
Thomas. In short, my argument was based on careful examination of the evidence of
everyday experience; in other words, on philosophy.
Many readers will no doubt be disappointed. It seemed that, right or wrong, my
original essay was all about science, about real, tangible, factual knowledge of the
material world. But now I admit to be speaking in the language of natural philosophy,
that old-fashioned way of understanding reality which quickly faded into the intellectual
shadows after the arrival of the new knowledge of Galileo and Newton. Philosophy
continues, it is said, only as a meta-narrative for modern science and contains no positive
knowledge of its own. In short, I seem to have admitted that my essay was a meaningless
or at best subjective form of argument from a discarded and discredited discipline.
It is my sincere hope that for readers of First Things I need not respond to this
modern caricature of philosophy. Philosophy is the “science of common experience”
which provides our most fundamental and most certain grasp on reality. And, clearly, it is
philosophical knowledge of reality that is most in need of defense in our time.
Today, spirit-matter dualism dominates Christian thinking about reality. By
“spirit-matter dualism” I mean the habit of thought in which physical reality is conceived
of according to the reductive claims of modern science (which is to say, positivism),
combined in a mysterious way with a belief in the immaterial realities of the human and
divine spirits as known only by faith (which is to say, fideism).
But human reason is much more than just positivistic “scientific” knowledge.
Indeed, true science is impossible unless we first grasp the reality of natures and
essences, the intelligible principles of the natural world. We can with much profit study
nature using the tools and techniques of modern science. But let us never forget, as some
modern scientists have forgotten, that the study of reality via reductive methods leads to
incomplete knowledge. To grasp reality as it is, we must return to our pre-scientific and
post-scientific knowledge, the tacit knowledge that pervades science, the knowledge that,
when critically examined and refined, we call philosophy.
Stephen Barr criticizes me for confusing two very different things: the modest
scientific theory of neo-Darwinism (which he defines as “the idea that the mainspring of
evolution is natural selection acting on random genetic variation”) and what he calls the
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“theological” claim that evolution is an “unguided, unplanned” process. “This,” he
asserts, “is the central misstep of Cardinal Schönborn’s article.”
Let us assume for the moment that I indeed made a mistake. Is there any excuse,
any basis for my error? Barr, treating Darwinism with great delicacy, says nothing. But
there is much he could have said. He could have listed quotations from Darwinian
scientists going on dozens of pages in which they make such “theological” assertions, in
bold and completely unqualified ways, assertions that evolution by means of random
variation and natural selection is an unguided, unplanned process.
Many of those assertions are in textbooks and scientific journals, not just in
popular writings. I will leave it to others to compile a complete account of such
quotations. I made a small contribution of three quotations in my recent catechesis on
creation and evolution in the cathedral church of St. Stephen’s in Vienna. Here is one of
those three examples, a quotation from the American scientist Will Provine: “Modern
science directly implies that the world is organized strictly in accordance with
deterministic principles or chance. There are no purposive principles whatsoever in
nature. There are no gods and no designing forces rationally detectable.”
Barr argues that such “theological” claims are separable from a more modest
science of neo-Darwinism. I agree that there is a difference between a modest science of
Darwinism and the broader metaphysical claims frequently made on its behalf. But
which of those two is more properly called “neo-Darwinism” in an unqualified way, as I
did in my essay?
For now, I happily concede that a metaphysically modest version of neoDarwinism could potentially be compatible with the philosophical truth (and thus
Catholic teaching) about nature. If the Darwinist, taking up Descartes’ and Bacon’s
project of understanding nature according only to material and efficient causes, studies
the history of living things and says that he can see no organizing, active principles of
whole living substances (formal causes) and no real plan, purpose or design in living
things (final causes), then I accept his report without surprise. It is obviously compatible
with the full truth that the world of living beings is replete with formality and finality. It
comes as no surprise that reductionist science cannot recognize those very aspects of
reality that it excludes—or at least, seeks to exclude—by its choice of method.
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But how successful is modern biology, seeking to be true to its founding
principles, at excluding the rational consideration of final cause? One way to grasp this
problem is to examine the question of “randomness” and the role it plays in modern
evolutionary biology.
The notion of “randomness” is obviously of great importance. The technical error
at the heart of my analysis of neo-Darwinism, says Barr, is my misunderstanding of how
the term “random” is used by Darwinian biology. “If the word ‘random’ necessarily
entails the idea that some events are ‘unguided’ in the sense of falling ‘outside the bounds
of divine providence,’ we should have to condemn as incompatible with Christian faith a
great deal of modern physics, chemistry, geology, and astronomy, as well as biology,” he
wrote:
This is absurd, of course. The word “random” as used in science does
not mean uncaused, unplanned, or inexplicable; it means uncorrelated.
My children like to observe the license plates of the cars that pass us
on the highway, to see which states they are from. The sequence of
states exhibits a degree of randomness: a car from Kentucky, then New
Jersey, then Florida, and so on, because the cars are uncorrelated:
knowing where one car comes from tells us nothing about where the
next one comes from. And yet, each car comes to that place at that
time for a reason. Each trip is planned, each guided by some map and
some schedule.
I certainly agree with much of what Barr says, and I appreciate his delightful
example. I would like to suggest, however, that he may be overlooking something when
it comes to modern biology. First of all, we must observe that the role of randomness in
Darwinian biology is quite different from its role in thermodynamics, quantum theory,
and other natural sciences. In those sciences randomness captures our inability to predict
or know the precise behavior of the parts of a system (or perhaps, in the case of the
quantum world, some intrinsic properties of the system). But in all such cases the
“random” behavior of parts is embedded in and constrained by a deeply mathematical
and precise conceptual structure of the whole that makes the overall behavior of the
system orderly and intelligible.
The randomness of neo-Darwinian biology is nothing like that. It is simply
random. The variation through genetic mutation is random. And natural selection is also
random: The properties of the ever-changing environment that drive evolution through
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natural selection are also not correlated to anything, according to the Darwinists. Yet out
of all that unconstrained, unintelligible mess emerges, deus ex machina, the precisely
ordered and extraordinarily intelligible world of living organisms. And this is the heart of
the neo-Darwinian science of biology.
Be that as it may, let us return to and extend Barr’s license plate example and see
what we might learn. Suppose the Barr family sets out on a trip southward from their
home in Delaware—and, while hearing a brief introductory lecture on the proper
meaning of randomness, the children start writing down the state of each passing license
plate. After hours have passed, the children, pausing at their work, provide the following
report: While each individual car’s license plate does indeed seem uncorrelated to the
previous and next, or to anything in the immediate environment, there may nevertheless
be a pattern in the data. At first, almost all the license plates were from Delaware. A little
later the majority shifted to Maryland. A few hours after that there was a big upswing of
District of Columbia plates, mixing in near-equal proportion to the Maryland plates. A
short time later the majority became Virginia plates. Now they see a dramatic shift to
North Carolina plates. Is there a pattern here? Is there a reason one can think of for that
pattern?
The Darwinian biologist looking at the history of life faces a precisely analogous
question. If he takes a very narrow view of the supposedly random variation that meets
his gaze, it may well be impossible to correlate it to anything interesting, and thus
variation remains simply unintelligible. He then summarizes his ignorance of any pattern
in variation by means of the rather respectable term “random.” But if he steps back and
looks at the sweep of life, he sees an obvious, indeed an overwhelming pattern. The
variation that actually occurred in the history of life was exactly the sort needed to bring
about the complete set of plants and animals that exist today. In particular, it was exactly
the variation needed to give rise to an upward sweep of evolution resulting in human
beings. If that is not a powerful and relevant correlation, then I don’t know what could
count as evidence against actual randomness in the mind of an observer.
Some may object: This is a pure tautology, not scientific knowledge. I have
assumed the conclusion, “rigged the game,” and so forth. But that is not true. I have
simply related two indisputable facts: Evolution happened (or so we will presume, for
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purposes of this analysis), and our present biosphere is the result. The two sets of facts
correlate perfectly. Facts are not tautologies simply because they are indisputably true.
If the modern biologist chooses to ignore this indubitable correlation, I have no
objection. He is free to define his special science on terms as narrow as he finds useful
for gaining a certain kind of knowledge. But he may not then turn around and demand
that the rest of us, unrestricted by his methodological self-limitation, ignore obvious
truths about reality, such as the clearly teleological nature of evolution.
Let us return to a telling word of Barr. He refers to my allegedly over-broad
understanding of neo-Darwinism as unwarranted extension of the theory into the realm
of “theology.” Does his use of that term mean that we can only know that teleology is
real in the world of living beings by reference to revealed truth? Does it mean that
unaided human reason cannot grasp the evident order, purpose, and intelligence
manifested so clearly in the world of living beings? Does it mean that we worship an
unjust God who, as Romans 1:19-20 teaches, punishes people for their failure to abide
by natural law, a law St. Paul says they cannot fail to recognize through the manifest
order in the natural world?
Barr’s essay addresses at some length the question of design in biology, but does
not clearly affirm that reason can grasp the reality of design without the aid of faith. If
my reading is correct (and I hope I am wrong), in that respect Barr has followed the
overwhelming trend of Catholic commentators on the question of neo-Darwinian
evolution, who gladly discuss its compatibility with the truths of faith but seldom bother
to discuss whether and how it is compatible with the truths of reason.
Perhaps now that the role of fideism is in view, I can profitably return to the
question of the essential meaning of the term “neo-Darwinism.” If, as many seem to
think, neo-Darwinism serves as a valid “design-defeating hypothesis” at the level of
human reason but is rescued from any ultimately improper conclusions only by the
intervention of theology, then it seems that my expansive definition is fully vindicated. If
reason is incapable of grasping real teleology in living things and their history, then neoDarwinism—which obviously is incapable of taking into account theological truths—can
truly be said to be a theory that asserts, in the words of my original essay, that evolution
is “an unguided, unplanned process of random variation and natural selection.” What so
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many Catholics seem to be saying is that, so far as we can determine with our unaided
human intellects, according to even the “metaphysically modest” version of neoDarwinism, there is no real plan, purpose, or design in living things, and absolutely no
directionality to evolution; yet we know those things to be true by faith. In other words, a
“metaphysically modest” neo-Darwinism is not so modest after all. It means a
Darwinism that does not conflict with knowledge about reality known through faith
alone. In the debate about design in nature, sola fides takes on an entirely new meaning.
Modern science alone may well be incapable of grasping the key truths about
nature that are woven into the fabric of Catholic theology and morality. And theology
proper does not supply these key truths either. Prior to both science and theology is
philosophy, the “science of common experience.” Its role in these crucial matters is
indispensable.
Let us return to the heart of the problem: positivism. Modern science first
excludes a priori final and formal causes, then investigates nature under the reductive
mode of mechanism (efficient and material causes), and then turns around to claim both
final and formal causes are obviously unreal, and also that its mode of knowing the
corporeal world takes priority over all other forms of human knowledge. Being
mechanistic, modern science is also historicist: It argues that a complete description of
the efficient and material causal history of an entity is a complete explanation of the
entity itself—in other words, that an understanding of how something came to be is the
same as understanding what it is. But Catholic thinking rejects the genetic fallacy
applied to the natural world and contains instead a holistic understanding of reality based
on all the faculties of reason and all the causes evident in nature—including the
“vertical” causation of formality and finality.
Some may object that my original small essay in the New York Times was
misleading because it was too easily misunderstood as an argument about the details
of science. As a matter of fact, I expected some initial misunderstanding. Even had it
been possible to state in a thousand words a highly qualified and nuanced statement
about the relations among modern science, philosophy, and theology, the essay would
likely have been dismissed as “mere philosophy,” with no standing to challenge the
hegemony of scientism. It was crucially important to communicate a claim about
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design in nature that was in no way inferior to a “scientific” (in the modern sense)
argument. Indeed, my argument was superior to a “scientific” argument since it was
based on more certain and enduring truths and principles.
The modern world needs badly to hear this message. What frequently passes
for modern science—with its heavy accretion of materialism and positivism—is
simply wrong about nature in fundamental ways. Modern science is often, in the
words of my essay, “ideology, not science.” The problems caused by positivism are
especially acute in the broad anti-teleological implications drawn from Darwin’s
theory of evolution, which has become (in the phrase of Pope Benedict XVI, writing
some years ago) the new “first philosophy” of the modern world, a total and
foundational description of reality that goes far beyond a proper grounding in the
descriptive and reductive science on which it is based. My essay was designed to
awaken Catholics from their dogmatic slumber about positivism in general and
evolutionism in particular. It appears to have worked.

From First Things, January 2006
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The Rainbow
Owen Barfield
Owen Barfield (1898-1997) was an English philosopher, poet, and critic distinguished for his
work on the “evolution of consciousness” and his criticism of reductionism. He was a founding
member of the Oxford literary group known as the Inklings, along with C. S. Lewis and J. R. R.
Tolkien, on both of whom he had a strong influence. Lewis called Barfield “the wisest and best of
my unofficial teachers”.
______________________________________________________________________________

Look at a rainbow. While it lasts, it is, or appears to be, a great arc of many colors
occupying a position out there in space. It touches the horizon between that chimney and
that tree; a line drawn from the sun behind you and passing through your head would
pierce the centre of the circle of which it is part. And now, before it fades, recollect all
you have ever been told about the rainbow and its causes, and ask yourself the question,
Is it really there?
You know, from memory, that if there were a hillside three or four miles nearer
than the present horizon, the rainbow would come to earth in front of and not behind it;
that, if you walked to the place where the rainbow ends, or seems to end, it would
certainly not be ‘there’. In a word, reflection will assure you that the rainbow is the
outcome of the sun, the raindrops, and your own vision.
When I ask of an intangible appearance or representation, Is it really there? I
usually mean, Is it there independently of my vision? Would it still be there, for instance,
if I shut my eyes—if I moved towards or away from it. If this is what you also mean by
‘really there’, you will be tempted to add that the raindrops and the sun are really there,
but the rainbow is not.
Does it follow that, as soon as anybody sees a rainbow, there ‘is’ one, or, in other
words, that there is no difference between a hallucination or a madman's dream of a
rainbow (perhaps on a clear day) and an actual rainbow? Certainly not. You were not the
only one to see that rainbow. You had a friend with you. Moreover, through the medium
of language, you are well aware that thousands of others have seen rainbows in showery
weather; but you have never heard of any sane person claiming to have seen one on a
sunless or a cloudless day. Therefore, if a man tells you he sees a rainbow on a cloudless
416

day, then, even if you are convinced that he means what he says, and is not simply lying,
you will confidently affirm that the rainbow he sees is ‘not there’.
In short, as far as being really there or not is concerned, the practical difference
between a dream or hallucination of a rainbow and an actual rainbow is that, although
each is a representation or appearance (that is, something which I perceive to be there),
the second is a shared or collective representation.
Now look at a tree. It is very different from a rainbow. If you approach it, it will
still be ‘there’. Moreover, in this case, you can do more than look at it. You can hear the
noise its leaves make in the wind. You can perhaps smell it. You can certainly touch it.
Your senses combine to assure you that it is composed of what is called solid matter.
Accord to the tree the same treatment that you accorded to the rainbow. Recollect all you
have been told about matter and its ultimate structure and ask yourself if the tree is ‘really
there’. I am far from affirming dogmatically that the atoms, electrons, nuclei, etc., of
which wood, and all matter, is said to be composed, are particular and identifiable objects
like drops of rain. But if the ‘particles’ (as I will here call them for convenience) are
there, and are all that is there, then, since the ‘particles’ are no more like the thing I call a
tree than the raindrops are like the thing I call a rainbow, it follows, I think, that just as a
rainbow is the outcome of the raindrops and my vision, so a tree is the outcome of the
particles and my vision and my other sense-perceptions. Whatever the particles
themselves may be thought to be, the tree, as such, is a representation. And the
difference, for me, between a tree and a complete hallucination of a tree is the same as
the difference between a rainbow and a hallucination of a rainbow. In other words, a tree
which is ‘really there’ is a collective representation. The fact that a dream tree differs in
kind from a real tree, and that it is just silly to try and mix them up, is indeed rather
literally a matter of ‘common sense’.
This background of particles is of course presumed in the case of raindrops
themselves, no less than in that of trees. The relation raindrops : rainbow, is a picture or
analogy, not an instance, of the relation particles : representation.
Or again, if anyone likes to press the argument still further and maintain that what
is true of the drops must also be true of the particles themselves, and that there is ‘no such
thing as an extra-mental reality’, I shall not quarrel with him, but I shall leave him
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severely alone; because I have no desire to demonstrate that trees or rainbows—or
particles—are not ‘really there’, a proposition which perhaps has not much meaning. This
book is not being written because the author desires to put forward a theory of perception,
but because it seems to him that certain wide consequences flowing from the hastily
expanded sciences of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and in particular their
physics, have not been sufficiently considered in building up the general twentiethcentury picture of the nature of the universe and of the history of the earth and man.
A better term than ‘particles’ would possibly be ‘the unrepresented’, since
anything particular which amounts to a representation will always attract further physical
analysis. Moreover, the atoms, protons, and electrons of modern physics are now perhaps
more generally regarded, not as particles, but as notional models or symbols of an
unknown super-sensible or sub-sensible base. All I seek to establish in these opening
paragraphs is, that, whatever may be thought about the ‘unrepresented’ background of
our perceptions, the familiar world which we see and know around us—the blue sky with
white clouds in it, the noise of a waterfall or a motor-bus, the shapes of flowers and their
scent, the gesture and utterance of animals, and the faces of our friends—the world too,
which (apart from the special inquiry of physics) experts of all kinds methodically
investigate—is a system of collective representations. The time comes when one must
either accept this as the truth about the world or reject the theories of physics as an
elaborate delusion. We cannot have it both ways.
A representation is something I perceive to be there. By premising that the
everyday world is a system of collective representations, it may be thought that we blur
the distinction between the fancied and the actual or, following the everyday use of
language, between the apparently there and the really there. But this is not so. It only
seems to be so because of the very great emphasis which—especially in the last three or
four hundred years—the Western Mind has come to lay on the ingredient of spatial depth
in the total complex of its perception. I shall return to this later.
As to what is meant by ‘collective’—any discrepancy between my representations
and those of my fellow men raises a presumption of unreality and calls for explanation.
If, however, the explanation is satisfactory; if, for instance, it turns out that the
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discrepancy was due, not to my hallucination, but to their myopia or their dullness, it is
likely to be accepted; and then my representation may itself end by becoming collective.
It is, however, not necessary to maintain that collectivity is the only test for
distinguishing between a representation and a collective representation (though, to
creatures for whom insanity is round the corner, it is often likely to be the crucial one).
I am hit violently on the head and, in the same moment, perceive a bright light to
be there. Later on I reflect that the light was ‘not really there’. Even if I had lived all my
life on a desert island where there was no one to compare notes with, I might do as much.
No doubt I should learn by experience to distinguish the first kind of light from the more
practicable light of day or the thunderbolt, and should soon give up hitting myself on the
head at sunset when I needed light to go on working by. In both cases I perceive light, but
the various criteria of difference between them—duration, for instance, and a sharp
physical pain, which the one involves and the other does not—are not difficult to
apprehend.
What is required is not to go on stressing the resemblance between collective
representations and private representations, but to remember, when we leave the world of
everyday for the discipline of any strict inquiry, that if the particles, or the unrepresented,
are in fact all that is independently there, then the world we all accept as real is in fact a
system of collective representations.
Perception takes place by means of sense organs, though the ingredient in it of
sensation, experienced as such, varies greatly as between the different senses. In touch I
suppose we come nearest to sensation without perception, in sight to perception without
sensation. But the two most important things to remember about perception are these:
first, that we must not confuse the percept with its cause. I do not hear undulating
molecules of air; the name of what I hear is sound. I do not touch a moving system of
waves or of atoms and electrons with relatively vast empty spaces between them; the
name of what I touch is matter. Second, I do not perceive any thing with my sense-organs
alone, but with a great part of my whole human being. Thus, I may say, loosely, that I
‘hear a thrush singing’. But in strict truth all that I ever merely ‘hear’—all that I ever hear
simply by virtue of having ears—is sound. When I ‘hear a thrush singing’, I am hearing,
not with my ears alone, but with all sorts of other things like mental habits, memory,
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imagination, feeling and (to the extent at least that the act of attention involves it) will. Of
a man who merely heard in the first sense, it could meaningfully be said that ‘having
ears’ (i.e. not being deaf) ‘he heard not’.
I do not think either of these two maxims depends on any particular theory of the
nature of perception. They are true, whether we accept the Aristotelian and medieval
conception of form and matter, or the Kantian doctrine of the forms of perception, or the
theory of specific sense-energy, or the ‘primary imagination’ of Coleridge, or the
phenomenology that underlies Existentialism, or some wholly unphilosophical system of
physiology and psychology. On almost any received theory of perception the familiar
world—that is, the world which is apprehended, not through instruments and inference,
but simply—is for the most part dependent upon the percipient.
In the conversion of raindrops into a rainbow, or (if you prefer it) the production
of a rainbow out of them, the eye plays a no less indispensable part than the sunlight—or
than the drops themselves. In the same way, for the conversion of the unrepresented into
a representation, at least one sentient organism is as much a sine qua non as the
unrepresented itself; and for the conversion of the unrepresented into representations
even remotely resembling our everyday world, at least one nervous system organized
about a spinal cord culminating in a brain, is equally indispensable. The rainbow analogy
does not imply, nor is it intended to suggest, that the solid globe is as insubstantial as a
rainbow. The solid globe is solid. The rainbow is not. Only it is important to know what
we mean by solidity. More than that, it is necessary to remember what we meant by
solidity in one context, when we go on to use the word or think the thing in another.
It is easy to appreciate that there is no such thing as an unseen rainbow. It is not
so easy to grasp that there is no such thing as an unheard noise. Or rather it is easy to
grasp, but difficult to keep hold of. And this is still more the case, when we come to the
sense of touch. Obvious as it may be to reflection that a system of waves or quanta or
discrete particles is no more like solid matter than waves of air are like sound, or
raindrops like a rainbow, it is not particularly easy to grasp, and it is almost impossible to
keep in mind, that there is no such thing as unfelt solidity. It is much more convenient,
when we are listening for example to the geologist [or Darwinian evolutionist], to forget
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what we learnt about matter from the chemist and the physicist. But it really will not do.
We cannot go on forever having it both ways.

From Saving the Appearances
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Is God a Taoist?
Raymond M. Smullyan
Raymond M. Smullyan (b. 1919) is a mathematician, logician, and philosopher who has made
important contributions to the study of Gödel’s Theorem. He has written many popular books on
mathematics and logic.

________________________________________________________________________
MORTAL: And therefore, O God, I pray thee, if thou hast one ounce of mercy for this
thy suffering creature, absolve me of having to have free will!
GOD: You reject the greatest gift I have given thee?
MORTAL: How can you call that which was forced on me a gift? I have free will, but not
of my own choice. I have never freely chosen to have free will. I have to have free
will, whether I like it or not!
GOD: Why would you wish not to have free will?
MORTAL: Because free will means moral responsibility, and moral responsibility is
more than I can bear!
GOD: Why do you find moral responsibility so unbearable?
MORTAL: Why? I honestly can’t analyze why; all I know is that I do.
GOD: All right, in that case suppose I absolve you from all moral responsibility but leave
you still with free will. Will this be satisfactory?
MORTAL (after a pause): No, I am afraid not.
GOD: Ah, just as I thought! So moral responsibility is not the only aspect of free will to
which you object. What else about free will is bothering you?
MORTAL: With free will I am capable of sinning, and I don’t want to sin!
GOD: If you don’t want to sin, then why do you?
MORTAL: Good God! I don’t know why I sin, I just do! Evil temptations come along,
and try as I can, I cannot resist them.
GOD: If it is really true that you cannot resist them, then you are nor sinning of your own
free will and hence (at least according to me) not sinning at all.
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MORTAL: No, no! I keep feeling that if only I tried harder I could avoid sinning. I
understand that the will is infinite. If one wholeheartedly wills not to sin, then one
won’t.
GOD: Well now, you should know. Do you try as hard as you can to avoid sinning or
don’t you?
MORTAL.: I honestly don’t know! At the time, I feel I am trying as hard as I can, but in
retrospect, I am worried that maybe I didn’t!
GOD: So in other words, you don’t really know whether or not you have been sinning. So
the possibility is open that you haven’t been sinning at all!
MORTAL: Of course this possibility is open, but maybe I have been sinning, and this
thought is what so frightens me!
GOD: Why does the thought of your sinning frighten you?
MORTAL: I don’t know why! For one thing, you do have a reputation for meting out
rather gruesome punishments in the afterlife!
GOD: Oh, that’s what’s bothering you! Why didn’t you say so in the first place instead of
all this peripheral talk about free will and responsibility? Why didn’t you simply
request me not to punish you for any of your sins?
MORTAL: I think I am realistic enough to know that you would hardly grant such a
request!
GOD: You don’t say! You have a realistic knowledge of what requests I will grant, eh?
Well, I’ll tell you what I’m going to do! I will grant you a very, very special
dispensation to sin as much as you like, and I give you my divine word of honor that I
will never punish you for it in the least. Agreed?
MORTAL (in great terror): No, no, don’t do that!
GOD: Why not? Don’t you trust my divine word?
MORTAL: Of course I do! But don’t you see, I don’t want to sin! I have an utter
abhorrence of sinning, quite apart from any punishments it may entail.
GOD: In that case, I’ll go you one better. I’ll remove your abhorrence of sinning. Here is
a magic pill! Just swallow it, and you will lose all abhorrence of sinning. You will
joyfully and merrily sin away, you will have no regrets, no abhorrence and I still
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promise you will never be punished by me, or yourself, or by any source whatever.
You will be blissful for all eternity. So here is the pill!
MORTAL: No, no!
GOD: Are you not being irrational? I am even removing your abhorrence of sin, which is
your last obstacle.
MORTAL: I still won’t take it!
GOD: Why not?
MORTAL: I believe that the pill will indeed remove my future abhorrence for sin, but my
present abhorrence is enough to prevent me from being willing to take it.
GOD: I command you to take it!
MORTAL: I refuse!
GOD: What, you refuse of your own free will?
MORTAL: Yes!
GOD: So it seems that your free will comes in pretty handy, doesn’t it?
MORTAL: I don’t understand!
GOD: Are you not glad now that you have the free will to refuse such a ghastly offer?
How would you like it if I forced you to take this pill, whether you wanted it or not?
MORTAL: No, no! Please don’t!
GOD: Of course I won’t; I’m just trying to illustrate a point. All right, let me put it this
way. Instead of forcing you to take the pill, suppose I grant your original prayer of
removing your free will—but with the understanding that the moment you are no
longer free, then you will take the pill.
MORTAL: Once my will is gone, how could I possibly choose to take the pill?
GOD: I did not say you would choose it; I merely said you would take it. You would act,
let us say, according to purely deterministic laws which are such that you would as a
matter of fact take it.
MORTAL.: I still refuse.
GOD: So you refuse my offer to remove your free will. This is rather different from your
original prayer, isn’t it?
MORTAL: Now I see what you are up to. Your argument is ingenious, but I’m not sure it
is really correct. There are some points we will have to go over again.
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GOD: Certainly.
MORTAL: There are two things you said which seem contradictory to me. First you said
that one cannot sin unless one does so of one’s own free will. But then you said you
would give me a pill which would deprive me of my own free will, and then I could
sin as much as I liked. But if I no longer had free will, then, according to your first
statement, how could I be capable of sinning?
GOD: You are confusing two separate parts of our conversation. I never said the pill
would deprive you of your free will, but only that it would remove your abhorrence of
sinning.
MORTAL: I’m afraid I’m a bit confused.
GOD: All right, then let us make a fresh start. Suppose I agree to remove your free will,
but with the understanding that you will then commit an enormous number of acts
which you now regard as sinful. Technically speaking, you will not then be sinning
since you will not be doing these acts of your own free will. And these acts will carry
no moral responsibility, nor moral culpability, nor any punishment whatsoever.
Nevertheless, these acts will all be of the type which you presently regard as sinful;
they will all have this quality which you presently feel as abhorrent, but your
abhorrence will disappear; so you will not then feel abhorrence toward the acts.
MORTAL: No, but I have present abhorrence toward the acts, and this present
abhorrence is sufficient to prevent me from accepting your proposal.
GOD: Hm! So let me get this absolutely straight. I take it you no longer wish me to
remove your free will.
MORTAL (reluctantly): No, I guess not.
GOD: All right, I agree not to. But I am still not exactly clear as to why you now no
longer wish to be rid of your free will. Please tell me again.
MORTAL: Because, as you have told me, without free will I would sin even more than I
do now.
GOD: But I have already told you that without free will you cannot sin.
MORTAL: But if I choose now to be rid of free will, then all my subsequent evil actions
will be sins, not of the future, but of the present moment in which I choose not to
have free will.
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GOD: Sounds like you are pretty badly trapped, doesn’t it?
MORTAL: Of course I am trapped! You have placed me in a hideous double bind! Now
whatever I do is wrong. If I retain free will, I will continue to sin, and if I abandon
free will (with your help, of course), I will now be sinning in so doing.
GOD: But by the same token, you place me in a double bind. I am willing to leave you
free will or remove it as you choose, but neither alternative satisfies you. I wish to
help you, but it seems I cannot.
MORTAL: True!
GOD: But since it is not my fault, why are you still angry with me?
MORTAL: For having placed me in such a horrible predicament in the first place!
GOD: But, according to you, there is nothing satisfactory I could have done.
MORTAL: You mean there is nothing satisfactory you can now do, but that does not
mean that there is nothing you could have done.
GOD: Why? What could I have done?
MORTAL: Obviously you should never have given me free will in the first place. Now
that you have given it to me, it is too late—anything I do will be bad. But you should
never have given it to me in the first place.
GOD: Oh, that’s it! Why would it have been better had I never given it to you?
MORTAL: Because then I never would have been capable of sinning at all.
GOD: Well, I’m always glad to learn from my mistakes.
MORTAL.: What!
GOD: I know, that sounds sort of self-blasphemous, doesn’t it? It almost involves a
logical paradox! On the one hand, as you have been taught, it is morally wrong for
any sentient being to claim that I am capable of making mistakes. On the other hand, I
have the right to do anything. But I am also a sentient being. So the question is, Do I
or do I not have the right to claim that I am capable of making mistakes?
MORtAL.: That is a bad joke! One of your premises is simply false. I have not been
taught that it is wrong for any sentient being to doubt your omniscience, but only for
a mortal to doubt it. But since you are not mortal, then you are obviously free from
this injunction.
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GOD: Good, so you realize this on a rational level. Nevertheless, you did appear shocked
when I said, “I am always glad to learn from my mistakes.”
MORTAL: Of course I was shocked. I was shocked not by your self-blasphemy (as you
jokingly called it), not by the fact that you had no right to say it, but just by the fact
that you did say it, since I have been taught that as a matter of fact you don’t make
mistakes. So I was amazed that you claimed that it is possible for you to make
mistakes.
GOD: I have not claimed that it is possible. All I am saying is that if I make mistakes, I
will be happy to learn from them. But this says nothing about whether the if has or
ever can be realized.
MORTAL.: Let’s please stop quibbling about this point. Do you or do you not admit it
was a mistake to have given me free will?
GOD: Well now, this is precisely what I propose we should investigate. Let me review
your present predicament. You don’t want to have free will because with free will
you can sin, and you don’t want to sin. (Though I still find this puzzling; in a way you
must want to sin, or else you wouldn’t. But let this pass for now.) On the other hand,
if you agreed to give up free will, then you would now be responsible for the acts of
the future. Ergo, I should never have given you free will in the first place.
MORTAL: Exactly!
GOD: I understand exactly how you feel. Many mortals—even some theologians—have
complained that I have been unfair in that it was I, not they, who decided that they
should have free will, and then I hold them responsible for their actions. In other
words, they feel that they are expected to live up to a contract with me which they
never agreed to in the first place.
MORTAL: Exactly!
GOD: As I said, I understand the feeling perfectly. And I can appreciate the justice of the
complaint. But the complaint arises only from an unrealistic understanding of the true
issues involved. I am about to enlighten you as to what these are, and I think the
results will surprise you! But instead of telling you outright, I shall continue to use
the Socratic method.
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To repeat, you regret that I ever gave you free will. I claim that when you see the
true ramifications you will no longer have this regret. To prove my point, I’ll tell you
what I’m going to do. I am about to create a new universe—a new space-time
continuum. In this new universe will be born a mortal just like you—for all practical
purposes, we might say that you will be reborn. Now, I can give this new mortal—
this new you—free will or not. What would you like me to do?
MORTAL, (in great relief): Oh, please! Spare him from having to have free will!
GOD: All right, I’ll do as you say. But you do realize that this new you without free will,
will commit all sorts of horrible acts.
MORTAL: But they will not be sins since he will have no free will.
GOD: Whether you call them sins or not, the fact remains that they will be horrible acts
in the sense that they will cause great pain to many sentient beings.
MORTAL (after a pause): Good God, you have trapped me again! Always the same
game! If I now give you the go-ahead to create this new creature with no free will
who will nevertheless commit atrocious acts, then true enough he will not be sinning,
but I again will be the sinner to sanction this.
GOD: In that case, I’ll go you one better! Here, I have already decided whether to create
this new you with free will or not. Now, I am writing my decision on this piece of
paper and I won’t show it to you until later. But my decision is now made and is
absolutely irrevocable. There is nothing you can possibly do to alter it; you have no
responsibility in the matter. Now, what I wish to know is this: Which way do you
hope I have decided? Remember now, the responsibility for the decision falls entirely
on my shoulders, not yours. So you can tell me perfectly honestly and without any
fear, which way do you hope I have decided?
MORTAL (after a very long pause): I hope you have decided to give him free will.
GOD: Most interesting! I have removed your last obstacle! If I do not give him free will,
then no sin is to be imputed to anybody. So why do you hope I will give him free
will?
MORTAL: Because sin or no sin, the important point is that if you do not give him free
will, then (at least according to what you have said) he will go around hurting people,
and I don’t want to see people hurt.
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GOD (with an infinite sigh of relief): At last! At last you see the real point!
MORTAL.: What point is that?
GOD: That sinning is not the real issue! The important thing is that people as well as
other sentient beings don’t get hurt!
MORTAL: You sound like a utilitarian!
GOD: I am a utilitarian!
MORTAL: What!
GOD: Whats or no whats, I am a utilitarian. Not a unitarian, mind you, but a utilitarian.
MORTAL: I just can’t believe it!
GOD: Yes, I know, your religious training has taught you otherwise. You have probably
thought of me more like a Kantian than a utilitarian, but your training was simply
wrong.
MORTAL: You leave me speechless!
GOD: I leave you speechless, do I! Well, that is perhaps not too bad a thing—you have a
tendency to speak too much as it is. Seriously, though, why do you think I ever did
give you free will in the first place?
MORTAL: Why did you? I never have thought much about why you did; all I have been
arguing for is that you shouldn’t have! But why did you? I guess all I can think of is
the standard religious explanation: Without free will, one is not capable of meriting
either salvation or damnation. So without free will, we could not earn the right to
eternal life.
GOD: Most interesting! I have eternal life; do you think I have ever done anything to
merit it?
MORTAL: Of course not! With you it is different. You are already so good and perfect
(at least allegedly) that it is not necessary for you to merit eternal life.
GOD: Really now? That puts me in a rather enviable position, doesn’t it?
MORTAL: I don’t think I understand you.
GOD: Here I am eternally blissful without ever having to suffer or make sacrifices or
struggle against evil temptations or anything like that. Without any of that type of
“merit,” I enjoy blissful eternal existence. By contrast, you poor mortals have to
sweat and suffer and have all sorts of horrible conflicts about morality, and all for
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what? You don’t even know whether I really exist or not, or if there really is any
afterlife, or if there is, where you come into the picture. No matter how much you try
to placate me by being “good,” you never have any real assurance that your “best” is
good enough for me, and hence you have no real security in obtaining salvation. Just
think of it! I already have the equivalent of “salvation”—and have never had to go
through this infinitely lugubrious process of earning it. Don’t you ever envy me for
this?
MORTAL.: But it is blasphemous to envy you!
GOD: Oh come off it! You’re not now talking to your Sunday school teacher, you are
talking to me. Blasphemous or not, the important question is not whether you have
the right to be envious of me but whether you are. Are you?
MORTAL: Of course I am!
GOD: Good! Under your present world view, you sure should be most envious of me.
But I think with a more realistic world view, you no longer will be. So you really
have swallowed the idea which has been taught you that your life on earth is like an
examination period and that the purpose of providing you with free will is to test you,
to see if you merit blissful eternal life. But what puzzles me is this: If you really
believe I am as good and benevolent as I am cracked up to be, why should I require
people to merit things like happiness and eternal life? Why should I not grant such
things to everyone regardless of whether or not he deserves them?
MORTAL: But I have been taught that your sense of morality—your sense of justice—
demands that goodness be rewarded with happiness and evil be punished with pain.
GOD: Then you have been taught wrong.
MORTAL: But the religious literature is so full of this idea! Take for example Jonathan
Edwards’s “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” How he describes you as holding
your enemies like loathsome scorpions over the flaming pit of hell, preventing them
from falling into the fate that they deserve only by dint of your mercy.
GOD: Fortunately, I have not been exposed to the tirades of Mr. Jonathan Edwards. Few
sermons have ever been preached which are more misleading. The very title “Sinners
in the Hands of an Angry God” tells its own tale. In the first place, I am never angry.
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In the second place, I do not think at all in terms of “sin.” In the third place, I have no
enemies.
MORTAL.: By that do you mean that there are no people whom you hate, or that there
are no people who hate you?
GOD: I meant the former although the latter also happens to be true.
MORTAL: Oh come now, I know people who have openly claimed to have hated you. At
times I have hated you!
GOD: You mean you have hated your image of me. That is not the same thing as hating
me as I really am.
MORTAL: Are you trying to say that it is not wrong to hate a false conception of you,
but that it is wrong to hate you as you really are?
GOD: No, I am not saying that at all; I am saying something far more drastic! What I am
saying has absolutely nothing to do with right or wrong. What I am saying is that one
who knows me for what I really am would simply find it psychologically impossible
to hate me.
MORTAL: Tell me, since we mortals seem to have such erroneous views about your real
nature, why don’t you enlighten us? Why don’t you guide us the right way?
GOD: What makes you think I’m not?
MORTAL: I mean, why don’t you appear to our very senses and simply tell us that we
are wrong?
GOD: Are you really so naive as to believe that I am the sort of being which can appear
to your senses? It would be more correct to say that I am your senses.
MORTAL (astonished): You are my senses?
GOD: Not quite, I am more than that. But it comes closer to the truth than the idea that I
am perceivable by the senses. I am not an object; like you, I am a subject, and a
subject can perceive, but cannot be perceived. You can no more see me than you can
see your own thoughts. You can see an apple, but the event of your seeing an apple is
itself not seeable. And I am far more like the seeing of an apple than the apple itself.
MORTAL: If I can’t see you, how do I know you exist?
GOD: Good question! How in fact do you know I exist?
MORTAL: Well, I am talking to you, am I not?
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GOD: How do you know you are talking to me? Suppose you told a psychiatrist,
“Yesterday I talked to God.” What do you think he would say?
MORTAL: That might depend on the psychiatrist. Since most of them are atheistic, I
guess most would tell me I had simply been talking to myself.
GOD: And they would be right!
MORTAL: What? You mean you don’t exist?
GOD: You have the strangest faculty of drawing false conclusions! Just because you are
talking to yourself, it follows that I don’t exist?
MOR I AL.: Well, if I think I am talking to you, but I am really talking to myself, in what
sense do you exist?
GOD: Your question is based on two fallacies plus a confusion. The question of whether
or not you are now talking to me and the question of whether or not I exist are totally
separate. Even if you were not now talking to me (which obviously you are), it still
would not mean that I don’t exist.
MORTAL: Well, all right, of course! So instead of saying “if I am talking to myself, then
you don’t exist,” I should rather have said, “if I am talking to myself, then I obviously
am not talking to you.”
GOD: A very different statement indeed, but still false.
MORTAL: Oh, come now, if I am only talking to myself, then how can I be talking to
you?
GOD: Your use of the word “only” is quite misleading! I can suggest several logical
possibilities under which your talking to yourself does not imply that you are not
talking to me.
MORTAL: Suggest just one!
GOD: Well, obviously one such possibility is that you and I are identical.
MORTAL: Such a blasphemous thought—at least had I uttered it!
GOD: According to some religions, yes. According to others, it is the plain, simple,
immediately perceived truth.
MORTAL: So the only way out of my dilemma is to believe that you and I are identical?
GOD: Not at all! This is only one way out. There are several others. For example, it may
be that you are part of me, in which case you may be talking to that part of me which
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is you. Or I may be part of you, in which case you may be talking to that part of you
which is me. Or again, you and I might partially overlap, in which case you may be
talking to the intersection and hence talking both to you and to me. The only way
your talking to yourself might seem to imply that you are not talking to me is if you
and I were totally disjoint—and even then, you could conceivably be talking to both
of us.
MORTAL: So you claim you do exist.
GOD: Not at all. Again you draw false conclusions! The question of my existence has not
even come up. All I have said is that from the fact that you are talking to yourself one
cannot possibly infer my nonexistence, let alone the weaker fact that you are not
talking to me.
MORTAL: All right, I’ll grant your point! But what I really want to know is do you
exist?
GOD: What a strange question!
MORTAL: Why? Men have been asking it for countless millennia.
GOD: I know that! The question itself is not strange; what I mean is that it is a most
strange question to ask of me!
MORTAL: Why?
GOD: Because I am the very one whose existence you doubt! I perfectly well understand
your anxiety. You are worried that your present experience with me is a mere
hallucination. But how can you possibly expect to obtain reliable information from a
being about his very existence when you suspect the nonexistence of the very same
being?
MORTAL: So you won’t tell me whether or not you exist?
GOD: I am not being willful! I merely wish to point out that no answer I could give could
possibly satisfy you. All right, suppose I said, “No, I don’t exist.” What would that
prove? Absolutely nothing! Or if I said, “Yes, I exist.” Would that convince you? Of
course not!
MORTAL: Well, if you can’t tell me whether or not you exist, then who possibly can?
GOD: That is something which no one can tell you. It is something which only you can
find out for yourself.
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MORTAL: How do I go about finding this out for myself?
GOD: That also no one can tell you. This is another thing you will have to find out for
yourself.
MORTAL: So there is no way you can help me?
GOD: I didn’t say that. I said there is no way I can tell you. But that doesn’t mean there is
no way I can help you.
MORTAL: In what manner then can you help me?
GOD: I suggest you leave that to me! We have gotten sidetracked as it is, and I would
like to return to the question of what you believed my purpose to be in giving you
free will. Your first idea of my giving you free will in order to test whether you merit
salvation or not may appeal to many moralists, but the idea is quite hideous to me.
You cannot think of any nicer reason—any more humane reason—why I gave you
free will?
MORTAL: Well now, I once asked this question of an Orthodox rabbi. He told ine that
the way we are constituted, it is simply not possible for us to enjoy salvation unless
we feel we have earned it. And to earn it, we of course need free will.
GOD: That explanation is indeed much nicer than your former but still is far from
correct. According to Orthodox Judaism, I created angels, and they have no free will.
They are in actual sight of me and are so completely attracted by goodness that they
never have even the slightest temptation toward evil. They really have no choice in
the matter. Yet they are eternally happy even though they have never earned it. So if
your rabbi’s explanation were correct, why wouldn’t I have simply created only
angels rather than mortals?
MORTAL: Beats me! Why didn’t you?
GOD: Because the explanation is simply not correct. In the first place, I have never
created any ready-made angels. All sentient beings ultimately approach the state
which might be called “angelhood.” The only difference between the so-called saint
and the so-called sinner is that the former is vastly older than the latter. Unfortunately
it takes countless life cycles to learn what is perhaps the most important fact of the
universe—evil is simply painful. All the arguments of the moralists—all the alleged
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reasons why people shouldn’t commit evil acts—simply pale into insignificance in
light of the one basic truth that evil is suffering.
No, my dear friend, I am not a moralist. I am wholly a utilitarian. That I should
have been conceived in the role of a moralist is one of the great tragedies of the
human race. My role in the scheme of things (if one can use this misleading
expression) is neither to punish nor reward, but to aid the process by which all
sentient beings achieve ultimate perfection.
MORTAL: Why did you say your expression is misleading?
GOD: What I said was misleading in two respects. First of all it is inaccurate to speak of
my role in the scheme of things. I am the scheme of things. Secondly, it is equally
misleading to speak of my aiding the process of sentient beings attaining
enlightenment. I am the process. The ancient Taoists were quite close when they said
of me (whom they called “Tao”) that I do not do things, yet through me all things get
done. In more modern terms, I am not the cause of Cosmic Process, I am Cosmic
Process itself. I think the most accurate and fruitful definition of me which man can
frame—at least in his present state—is that I am the very process of enlightenment.
Those who wish to think of the devil (although I wish they wouldn’t!) might
analogously define him as the unfortunate length of time the process takes. In this
sense, the devil is necessary; the process simply does take an enormous length of
time, and there is absolutely nothing I can do about it. But, I assure you, once the
process is more correctly understood, the painful length of time will no longer be
regarded as an essential limitation or an evil. It will be seen to be the very essence of
the process itself. I know this is not completely consoling to you who are now in the
finite sea of suffering, but the amazing thing is that once you grasp this fundamental
attitude, your very finite suffering will begin to diminish—ultimately to the vanishing
point.
MORTAL: I have been told this, and I tend to believe it. But suppose I personally
succeed in seeing things through your eternal eyes. Then I will be happier, but don’t I
have a duty to others?
GOD (laughing): You remind me of the Mahayana Buddhists! Each one says, “I will not
enter Nirvana until I first see that all other sentient beings do so.” So each one waits
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for the other fellow to go first. No wonder it takes them so long! The Hinayana
Buddhist errs in a different direction. He believes that no one can be of the slightest
help to others in obtaining salvation; each one has to do it entirely by himself. And so
each tries only for his own salvation. But this very detached attitude makes salvation
impossible. The truth of the matter is that salvation is partly an individual and partly a
social process. But it is a grave mistake to believe—as do many Mahayana
Buddhists—that the attaining of enlightenment puts one out of commission, so to
speak, for helping others. The best way of helping others is by first seeing the light
oneself.
MORTAL: There is one thing about your self-description which is somewhat disturbing.
You describe yourself essentially as a process. This puts you in such an impersonal
light, and so many people have a need for a personal God.
GOD: So because they need a personal God, it follows that I am one?
MORTAL: Of course not. But to be acceptable to a mortal a religion must satisfy his
needs.
GOD: I realize that. But the so-called “personality” of a being is really more in the eyes
of the beholder than in the being itself. The controversies which have raged about
whether I am a personal or an impersonal being are rather silly because neither side is
right or wrong. From one point of view, I am personal, from another, I am not. It is
the same with a human being. A creature from another planet may look at him purely
impersonally as a mere collection of atomic particles behaving according to strictly
prescribed physical laws. He may have no more feeling for the personality of a
human than the average human has for an ant. Yet an ant has just as much individual
personality as a human to beings like myself who really know the ant. To look at
something impersonally is no more correct or incorrect than to look at it personally,
but in general, the better you get to know something, the more personal it becomes.
To illustrate my point, do you think of me as a personal or impersonal being?
MORTAL: Well, I’m talking to you, am I not?
GOD: Exactly! From that point of view, your attitude toward me might be described as a
personal one. And yet, from another point of view—no less valid—I can also be
looked at impersonally.
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MORTAL: But if you are really such an abstract thing as a process, I don’t see what
sense it can make my talking to a mere “process.”
GOD: I love the way you say “mere.” You might just as well say that you are living in a
“mere universe.” Also, why must everything one does make sense? Does it make
sense to talk to a tree?
MORTAL: Of course not!
GOD: And yet, many children and primitives do just that.
MORTAL: But I am neither a child nor a primitive.
GOD: I realize that, unfortunately.
MORTAL: Why unfortunately?
GOD: Because many children and primitives have a primal intuition which the likes of
you have lost. Frankly, I think it would do you a lot of good to talk to a tree once in a
while, even more good than talking to me! But we seem always to be getting
sidetracked! For the last time, I would like us to try to come to an understanding
about why I gave you free will.
MORTAL: I have been thinking about this all the while.
GOD: You mean you haven’t been paying attention to our conversation?
MORTAL : Of course I have. But all the while, on another level, I have been thinking
about it.
GOD: And have you come to any conclusion?
MORTAL: Well, you say the reason is not to test our worthiness. And you disclaimed the
reason that we need to feel that we must merit things in order to enjoy them. And you
claim to be a utilitarian. Most significant of all, you appeared so delighted when I
came to the sudden realization that it is not sinning in itself which is bad but only the
suffering which it causes.
GOD: Well of course! What else could conceivably be bad about sinning?
MORTAL: All right, you know that, and now I know that. But all my life I unfortunately
have been under the influence of those moralists who hold sinning to be bad in itself.
Anyway, putting all these pieces together, it occurs to me that the only reason you
gave free will is because of your belief that with free will, people will tend to hurt
each other—and themselves—less than without free will.
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GOD: Bravo! That is by far the best reason you have yet given! I can assure you that had
I chosen to give free will, that would have been my very reason for so choosing.
MORTAL: What! You mean to say you did not choose to give us freewill?
GOD: My dear fellow, I could no more choose to give you free will than I could choose
to make an equilateral triangle equiangular. I could choose to make or not to make an
equilateral triangle in the first place, but having chosen to make one, I would then
have no choice but to make it equiangular.
MORTAL: I thought you could do anything!
GOD: Only things which are logically possible. As St. Thomas Aquinas said, “It is a sin
to regard the fact that God cannot do the impossible, as a limitation on His powers.” I
agree, except that in place of his using the word sin I would use the term error.
MORTAL: Anyhow, I am still puzzled by your implication that you did not choose to
give me free will.
GOD: Well, it is high time I inform you that the entire discussion—from the very
beginning—has been based on one monstrous fallacy! We have been talking purely
on a moral level—you originally complained that I gave you free will, and raised the
whole question as to whether I should have. It never once occurred to you that I had
absolutely no choice in the matter.
MORTAL: I am still in the dark!
GOD: Absolutely! Because you are only able to look at it through the eyes of a moralist.
The more fundamental metaphysical aspects of the question you never even
considered.
MORTAL: I still do not see what you are driving at.
GOD: Before you requested me to remove your free will, shouldn’t your first question
have been whether as a matter of fact you do have free will?
MORTAL: That I simply took for granted.
GOD: But why should you?
MORTAL: I don’t know. Do I have free will?
GOD: Yes.
MORTAL: Then why did you say I shouldn’t have taken it for granted?
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GOD: Because you shouldn’t. Just because something happens to be true, it does not
follow that it should be taken for granted.
MORTAL: Anyway, it is reassuring to know that my natural intuition about having free
will is correct. Sometimes I have been worried that determinists are correct.
GOD: They are correct.
MORTAL: Wait a minute now, do I have free will or don’t I?
GOD: I already told you you do. But that does not mean that determinism is incorrect.
MORTAL: Well, are my acts determined by the laws of nature or aren’t they?
GOD: The word determined here is subtly but powerfully misleading and has contributed
so much to the confusions of the free will versus determinism controversies. Your
acts are certainly in accordance with the laws of nature, but to say they are
determined by the laws of nature creates a totally misleading psychological image,
which is that your will could somehow be in conflict with the laws of nature and that
the latter is somehow more powerful than you, and could “determine” your acts
whether you liked it or not. But it is simply impossible for your will to ever conflict
with natural law. You and natural law are really one and the same.
MORTAL.: What do you mean that I cannot conflict with nature? Suppose I were to
become very stubborn, and I determined not to obey the laws of nature. What could
stop me? If I became sufficiently stubborn, even you could not stop me!
GOD: You are absolutely right! I certainly could not stop you. Nothing could stop you.
But there is no need to stop you, because you could not even start! As Goethe very
beautifully expressed it, “In trying to oppose Nature, we are, in the very process of
doing so, acting according to the laws of nature!” Don’t you see, that the so-called
“laws of nature” are nothing more than a description of how in fact you and other
beings do act. They are merely a description of how you act, not a prescription of how
you should act, not a power or force which compels or determines your acts. To be
valid a law of nature must take into account how in fact you do act, or, if you like,
how you choose to act.
MORTAL: So you really claim that I am incapable of determining to act against natural
law?
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GOD: It is interesting that you have twice now used the phrase “determined to act”
instead of “chosen to act.” This identification is quite common. Often one uses the
statement “I am determined to do this” synonomously with “I have chosen to do this.”
This very psychological identification should reveal that determinism and choice are
much closer than they might appear. Of course, you might well say that the doctrine
of free will says that it is you who are doing the determining, whereas the doctrine of
determinism appears to say that your acts are determined by something apparently
outside you. But the confusion is largely caused by your bifurcation of reality into the
“you” and the “not you.” Really now, just where do you leave off and the rest of the
universe begin? Or where does the rest of the universe leave off and you begin? Once
you can see the so-called “you” and the so-called “nature” as a continuous whole,
then you can never again be bothered by such questions as whether it is you who are
controlling nature or nature who is controlling you. Thus the muddle of free will
versus determinism will vanish. If I may use a crude analogy, imagine two bodies
moving toward each other by virtue of gravitational attraction. Each body, if sentient,
might wonder whether it is he or the other fellow who is exerting the “force.” In a
way it is both, in a way it is neither. It is best to say that it is the configuration of the
two which is crucial.
MORTAL: You said a short while ago that our whole discussion was based on a
monstrous fallacy. You still have not told me what this fallacy is.
GOD: Why, the idea that I could possibly have created you without free will! You acted
as if this were a genuine possibility, and wondered why I did not choose it! It never
occurred to you that a sentient being without free will is no more conceivable than a
physical object which exerts no gravitational attraction. (There is, incidentally, more
analogy than you realize between a physical object exerting gravitational attraction
and a sentient being exerting free will!) Can you honestly even imagine a conscious
being without free will? What on earth could it be like? I think that one thing in your
life that has so misled you is your having been told that I gave man the gift of free
will. As if I first created man, and then as an afterthought endowed him with the extra
property of free will. Maybe you think I have some sort of “paint brush” with which I
daub some creatures with free will and not others. No, free will is not an “extra”; it is
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part and parcel of the very essence of consciousness. A conscious being without free
will is simply a metaphysical absurdity.
MORTAL: Then why did you play along with me all this while discussing what I thought
was a moral problem, when, as you say, my basic confusion was metaphysical?
GOD: Because I thought it would be good therapy for you to get some of this moral
poison out of your system. Much of your metaphysical confusion was due to faulty
moral notions, and so the latter had to be dealt with first.
And now we must part—at least until you need me again. I think our present
union will do much to sustain you for a long while. But do remember what I told you
about trees. Of course, you don’t have to literally talk to them if doing so makes you
feel silly. But there is so much you can learn from them, as well as from the rocks and
streams and other aspects of nature. It might be helpful to you to recall what I once
said through the writings of the great Zen poet Seng-Ts’an:
If you want to get the plain truth,
Be not concerned with right and wrong.
The conflict between right and wrong
Is the sickness of the mind.

From The Tao is Silent
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Euthyphro
Plato
Plato (427-347 B.C.), the student of Socrates and the teacher of Aristotle, is arguably the most
famous and influential figure in Western philosophy. According the Alfred N. Whitehead, “The
safest general characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that it consists of a series
of footnotes to Plato.”

________________________________________________________________________
Euthyphro: But what is the charge which he [Meletus] brings against you?
Socrates: What is the charge? Well, rather a grand one, which implies a degree of
discernment far from contemptible in a young man. He says he knows how the youth
are corrupted and who are their corruptors. I fancy that he must be a wise man, and
seeing that I am the reverse of a wise man, he has found me out, and is going to
accuse me of corrupting his generation. And of this our mother the state is to be the
judge. Of all our political men he is the only one who seems to me to begin in the
right way, with the cultivation of virtue in youth; like a good husbandman, he makes
the young shoots his first care, and clears away us whom he accuses of destroying
them. This is only the first step; afterwards he will assuredly attend to the elder
branches; and if he goes on as he has begun, he will be a very great public benefactor.
Euth.: I dare say that the affair will end in nothing, Socrates, and that you will win your
cause; and I think that I shall win my own.
Soc.: And what is your suit, Euthyphro? Are you the pursuer or the defendant?
Euth.: I am the pursuer.
Soc.: Of whom?
Euth.: When I tell you, you will perceive another reason why I am thought mad.
Soc.: Why, has the fugitive wings?
Euth.: Nay, he is not very volatile at his time of life.
Soc.: Who is he?
Euth.: My father.
Soc.: My dear Sir! Your own father?
Euth.: Yes.
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Soc.: And of what is he accused?
Euth.: Of murder, Socrates.
Soc.: Good heavens! How little, Euthyphro, does the common herd know of the nature of
right and truth! A man must be an extraordinary man, and have made great strides in
wisdom, before he could have seen his way to bring such an action.
Euth.: Indeed, Socrates, he must.
Soc.: I suppose that the man whom your father murdered was one of your family—
clearly he was; for if he had been a stranger you would never have thought of
prosecuting him.
Euth.: I am amused, Socrates, at your making a distinction between one who is a member
of the family and one who is not; for surely the pollution is the same in either case, if
you knowingly associate with the murder when you ought to clear yourself and him
by proceeding against him. The real question is whether the murdered man has been
justly slain. If justly, then your duty is to let the matter alone: but if injustly, then
proceed against the murderer, if, that is to say, he lives under the same roof with you
and eats at the same table. In fact, the man who is dead was a poor dependant of mine
who worked for us as a field labourer on our farm in Naxos, and one day in a fit of
drunken passion he got into a quarrel with one of our domestic servants and slew him.
My father bound him hand and foot and threw him into a ditch, and then sent to
Athens to ask an expositor of religious law what he should do with him. Meanwhile
he never attended to him and took no care about him, for he regarded him as a
murderer; and thought that no great harm would be done even if he did die. Now this
was just what happened. For such was the effect of cold and hunger and chains upon
him, that before the messenger returned from the expositor, he was dead. And my
father and family are angry with me for taking the part of the murderer and
prosecuting my father. They say that he did not kill him, and that if he did, the dead
man was but a murderer, and I ought not to take any notice, for that son is impious
who prosecutes a father for murder. Which shows, Socrates, how little they know
what the gods think about piety and impiety.
Soc.: Good heavens, Euthyphro! and is your knowledge of religion, and of things pious
and impious so very exact, that, supposing the circumstances to be as you state them,
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you are not afraid lest you too may be doing an impious thing in bringing an action
against your father?
Euth.: The best of Euthyphro, that which distinguishes him, Socrates, from the common
herd, is his exact knowledge of all such matters. What should I be good for without
it?
Soc.: Rare friend! I think that I cannot do better than be your disciple. And therefore, I
adjure you to tell me the nature of piety and impiety, which you said that you knew so
well, in their bearing on murder and generally on offenses against the gods. Is not
piety in every action always the same? and impiety, again—is it not always the
opposite of piety, and also the same with itself, having, as impiety, one notion or form
which includes whatever is impious?
Euth.: To be sure, Socrates.
Soc.: And what is piety, and what is impiety?
Euth.: Piety is doing as I am doing; that is to say, prosecuting anyone who is guilty of
murder, sacrilege, or of any similar crime—whether he be your father or mother, or
whoever he may be—that makes no difference; and not to prosecute them is impiety.
And please to consider, Socrates, what a notable proof I will give you that this is the
law, a proof which I have already given to others—of the principle, I mean, that the
impious, whoever he may be, ought not to go unpunished. For do not men
acknowledge Zeus as the best and most righteous of the gods? And yet they admit
that he bound his father (Cronos) because he wickedly devoured his sons, and that he
too had punished his own father (Uranus) for a similar reason, in a nameless manner.
And yet when I proceed against my father, they are angry with me. So inconsistent
are they in their way of talking when the gods are concerned, and when I am
concerned.
Soc.: May not this be the reason, Euthyphro, why I am charged with impiety—that I
cannot accept these stories about the gods? that, I suppose is where people think I go
wrong. But as you who are well informed about them approve of them, I cannot do
better than assent to your superior wisdom. What else can I say, confessing as I do,
that I know nothing about them? Tell me, for the love of Zeus, whether you really
believe that they are true.
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Euth.: Yes, Socrates; and things more wonderful still, of which the world is in ignorance.
Soc.: And do you really believe that the gods fought with one another, and had dire
quarrels, battles, and the like, as the poets say, and as you see represented in the
works of great artists? The temples are full of them; and notably the robe of Athene,
which is carried up to the Acropolis at the great Panathenaea, is embroidered with
them throughout. Are all these tales of the gods true, Euthyphro?
Euth.: Yes, Socrates; and, as I was saying, I can tell you, if you would like to hear them,
many other things about the gods which would quite amaze you.
Soc.: I dare say; and you shall tell me them at some other time when I have leisure. But
just at present I would rather hear from you a more precise answer, which you have
not as yet given, my friend, to the question, “What is ‘piety’?” When asked, you only
replied, “Doing as you do, charging your father with murder.”
Euth.: And what I said was true, Socrates.
Soc.: No doubt, Euthyphro; but you would admit that there are many other pious acts?
Euth.: There are.
Soc.: Remember that I did not ask you to give me two or three examples of piety, but to
explain the general form which makes all pious things to be pious. Do you not
recollect saying that one and the same form made the impious impious, the pious
pious?
Euth.: I remember.
Soc.: Tell me what is the nature of this form, and then I shall have a standard to which I
may look, and by which I may measure actions, whether yours or those of anyone
else, and then I shall be able to say that such and such an action is pious, such another
impious.
Euth.: I will tell you, if you like.
Soc.: I should very much like.
Euth.: Piety, then, is that which is dear to the gods, and impiety is that which is not dear
to them.
Soc.: Very good, Euthyphro; you have now given me the sort of answer which I wanted.
But whether what you say is true or not I cannot as yet tell, although I make no doubt
that you will go on to prove the truth of your words.
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Euth.: Of course.
Soc.: Come, then, and let us examine what we are saying. That thing or person which is
dear to the gods is pious, and that thing or person which is hateful to the gods is
impious, these two being the extreme opposites of one another. Was not that said?
Euth.: It was. . . .
Soc.: And further, Euthyphro, the gods were admitted to have enmities and hatreds and
differences?
Euth.: Yes, that was also said.
Soc.: And what sort of difference creates enmity and anger? Suppose for example that
you and I, my good friend, differ on the question which of two groups of things is
more numerous; do differences of this sort make us enemies and set us at variance
with one another? Do we not proceed at once to counting, and put an end to them?
Euth.: True.
Soc.: Or suppose that we differ about magnitudes, do we not quickly end the difference
by measuring?
Euth.: Very true.
Soc.: And we end a controversy about heavy and light by resorting to a weighing
machine?
Euth.: To be sure.
Soc.: But what are the matters about which differences arise that cannot he thus decided,
and therefore make us angry and set us at enmity with one another? I dare say the
answer does not occur to you at the moment, and therefore I will suggest that these
enmities arise when the matters of difference are the just and unjust, good and evil,
honourable and dishonourable. Are not these the subjects about which men differ, and
about which when we are unable satisfactorily to decide our differences, you and I
and all of us quarrel, when we do quarrel?
Euth.: Yes, Socrates, the nature of the differences about which we quarrel is such as you
describe.
Soc.: And the quarrels of the gods, noble Euthyphro, when they occur, are of a like
nature?
Euth.: Certainly they are.
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Soc.: They have differences of opinion, as you say, about good and evil, just and unjust,
honourable and dishonourable: there would be no quarrels among them, if there were
not such differences would there now?
Euth.: You are quite right.
Soc.: Does not each party of them love that which they deem noble and just and good,
and hate the opposite? Then the same things are hated by the gods and loved by the
gods, and are both hateful and dear to them?
Euth.: It appears so.
Sec.: And upon this view the same things, Euthyphro, will be pious and also impious?
Euth.: So I should suppose.
Soc.: Then, my friend, I remark with surprise that you have not answered the question
which I asked. For I certainly did not ask you to tell me what action is both pious and
impious; but now it would seem that what is loved by the gods is also hated by them.
And therefore, Euthyphro, in thus chastising your father you may very likely be doing
what is agreeable to Zeus but disagreeable to Cronos or Uranus, and what is
acceptable to Hephaestus but unacceptable to Hera, and there may be other gods who
have similar differences of opinion.
Euth.: But I believe, Socrates, that all the gods would be agreed as to the propriety of
punishing a murderer: there would be no difference of opinion about that.
Soc.: Well, but speaking of men, Euthyphro, did you ever hear anyone arguing that a
murderer or any sort of evil-doer ought to be let off?
Euth.: I should rather say that these are the questions which they are always arguing,
especially in courts of law: they commit all sorts of crimes, and there is nothing
which they will not do or say in their own defence.
Soc.: But do they admit their guilt, Euthyphro, and yet say that they ought not to be
punished?
Euth.: No; they do not.
Soc.: Then there are some things which they do not venture to say and do: for they do not
venture to argue that if guilty they are to go unpunished, but they deny their guilt, do
they not?
Euth.: Yes.
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Soc.: Then they do not argue that the evil-doer should not be punished, but they argue
about the fact of who the evil-doer is, and what he did and when?
Euth.: True.
Soc.: And the gods are in the same case, if as you assert they quarrel about just and
unjust, and some of them say while others deny that injustice is done among them.
For surely neither god nor man will ever venture to say that the doer of injustice is not
to be punished?
Euth.: That is true, Socrates, in the main.
Soc.: But they join issue about the particulars—gods and men alike, if indeed the gods
dispute at all; they differ about some act which is called in question, and which by
some is affirmed to be just, by others to be unjust. Is not that true?
Euth.: Quite true.
Soc.: Well then, my dear friend Euthyphro, do tell me, for my better instruction and
information, what proof have you that in the opinion of all the gods a servant who is
guilty of murder, and is put in chains by the master of the dead man, and dies because
he is put in chains before he who bound him can learn from the expositors of religious
law what he ought to do with him, is killed unjustly; and that on behalf of such a one
a son ought to proceed against his father and accuse him of murder. How would you
show that all the gods absolutely agree in approving of this act? Prove to me that they
do, and I will applaud your wisdom as long as I live.
Euth.: No doubt it will be a difficult task; though I could make the matter very clear
indeed to you.
Soc.: I understand; you mean to say that I am not so quick of apprehension as the judges:
for to them you will be sure to prove that the act is unjust, and hateful to all the gods.
Euth.: Yes indeed, Socrates; at least if they will listen to me.
Soc.: But they will be sure to listen if they find that you are a good speaker. There was a
notion that came into my mind while you were speaking; I said to myself: “Well, and
what if Euthyphro does prove to me that all the gods regarded the death of the serf as
unjust, how do I know anything more of the nature of piety and impiety? for granting
that this action may be hateful to the gods, still piety and impiety are not adequately
defined by these distinctions, for that which is hateful to the gods has been shown to

448

be also dear to them.” And therefore, Euthyphro, I do not ask you to prove this; I will
suppose, if you like, that all the gods condemn and abominate such an action. But I
will amend the definition so far as to say that what all the gods hate is impious, and
what they love pious or holy; and what some of them love and others hate is both or
neither. Shall this be our definition of piety and impiety?
Euth.: Why not, Socrates?
Soc.: Why not! certainly, as far as I am concerned, Euthyphro, there is no reason why
not. But whether this premise will greatly assist you in the task of instructing me as
you promised, is a matter for you to consider.
Euth.: Yes, I should say that what all the gods love is pious and holy, and the opposite
which they all hate, impious.
Soc.: Ought we to inquire into the truth of this, Euthyphro, or simply to accept it on our
own authority and that of others—echoing mere assertions? What do you say?
Euth.: We should inquire; and I believe that the statement will stand the test of inquiry.
Soc.: We shall soon he better able to say, my good friend. The point which I should first
wish to understand is whether the pious or holy is beloved by the gods because it is
holy, or holy because it is beloved of the gods.
Euth.: I do not understand your meaning, Socrates.
Soc.: I will endeavour to explain: is not that which is beloved distinct from that which
loves?
Euth.: Certainly. . . .
Soc.: And what do you say of piety, Euthyphro: is not piety, according to your definition,
loved by all the gods?
Euth.: Yes.
Soc.: Because it is pious or holy, or for some other reason?
Euth.: No, that is the reason.
Soc.: It is loved because it is holy, not holy because it is loved?
Euth.: Apparently.
Soc.: And it is the object of the gods’ love, and is dear to them, because it is loved of
them?
Euth.: Certainly.
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Soc.: Then that which is dear to the gods, Euthyphro, is not holy, nor is that which is holy
dear to the gods, as you affirm; but they are two different things.
Euth.: Yes.
Soc.: But that which is dear to the gods is dear to them because it is loved by them, not
loved by them because it is dear to them.
Euth.: True.
Soc.: But, friend Euthyphro, if that which is holy were the same with that which is dear to
the gods, and were loved because it is holy, then that which is dear to the gods would
be loved as being dear to them; but if that which is dear to them were dear to them
because loved by them, then that which is holy would he holy because loved by them.
But now you see that the reverse is the case, and that the two things are quite different
from one another. For one is of a kind to be loved because it is loved, and the other is
loved because it is of a kind to be loved. Thus you appear to me, Euthyphro, when I
ask you what is the nature of holiness, to offer an attribute only, and not the
essence—the attribute of being loved by all the gods. But you still do not explain to
me the nature of holiness. And therefore, if you please, I will ask you not to hide your
treasure, but to start again, and tell me frankly what holiness or piety really is,
whether dear to the gods or not (for that is a matter about which we will not quarrel);
and what is impiety?
Euth.: I really do not know, Socrates, how to express what I mean. For somehow or other
the definitions we propound, on whatever bases we rest them, seem always to turn
round and walk away from us. . . .
Soc.: Then we must begin again and ask. What is piety? That is an inquiry which I shall
never be weary of pursuing as far as in me lies; and I entreat you not to scorn me, but
to apply your mind to the utmost, and tell me the truth. For, if any man knows, you
are he; and therefore I must hold you fast, like Proteus, until you tell. If you had not
certainly known the nature of piety and impiety, I am confident that you would never,
on behalf of a serf, have charged your aged father with murder. You would not have
run such a risk of doing harm in the sight of the gods, and you would have had too
much respect for the opinions of men. I am sure, therefore, that you know the nature
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of piety and impiety. Speak out then, my dear Euthyphro, and do not hide your
knowledge.
Euth.: Another time, Socrates; for I am in a hurry, and must go now.
Soc.: Alas! my friend, and will you leave me in despair? I was hoping that you would
instruct me in the nature of piety and impiety; and then I might have cleared myself of
Meletus and his indictment. I would have told him that I had been enlightened by
Euthyphro, and had given up rash innovations and speculations in which I had
indulged only through ignorance, and that now I am about to lead a better life.
Euthryphro
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I
What I Saw When I Was Dead
A. J. Ayer
[See biographical note for Selection 9.]

________________________________________________________________________
My first attack of pneumonia occurred in the United States. I was in the hospital for ten
days in New York, after which the doctors said that I was well enough to leave. A final
X-ray, however, which I underwent on the last morning, revealed that one of my lungs
was not yet free from infection. This caused the most sympathetic of my doctors to
suggest that it would be good for me to spend a few more days in the hospital. I respected
his opinion but since I was already dressed and psychologically disposed to put my
illness behind me, I decided to take the risk. I spent the next few days in my
stepdaughter’ s apartment, and then made arrangements to fly back to England.
When I arrived I believed myself to be cured and incontinently plunged into an
even more hectic social round than that to which I had become habituated before I went
to America. Retribution struck me on Sunday, May 30. I had gone out to lunch, had a
great deal to eat and drink and chattered incessantly. That evening I had a relapse. I could
eat almost none of the food which a friend had brought to cook in my house.
On the next day, which was a bank-holiday, I had a long-standing engagement to
lunch at the Savoy with a friend who was very eager for me to meet her son. I would have
put them off if I could, but my friend lives in Exeter and I had no idea how to reach her in
London. So I took a taxi to the Savoy and just managed to stagger into the lobby. I could
eat hardly any of the delicious grilled sole that I ordered but forced myself to keep up my
end of the conversation. I left early and took a taxi home. That evening I felt still worse.
Once more I could eat almost none of the dinner another friend had brought me. Indeed,
she was so alarmed by my weakness that she stayed overnight. When I was no better the
next morning, she telephoned to my general practitioner and to my elder son Julian.
The doctor did little more than promise to try to get in touch with the specialist,
but Julian, who is unobtrusively very efficient, immediately rang for an ambulance. The
ambulance came quickly with two strong attendants, and yet another friend, who had
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called opportunely to pick up a key, accompanied it and me to University College
Hospital.
I remember very little of what happened from then on. I was taken to a room in
the private wing, which had been reserved for me by the specialist, who had a consulting
room on the same floor. After being X-rayed and subjected to a number of tests, which
proved beyond question that I was suffering from pneumonia, I was moved into intensive
care in the main wing of the hospital.
Fortunately for me, the young doctor who was primarily responsible for me had
been an undergraduate at New College, Oxford, while I was a Fellow. This made him
extremely anxious to see that I recovered; almost too much so, in fact, for he was so
much in awe of me that he forbade me to be disturbed at night, even when the
experienced sister and nurse believed it to be necessary.
Under his care and theirs I made such good progress that I expected to be moved
out of intensive care and back into the private wing within a week. My disappointment
was my own fault. I did not attempt to eat the hospital food. My family and friends
supplied all the food I needed. I am particularly fond of smoked salmon, and one evening
I carelessly tossed a slice of it into my throat. It went down the wrong way and almost
immediately the graph recording my heart beats plummeted. The ward sister rushed to the
rescue, but she was unable to prevent my heart from stopping. She and the doctor
subsequently told me that I died in this sense for four minutes, and I have had no reason
to disbelieve them.
The doctor alarmed my son Nicholas, who had flown from New York to be by my
bedside, by saying that it was not probable that I should recover and, moreover, that if I
did recover physically it was not probable that my mental powers would be restored. The
nurses were more optimistic and Nicholas sensibly chose to believe them.
I have no recollection of anything that was done to me at that time. Friends have
told me that I was festooned with tubes but I have never learned how many of them there
were or, with one exception, what purposes they served. I do not remember having a tube
inserted in my throat to bring up the quantity of phlegm which had lodged in my lungs. I
was not even aware of my numerous visitors, so many of them, in fact, that the sister had
to set a quota. I know that the doctors and nurses were surprised by the speed of my
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recovery and that when I started speaking, the specialist expressed astonishment that
anyone with so little oxygen in his lungs should be so lucid.
My first recorded utterance, which convinced those who heard it that I had not
lost my wits, was the exclamation: “You are all mad”. I am not sure how this should be
interpreted. It is possible that I took my audience to be Christians and was telling them
that I had not discovered anything “on the other side”. It is also possible that I took them
to be sceptics and was implying that I had discovered something. I think the former is
more probable as in the latter case I should more properly have exclaimed “We are all
mad.” All the same, I cannot be sure.
The earliest remarks of which I have any cognisance, apart from my first
exclamation, were made several hours after my return to life. They were addressed to a
French woman with whom I had been friends for over 15 years. I woke to find her seated
by my bedside and started talking to her in French as soon as I recognised her. My French
is fluent and I spoke rapidly, approximately as follows: “Did you know that I was dead?
The first time that I tried to cross the river I was frustrated, but my second attempt
succeeded. It was most extraordinary. My thoughts became persons.”
The content of those remarks suggests that I have not wholly put my classical
education behind me. In Greek Mythology the souls of the dead, now only shadowly
embodied, were obliged to cross the river Styx in order to reach Hades, after paying an
odol to the ferryman, Charon.
I may also have been reminded of my favourite philosopher, David Hume, who,
during his last illness, “a disorder of the bowels”, imagined that Charon, growing
impatient, was calling him “a lazy loitering rogue”. With his usual politeness, Hume
replied that he saw without regret his death approaching and that he was making no effort
to postpone it. This is one of the rare occasions on which I have failed to follow Hume.
Clearly I had made an effort to prolong my life.
The only memory that I have of an experience, closely encompassing my death, is
very vivid. I was confronted by a red light, exceedingly bright, and also very painful even
when I turned away from it. I was aware that this light was responsible for the
government of the universe. Among its ministers were two creatures who had been put in
charge of space. These ministers periodically inspected space and had recently carried out
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such an inspection. They had, however, failed to do their work properly, with the result
that space, like a badly fitting jigsaw puzzle, was slightly out of joint.
A further consequence was that the laws of nature had ceased to function as they
should. I felt that it was up to me to put things right. I also had the motive of finding a
way to extinguish the painful light. I assumed that it was signalling that space was awry
and that it would switch itself off when order was restored. Unfortunately, I had no idea
where the guardians of space had gone and feared that even if I found them I should not
be able to communicate with them.
It then occurred to me that whereas, until the present century, physicists accepted
the Newtonian severance of space and time, it had become customary, since the
vindication of Einstein’s general theory of relativity, to treat space-time as a single
whole. Accordingly, I thought that I could cure space by operating upon time. I was
vaguely aware that the ministers who had been given charge of time were in my
neighbourhood and I proceeded to hail them. I was again frustrated. Either they did not
hear me, or they chose to ignore me, or they did not understand me. I then hit upon the
expedient of walking up and down, waving my watch, in the hope of drawing their
attention not to my watch itself but to the time which it measured. This elicited no
response. I became more and more desperate, until the experience suddenly came to an
end.
This experience could well have been delusive. A slight indication that it might
have been veridical has been supplied by my French friend, or rather by her mother, who
also underwent a heart arrest many years ago. When her daughter asked her what it had
been like, she replied that all that she remembered was that she must stay close to the red
light.
On the face of it, these experiences, on the assumption that the last one was
veridical, are rather strong evidence that death does not put an end to consciousness.
Does it follow that there is a future life? Not necessarily. The trouble is that there are
different criteria for being dead, which are indeed logically compatible but may not
always be satisfied together.
In this instance, I am given to understand that the arrest of the heart does not
entail, either logically or causally, the arrest of the brain. In view of the very strong
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evidence in favour of the dependence of thoughts upon the brain, the most probable
hypothesis is that my brain continued to function although my heart had stopped.
If I had acquired good reason to believe in a future life, it would have applied not
only to myself. Admittedly, the philosophical problem of justifying one’s confident belief
in the existence and contents of other minds has not yet been satisfactorily solved. Even
so, with the possible exception of Fichte—who proclaimed that the world was his idea
but may not have meant it literally—no philosopher has acquiesced in solipsism. No
philosopher has seriously asserted that of all the objects in the universe, he alone was
conscious.
Moreover it is commonly taken for granted, not only by philosophers, that the
minds of others bear a sufficiently close analogy to one’s own. Consequently, if I had
been vouchsafed a reasonable expectation of a future life, other human beings could
expect one too.
Let us grant, for the sake of argument, that we could have future lives. What form
could they take?
The easiest answer is that they would consist in the prolongation of our
experiences, without any physical attachment. This is the theory that should appeal to
radical empiricists. It is, indeed, consistent with the concept of personal identity which
was adopted both by Hume and by William James, according to which one’s identity
consists, not in the possession of an enduring soul but in the sequence of one’s
experiences, guaranteed by memory. They did not apply their theory to a future life, in
which Hume at any rate disbelieved.
For those who are attracted by this theory, as I am, the main problem, which
Hume admitted that he was unable to solve, is to discover the relation, or relations, which
have to hold between experiences for them to belong to one and the same self. William
James thought that he had found the answers with his relations of the felt togetherness
and continuity of our thoughts and sensations, coupled with memory, in order to unite
experiences that are separated in time. But while memory is undoubtedly necessary, it
can be shown that it is not wholly sufficient.
I myself carried out a thorough examination and development of the theory in my
book The Origins of Pragmatism. I was reluctantly forced to conclude that I could not
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account for personal identity without falling back on the identity, through time, of one or
more bodies that the person might successively occupy. Even then, I was unable to give a
satisfactory account of the way in which a series of experiences is tied to a particular
body at any given time.
The admission that personal identity through time requires the identity of a body
is a surprising feature of Christianity. I call it surprising because it seems to me that
Christians are apt to forget that the resurrection of the body is an element in their creed.
The question of how bodily identity is sustained over intervals of time is not so difficult.
The answer might consist in postulating a reunion of the same atoms, perhaps in there
being no more than a strong physical resemblance, possibly fortified by a similarity of
behaviour.
A prevalent fallacy is the assumption that a proof of an after-life would also be a
proof of the existence of a deity. This is far from being the case. If, as I hold, there is no
good reason to believe that a god either created or presides over this world, there is
equally no good reason to believe that a god created or presides over the next world, on
the unlikely supposition that such a thing exists.
It is conceivable that one’s experiences in the next world, if there are any, will
supply evidence of a god’s existence, but we have no right to presume on such evidence,
when we have not had the relevant experiences.
It is worth remarking, in this connection, that the two important Cambridge
philosophers in this century, J.E. McTaggart and C.D. Broad, who have believed, in
McTaggart’s case that he would certainly survive his death, in Broad’s that there was
about a 50 per cent probability that he would, were both of them atheists.
McTaggart derived his certainty from his metaphysics, which implied that what
we confusedly perceive as material objects, in some cases housing minds, are really
souls, eternally viewing one another with something of the order of love.
The less fanciful Broad was impressed by the findings of psychical research. He
was certainly too intelligent to think that the superior performances of a few persons in
the game of guessing unseen cards, which he painstakingly proved to be statistically
significant, had any bearing upon the likelihood of a future life. He must therefore have
been persuaded by the testimony of mediums. He was surely aware that most mediums
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have been shown to be frauds, but he was convinced that some have not been. Not that
this made him optimistic. He took the view that this world was very nasty and that there
was a fair chance that the next world, if it existed, was even nastier.
Consequently, he had no compelling desire to survive. He just thought that there
was an even chance of his doing so. One of his better epigrams was that if one went by
the reports of mediums, life in the next world was like a perpetual bump supper at a
Welsh university.52
If Broad was an atheist, my friend Dr. Alfred Ewing was not. Ewing, who
considered Broad to be a better philosopher than Wittgenstein, was naif, unworldly even
by academic standards, intellectually shrewd, unswervingly honest and a devout
Christian. Once, to tease him, I said: “Tell me, Alfred, what do you most look forward to
in the next world?” He replied immediately: “God will tell me whether there are a priori
propositions.” It is a wry comment on the strange character of our subject that this answer
should be so funny.
My excuse for repeating this story is that such philosophical problems as the
question whether the propositions of logic and pure mathematics are deductively analytic
or factually synthetic, and, if they are analytic, whether they are true by convention, are
not to be solved by acquiring more information. What is needed is that we succeed in
obtaining a clearer view of what the problems involve. One might hope to achieve this in
a future life, but really we have no good reason to believe that our intellects will be any
sharper in the next world, if there is one, than they are in this. A god, if one exists, might
make them so, but this is not something that even the most enthusiastic deist can count
on.
The only philosophical problem that our finding ourselves landed on a future life
might clarify would be that of the relation between mind and body, if our future lives
consisted, not in the resurrection of our bodies, but in the prolongation of the series of our
present experiences. We should then be witnessing the triumph of dualism, though not
the dualism which Descartes thought that he had established. If our lives consisted in an
52

In May 1989 Ayer changed this to read: “if one went by the character of spiritualistic seances, life in the
next world was like a “pleasant Sunday afternoon” at a nonconformist chapel, enlivened by occasional
bump-suppers’.” Cf. The Meaning of Life, pp. 198, 203.
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extended series of experiences, we should still have no good reason to regard ourselves as
spiritual substances.
So there it is. My recent experiences have slightly weakened my conviction that
my genuine death, which is due fairly soon, will be the end of me, though I continue to
hope that it will be. They have not weakened my conviction that there is no god. I trust
that my remaining an atheist will allay the anxieties of my fellow supporters of the
Humanist Association, the Rationalist Press, and the South Place Ethical Society.
From The Philosophy of A.J. Ayer: The Library of Living Philosophers
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The Transcendent Cause of All Things
Dionysius the Areopagite
According to ancient tradition, Dionysius was an Athenian judge who was converted by St Paul’s
famous speech on Mars Hill (the Areopagus): “When they heard of the resurrection of the dead
… some men joined [Paul] and believed, among them Dionysius the Areopagite” (Acts 17:32,
34). The author of the Dionysian writings, now regarded by most scholars as an anonymous
Syrian monk of the early sixth century, stressed the via negativa, or “negative way”, which seeks
to know God through the negation of all concepts and images.

________________________________________________________________________
Trinity, which exceedeth all Being, Deity, and Goodness! Thou that instructeth Christians
in Thy heavenly wisdom! Guide us to that topmost height of mystic lore which exceedeth
light and more than exceedeth knowledge, where the simple, absolute, and unchangeable
mysteries of heavenly Truth lie hidden in the dazzling obscurity of the secret Silence,
outshining all brilliance with the intensity of their darkness, and surcharging our blinded
intellects with the utterly impalpable and invisible fairness of glories which exceed all
beauty! Such be my prayer; and thee, dear Timothy, I counsel that, in the earnest exercise
of mystic contemplation, thou leave the senses and the activities of the intellect and all
things that the senses or the intellect can perceive, and all things in this world of
nothingness, or in that world of being, and that, thine understanding being laid to rest,
thou strain (so far as thou mayest) towards an union with Him whom neither being nor
understanding can contain. For, by the unceasing and absolute renunciation of thyself and
all things, thou shalt in pureness cast all things aside, and be released from all, and so
shalt be led upwards to the Ray of that divine Darkness which exceedeth all existence.
These things thou must not disclose to any of the uninitiated, by whom I mean
those who cling to the objects of human thought, and imagine there is no super-essential
reality beyond, and fancy that they know by human understanding Him that has made
Darkness His secret place. And, if the Divine Initiation is beyond such men as these,
what can be said of others yet more incapable thereof, who describe the Transcendent
Cause of all things by qualities drawn from the lowest order of being, while they deny
that it is in any way superior to the various ungodly delusions which they fondly invent in
ignorance of this truth? That while it possesses all the positive attributes of the universe
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(being the universal Cause), yet in a stricter sense It does not possess them, since It
transcends them all, wherefore there is no contradiction between affirming and denying
that It has them inasmuch as It precedes and surpasses all deprivation, being beyond all
positive and negative distinctions?
Such at least is the teaching of the blessed Bartholomew. For he says that the
subject-matter of the Divine Science is vast and yet minute, and that the Gospel
combines in itself both width and straitness. Methinks he has shown by these his words
how marvelously he has understood that the Good Cause of all things is eloquent yet
speaks few words, or rather none; possessing neither speech nor understanding because
it exceedeth all things in a super-essential manner, and is revealed in Its naked truth to
those alone who pass right through the opposition of fair and foul, and pass beyond the
topmost altitudes of the holy ascent and leave behind them all divine enlightenment
and voices and heavenly utterances and plunge into the Darkness where truly dwells, as
saith the Scripture, that One Which is beyond all things. For not without reason is the
blessed Moses bidden first to undergo purification himself and then to separate himself
from those who have not undergone it; and after all purification hears the many-voiced
trumpets and sees many lights flash forth with pure and diverse-streaming rays, and
then stands separate from the multitudes and with the chosen priests presses forward to
the topmost pinnacle of the Divine Ascent. Nevertheless he meets not with God
Himself, yet he beholds—not Him indeed (for He is invisible)—but the place wherein
He dwells. And this I take to signify that the divinest and the highest of the things
perceived by the eyes of the body or the mind are but the symbolic language of things
subordinate to Him who Himself transcendeth them all. Through these things His
incomprehensible presence is shown walking upon those heights of His holy places
which are perceived by the mind; and then It breaks forth, even from the things that are
beheld and from those that behold them, and plunges the true initiate unto the Darkness
of Unknowing wherein he renounces all the apprehensions of his understanding and is
enwrapped in that which is wholly intangible and invisible, belonging wholly to Him
that is beyond all things and to none else (whether himself or another), and being
through the passive stillness of all his reasoning powers united by his highest faculty to
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Him that is wholly Unknowable, of whom thus by a rejection of all knowledge he
possesses a knowledge that exceeds his understanding.
Unto this Darkness which is beyond Light we pray that we may come, and may
attain unto vision through the loss of sight and knowledge, and that in ceasing thus to
see or to know we may learn to know that which is beyond all perception and
understanding (for this emptying of our faculties is true sight and knowledge), and that
we may offer Him that transcends all things the praises of a transcendent hymnody,
which we shall do by denying or removing all things that are—like as men who,
carving a statue out of marble, remove all the impediments that hinder the clear
perceptive of the latent image and by this mere removal display the hidden statue itself
in its hidden beauty. Now we must wholly distinguish this negative method from that
of positive statements. For when we were making positive statements we began with
the most universal statements, and then through intermediate terms we came at last to
particular titles, but now ascending upwards from particular to universal conceptions
we strip off all qualities in order that we may attain a naked knowledge of that
Unknowing which in all existent things is enwrapped by all objects of knowledge, and
that we may begin to see that super-essential Darkness which is hidden by all the light
that is in existent things.
Now I have in my Outlines of Divinity set forth those conceptions which are
most proper to the affirmative method, and have shown in what sense God's holy nature
is called single and in what sense trinal, what is the nature of the Fatherhood and
Sonship which we attribute unto It; what is meant by the articles of faith concerning the
Spirit; how from the immaterial and indivisible Good the interior rays of Its goodness
have their being and remain immovably in that state of rest which both within their
Origin and within themselves is co-eternal with the act by which they spring from It; in
what manner Jesus being above all essence has stooped to an essential state in which all
the truths of human nature meet; and all the other revelations of Scripture whereof my
Outlines of Divinity treat. And in the book of the Divine Names I have considered the
meaning as concerning God of the titles Good, Existent, Life, Wisdom, Power and of
the other titles which the understanding frames, and in my Symbolic Divinity I have
considered what are the metaphorical titles drawn from the world of sense and applied
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to the nature of God; what are the mental or material images we form of God or the
functions and instruments of activity we attribute to Him; what are the places where He
dwells and the robes He is adorned with; what is meant by God's anger, grief, and
indignation, or the divine inebriation and wrath; what is meant by God's oath and His
malediction, by His slumber and awaking, and all the other inspired imagery of
allegoric symbolism. And I doubt not that you have also observed how far more copious
are the last terms than the first for the doctrines of God's Nature and the exposition of
His Names could not but be briefer than the Symbolic Divinity. For the more that we
soar upwards the more our language becomes restricted to the compass of purely intellectual conceptions, even as in the present instance plunging into the Darkness which is
above the intellect we shall find ourselves reduced not merely to brevity of speech but
even to absolute dumbness both of speech and thought. Now in the former treatises the
course of the argument, as it came down from the highest to the lowest categories,
embraced an ever-widening number of conceptions which increased at each stage of the
descent, but in the present treatise it mounts upwards from below towards the category
of transcendence, and in proportion to its ascent it contracts its terminology, and when
the whole ascent is passed it will be totally dumb, being at last wholly united with Him
Whom words cannot describe. But why is it, you will ask, that after beginning from the
highest category when one method was affirmative we begin from the lowest category
where it is negative? Because, when affirming the existence of that which transcends all
affirmation, we were obliged to start from that which is most akin to It, and then to
make the affirmation on which the rest depended; but when pursuing the negative
method, to reach that which is beyond all negation, we must start by applying our
negations to those qualities which differ most from the ultimate goal. Surely it is truer to
affirm that God is life and goodness than that He is air or stone, and truer to deny that
drunkenness or fury can be attributed to Him than to deny that we may apply to Him the
categories of human thought.
We therefore maintain that the universal Cause transcending all things is neither
impersonal nor lifeless, nor irrational nor without understanding: in short, that It is not a
material body, and therefore does not possess outward shape or intelligible form, or
quality, or quantity, or solid weight; nor has It any local existence which can be
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perceived by sight or touch; nor has It the power of perceiving or being perceived; nor
does It suffer any vexation or disorder through the disturbance of earthly passions, or
any feebleness through the tyranny of material chances, or any want of light ; nor any
change, or decay, or division, or deprivation, or ebb and flow, or anything else which
the senses can perceive. None of these things can be either identified with it or
attributed unto It.
Once more, ascending yet higher we maintain that It is not soul, or mind, or
endowed with the faculty of imagination, conjecture, reason, or understanding; nor is It
any act of reason or understanding; nor can It be described by the reason or perceived
by the understanding, since It is not number, or order, or greatness, or littleness, or
equality, or inequality, and since It is not immovable nor in motion, or at rest, and has
no power, and is not power or light, and does not live, and is not life; nor is It personal
essence, or eternity, or time; nor can It be grasped by the understanding, since It is not
knowledge or truth; nor is It kingship or wisdom; nor is It one, nor is It unity, nor is It
Godhead or Goodness; nor is It a Spirit, as we understand the term, since It is not
Sonship, or Fatherhood; nor is It any other thing such as we or any other being can
have knowledge of; nor does It belong to the category of non-existence or to that of
existence; nor do existent beings know It as it actually is, nor does It know them as
they actually are; nor can the reason attain to It to name It or to know It; nor is it
darkness, nor is It light, or error, or truth; nor can any affirmation or negation apply to
it for while applying affirmations or negations to those orders of being that come next
to It, we apply not unto It either affirmation or negation, inasmuch as It transcends all
affirmation by being the perfect and unique Cause of all things, and transcends all
negation by the pre-eminence of Its simple and absolute nature—free from every
limitation and beyond them all.
From Mystical Theology, Chapters 1-5
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Man as God
Ludwig Feuerbach
Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-72) was an atheistic German philosopher who taught that theology is
really anthropology, involving as it does man’s projected idealization of himself; his work served
as an inspiration to both Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud.
______________________________________________________________________________

In view of its relation to the objects of the senses, the consciousness of an object can be
distinguished from self-consciousness; but, in religion, consciousness and selfconsciousness coincide. An object of the senses exists outside of man, but the religious
object exists within him—it is itself an inner, intimate object, indeed, the closest object,
and hence an object which forsakes him as little as his self-consciousness or conscience.
“God,” says Augustine, for example, “is nearer, more closely related to us and therefore
more easily known by us than sensible, physical things.” Strictly speaking, the object of
the senses is in itself indifferent, having no relevance to our disposition and judgment.
But the object of religion is a distinguished object—the most excellent, the first, the
highest being. It essentially presupposes a critical judgment—a discrimination between
the divine and the non-divine, between what is worthy of adoration and what is not. It is
in this context, therefore, that the following statement is unconditionally true: The object
of any subject is nothing other than the subject’s own nature considered objectively. As
man thinks, as is his understanding of things, so is his God; so much worth as a man has,
so much and no more has his God. The consciousness of God is the self-consciousness of
man; the knowledge of God is the self-knowledge of man. Man’s notion of himself is his
notion of God, just as his notion of God is his notion of himself—the two are identical.
Whatever God is to man is in fact man’s own spirit, man’s own soul; and conversely,
whatever is man’s spirit, soul, and heart—that is his God. God is the manifestation of
man’s inner nature, his expressed self; religion is the solemn unveiling of man’s hidden
treasures, the avowal of his innermost thoughts, the open confession of the secrets of his
love.
Religion, at least the Christian religion, is the relation of man to himself, or more
correctly to his essential being, but a relation to it as if it were another being. The Divine
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Being is nothing other than the being of man himself, or rather human nature purified,
freed from the limits of the individual man or the real, corporeal man, and objectified,
i.e., contemplated and worshiped as another being, a distinct being. All the attributes of
the Divine Being are, therefore, attributes of man.
In relation to the attributes—predicates or determinations—of God, this is admitted
without hesitation, but by no means admitted in relation to the subject of these predicates,
in relation to the being in which they are grounded. The negation of the subject is taken to
mean the negation of religion, atheism, but not the negation of the predicates. That which
has no qualities also has no effect upon me; that which has no effect upon me also does
not exist for me. To eliminate all the qualities or attributes of a being is the same as to
eliminate that being itself. A being without attributes is a being that cannot be an object
of thought; it is a nonentity. Where man removes all attributes from God, God is reduced
to a negative being, to a being that is not a being. To a truly religious man, however, God
is not a being without attributes, because he is a definite, real being to him. Hence, the
theory that God cannot be defined or described, that he cannot be known, is a product of
the modern era, of modern unbelief. The denial of determinate, positive predicates of the
Divine Being is nothing other than the negation of religion, but one which still has an
appearance of religion, so that it is not recognized as a negation—it is nothing but a
subtle, sly atheism. The alleged religious horror of limiting God by determinate
predicates is only the irreligious wish to forget all about God, to banish him from the
mind. He who is afraid to be finite is afraid to exist. All real existence, i.e., all existence
that really is existence, is qualitative, determinate existence.
Moreover, there is yet a milder way of denying the divine predicates than the
direct one just described. One admits that the predicates of the Divine Being are finite
and, more particularly, human qualities, but their rejection is rejected. One even defends
them on the ground that they are necessary—that because he is a man, he cannot conceive
God in any way other than human. One argues that although these qualities have no
meaning in relation to God, the fact is that God, if he is to exist for man, can appear to
man in no other way than he does, namely, as a being with human attributes. However,
this distinction between what God is in himself and what he is for man destroys the peace
of religion as well as being an unfeasible and unfounded distinction. It is not at all
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possible for me to know whether God as he is in and for himself is something different
from what he is for me; what he is to me is to me all that he is. The predicates in terms of
which he exists for me contain also the “in-itself-ness” of his being, his essential nature
itself; he exists for me in a way in which he can exist for me alone. The religious man is
completely satisfied with how he sees God in relation to himself—and he knows nothing
of any other relation—for God is to him what alone he can be for man.
In the distinction made above, man takes a point of view above himself, his being
and its absolute measure, but this transcendentalism is only an illusion. For I can make
the distinction between the object as it is in itself and the object as it is for me only where
an object can really appear different from what it actually appears to me. I cannot make
such a distinction where the object appears to me as it does according to my absolute
measure—that is, as it must appear to me. It is true that my conception can be
subjective—that is, one not bound by the essential constitution of my species. However,
if my conception corresponds to the measure of my species, the distinction between what
something is in itself and what it is for me ceases; for in that case this conception is itself
an absolute one. The measure of the species is the absolute measure, law, and criterion of
man. Yet religion has the conviction that its conceptions and determinations of God are
such as every man ought to have if he is to have true conceptions, that these are
conceptions necessitated by human nature, that they are indeed objective, conforming to
the nature of God. To every religion, the gods of other religions are only conceptions of
God; but its own conception of God is itself its God—God as it conceives him to be, God
genuinely and truly so, God as he is in himself. Religion is satisfied only with a complete
and total God—it will not have merely an appearance of God; it can be satisfied with
nothing less than God himself, God in person. Religion abandons itself if it abandons
God in his essential being; it is no longer true if it renounces its possession of the true
God. Skepticism is the archenemy of religion. But the distinction between object and
concept, between God as he is in himself and as he is for me, is a skeptical, and therefore
irreligious, distinction.
That which is subsumed by man under the concept of “being-in-itself,” that which
he regards as the most supreme being or as the being of which he can conceive none
higher—that is the Divine Being. How can he therefore still ask what this being is in
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itself? If God were an object to the bird, he would be an object to it only as a winged
being; the bird knows nothing higher, nothing more blissful than the state of being
winged. How ludicrous would it be if this bird commented: “God appears to me as a bird,
but I do not know what he is in himself.” The highest being to the bird is the “birdbeing.” Take from it its conception of “bird-being,” and you take from it its conception of
the highest being. How, therefore, could the bird ask whether God in himself were
winged? To ask whether God is in himself what he is for me is to ask whether God is
God; it is to raise oneself above God and to rebel against him.
Given, therefore, the situation in which man is seized by the awareness that
religious predicates are mere anthropomorphisms, his faith has also come under the sway
of doubt and unbelief. And if this awareness does not lead him to the formal negation of
the predicates and thence to the negation of the being in which they are grounded, it is
only due to an inconsistency for which his faint-heartedness and irresolute intellect are
responsible. If you doubt the objective truth of the predicates, you must also doubt the
objective truth of the subject to which they belong. If your predicates are
anthropomorphisms, their subject, too, is an anthropomorphism. If love, goodness, and
personality are human determinations, the being which constitutes their source and,
according to you, their presupposition is also an anthropomorphism; so is the existence of
God; so is the belief that there is a God—in short, all presuppositions that are purely
human. . . .
The identity of subject and predicate is borne out clearly by the course taken by
religion in its development, a course identical with that taken by human culture. As long
as man is a mere natural being, his God is a mere natural deity. Mere man lives in houses;
he encloses his gods in temples. A temple expresses the value which man attaches to
beautiful buildings. Temples in honor of religion are in truth temples in honor of
architecture. With man’s progress to culture from a state of primitive savagery, with the
distinction between what is proper and what is improper for man, there also arises the
distinction between what is proper and what is improper for God. God expresses man’s
notion of majesty, highest dignity, religious sentiment, and highest feeling of propriety.
Only at a later stage did the culturally more advanced artists of Greece embody in their
statues of gods the concepts of dignity, spiritual grandeur, rest without movement, and
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serenity. But why did they regard these qualities as divine attributes? Because they held
these attributes in themselves to be divine. Why did they exclude all repulsive and low
emotions? Because they regarded these emotions as something improper, undignified,
unhuman, and, consequently, ungodlike. The Homeric gods eat and drink—this means
that eating and drinking are divine pleasures. Physical strength is a quality of the
Homeric gods—Zeus is the strongest of all gods. Why? Because physical strength in
itself was something glorious and divine to the Greeks. The highest virtue to ancient
Germans was the virtue of the warrior; that is why their highest god was the god of war—
Odin; that is why war to them was “the primeval or the oldest law.” The first, true divine
being is not the quality of divinity, but the divinity or the deity of quality. In other words,
that which theology and philosophy have so far regarded as God, as the absolute and
essential, is not God; but that which they did not regard as God, is precisely God—
quality, determination, and reality par excellence. A true atheist, that is, an atheist in the
ordinary sense, is therefore he alone to whom the predicates of the Divine Being—for
example, love, wisdom, and justice—are nothing, not he to whom only the subject of
these predicates is nothing. And the negation of the subject is by no means also
necessarily the negation of the predicates as they are in themselves. The predicates have a
reality of their own, have an independent significance; the force of what they contain
compels man to recognize them. They prove their truth to man directly through
themselves. They are their own proof and evidence. Goodness, justice, and wisdom do
not become chimeras if the existence of God is a chimera, nor do they become truths
simply because the existence of God is a truth. The concept of God depends on the
concept of justice, kindness, and wisdom; a God who is not kind, not just, and not wise is
no God. But these concepts do not depend on the concept of God. That a quality is
possessed by God does not make it divine; God possesses it, because it is in itself divine,
because without it God would be a defective being. Justice, wisdom, and, in fact, every
attribute which constitutes the divinity of God, is determined and known through itself;
but God is known and determined by the predicates. Only in the case where I think that
God and justice are identical, that God is immediately the reality of the idea of justice or
of any other quality, do I think of God as self-determined. But if God, the subject, is that
which is determined, and the quality or the predicate is that which determines him, then
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the predicate, and not the subject, in truth deserves the primacy of being, the status of
divinity.
From The Essence of Christianity
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The Believer Praises Himself
Ibn Arabi
Ibn Arabi (1165–1240), known in the Islamic world as the “Revivifier of Religion” and the
“Great Master”, was a philosopher, poet, and mystic, and is considered by many the greatest of
spiritual teachers in Sufism, the mystical tradition of Islam.

________________________________________________________________________
The believer praises only the Divinity contained within his belief (such as it is contained
therein), and it is to this he is attached; he cannot perform any act that does not revert to
himself, and likewise he cannot praise anything without thereby in effect praising
himself. For to praise the work is without doubt only to praise its author; beauty, like the
lack of beauty, reverts to the author of the work. The Divinity in whom one believes is so
to speak fashioned by him who conceives, and it is therefore in this respect his work; the
praise addressed to what he believes is praise addressed to himself. And this is why he
condemns every belief except his own: if he were just, he would not do this; but he does
it because, fixed on a particular object of worship, he is beyond all doubt in ignorance;
and this is why his belief in God implies the negation of everything that is other than it. If
he knew what al-Junaid [Sufi authority, d. 910] said—that the color of the water is the
color of the vessel—he would allow every believer whose belief is other than his own to
believe what the other believer believes; he would know God in every form and in every
object of belief. But he follows his opinions without having knowledge, and this is why
God said (in a hadîth qudsî): “I conform to the opinion my servant forms of Me.” That is,
I appear to him only in the form of his belief; if he will, let him expand his conception of
Me, and if he will, let him constrict it.” The Divinity in which one believes assumes the
limits of the belief, and this is the Divinity that (according to another hadîth qudsî) the
heart of the slave contains, the absolute Divinity not being contained in anything since it
is the essence of things as well as its own essence.
From Bezels of Wisdom

471

M
Yoga
Mircea Eliade
Mircea Eliade (1907-86), a Romanian historian of religions who taught for many years at the
University of Chicago, was the editor-in-chief of the Encyclopedia of Religion and author of
numerous works, notably Cosmos and History: the Myth of the Eternal Return, The Sacred and
the Profane: The Nature of Religion, and Yoga: Immortality and Freedom.

________________________________________________________________________
The point of departure for Yoga, meditation is concentration on a single object; whether
this is a physical object (the space between the eyebrows, the tip of the nose, something
luminous, etc.), or a thought (a metaphysical truth), or God (Îshvara) makes no
difference. The determined and continuous concentration, called ekâgratâ (“on a single
point”), is obtained by integrating the psychomental flux.
The immediate result of ekâgratâ is prompt and lucid censorship of all the
distractions and automatisms that dominate—or, properly speaking, compose—profane
consciousness. Completely at the mercy of associations, man passes his days allowing
himself to be swept hither and thither by an infinity of disparate moments that are, as it
were, external to himself. The senses or the subconscious continually introduce into
consciousness objects that dominate and change it, according to their form and intensity.
Associations disperse consciousness, passions do it violence, the “thirst for life” betrays it
by projecting it outward. Even in his intellectual efforts, man is passive, for the fate of
secular thoughts is to be thought by objects. Under the appearance of thought, there is
really an indefinite and disordered flickering, fed by sensations, words, and memory. The
first duty of the yogin is to think—that is, not to let himself think. This is why Yoga
practice begins with ekâgratâ, which dams the mental stream and thus constitutes a
“psychic mass”, a solid and unified continuum.
The practice of ekâgratâ tends to control the two generators of mental fluidity:
sense activity and the subconscious. Control is the ability to intervene, at will and
directly, in the functioning of these two sources of mental “whirlwinds”. A yogin can
obtain discontinuity of consciousness at will; in other words he can, at any time and any
place, bring about concentration of his attention on a “single point” and become
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insensible to any other sensory or mnemonic stimulus. Through ekâgratâ one gains a
genuine will—that is, the power freely to regulate an important sector of biomental
activity. It goes without saying that ekâgratâ can be obtained only through the practice of
numerous exercises and techniques, in which physiology plays a role of primary
importance. One cannot obtain ekâgratâ if, for example, the body is in a tiring or even
uncomfortable posture, or if the respiration is disorganized, unrhythmical. This is why
yogic technique includes several categories of physiological practices and spiritual
exercises, which one must have learned if one seeks to attain ekâgratâ and, ultimately,
the highest concentration, samâdhi. These [include] bodily posture (âsana), rhythm of
respiration (prânâyâma), emancipation of sensory activity from the domination of
exterior objects (pratyâhâra), concentration (dhâranâ), meditation (dhyâna), and stasis
(samâdhi).
Âsana gives the body a stable rigidity while at the same time reducing physical
effort to a minimum. Thus one avoids the irritating feeling of fatigue, of enervation in
certain parts of the body; one regulates the physical processes and thus allows attention to
devote itself solely to the fluid part of consciousness.
Prânâyâma begins with making the respiratory rhythm as slow as possible. By
making his respiration rhythmical and progressively slower, the yogin can “penetrate”—
that is, he can experience, in perfect lucidity—certain states of consciousness that are
inaccessible in a waking condition, particularly states of consciousness that are peculiar
to sleep. The reduction of respiration and cardiac contraction to a degree that is usually
observed only immediately before death is a genuine physiological phenomenon, which
the yogins can realize by force of will and not as the result of autosuggestion. Through
prânâyâma, the yogin seeks to attain direct knowledge of and control over the pulsation
of his own life, the organic energy discharged by inhalation and exhalation. Yoga
counsels its disciples to live, but not to abandon themselves to life.
Motionless, breathing rhythmically, eyes and attention fixed on a single point, the
yogin experiences a passing beyond the secular mode of existence. He begins to become
autonomous in respect to the cosmos; external tensions no longer trouble him (having
passed beyond the “opposites” he is equally insensible to heat and cold, light and
darkness, etc.); sensory activity no longer carries him outward toward the objects of the
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senses; the psychomental stream is no longer either invaded or directed by distractions,
automatisms, and memory: it is “concentrated”, “unified”.
The yogin can test the quality of his concentration by the next technique,
pratyâhâra. According to the Yoga-sûtras, pratyâhâra is the faculty through which the
Intellect possesses sensations as if the contact were real. The senses, instead of directing
themselves toward an object, come to “abide within themselves”. Although the senses are
no longer directed outward and their activity ceases, the Intellect does not thereby lose its
property of having sensory representations. Instead of knowing through forms and mental
states, the yogin now contemplates the essence of all objects directly.
Autonomy with respect to stimuli from the outer world and the dynamism of the
subconscious—an autonomy he realizes through pratyâhâra—allows the yogin to begin
practicing the final three yogic techniques: concentration, meditation, and stasis. These
exercises become possible only after sufficient repetition of all the other physiological
exercises, when the yogin has succeeded in attaining perfect mastery over his body, his
subconscious, and his psychomental flux. The adjective “subtle” is applied to these
techniques to emphasize the fact that they imply no new physiological discipline.
Dhâranâ is in fact simply ekâgratâ, a “fixing on a single point”, but its content is strictly
internal and notional [as, for example, in concentration upon the “lotus of the heart”, a
common yogic discipline]. Vacaspatimisra gives a long description of the lotus: It has
eight petals, and it is situated, head downward, between the abdomen and the thorax; the
yogin must turn it head upward by stopping his breath and concentrating his Intellect on
it. In the center of the lotus is the solar disk with the letter A, and here is the seat of the
waking state. Above it is the lunar disk with the letter U; this is the seat of dreaming
sleep. Higher again is the “circle of fire” with the letter M—the seat of deep sleep. Above
all these there is the “highest circle, whose essence is air”; this is the seat of the fourth
state. In this last lotus, or more precisely in its pericarp, is the “nerve of Brahmâ”,
oriented upward and reaching to the circle of the sun and the other circles. This is the seat
of the Intellect; by concentrating on it, the yogin acquires consciousness of the Intellect,
that is, he becomes conscious of consciousness.
It is scarcely necessary to add that this and other such yogic “meditations”
absolutely differ from any secular meditation whatever. In the first place, within the
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framework of normal psychomental experience, no “mental continuum” can reach the
density and purity that yogic procedures permit attaining. Secondly, secular meditation
stops either with the external form or with the value of the objects meditated upon,
whereas dhyâna makes it possible to “penetrate” objects, to “assimilate” them quasimagically.
Innumerable difficulties must be overcome if we would understand precisely in
what the final technique, yogic “stasis”, consists. For one thing, samâdhi expresses an
experience that is completely indescribable. For another, this “enstatic experience” is not
univalent—its modalities are very numerous. The word is employed in the first place in a
gnosiological sense: samâdhi is the state of contemplation in which thought grasps the
form of the object directly, without the help of categories and the imagination—the state
in which the object is revealed “in itself”, in its essentials, and as if “empty of itself”.
There is a real coincidence here between knowledge of the object and the object of
knowledge; the object no longer presents itself to consciousness in the relations that
delimit and define it as a phenomenon. Illusion and imagination are thus wholly done
away with by samâdhi. Or, as Vijnanabhikshu expresses it, one arrives at samâdhi “when
dhyâna is freed from the separate notions of meditation, object of meditation, and
meditating subject, and maintains itself only in the form of the object meditated on”, that
is, when nothing any longer exists besides the new ontological dimension represented by
the transformation of the “object” (the world) into “knowledge-possession”.
Rather than “knowledge”, however, samâdhi is actually a “state”, a state that
makes possible the self-revelation of the Self by virtue of an act that does not constitute
an “experience”. [The state in question involves] a total absence of objects in
consciousness, though not a consciousness that is absolute empty. On the contrary, at
such a moment, consciousness is saturated with a direct and total intuition of being. It is
the enstasis of total emptiness, without sensory content or intellectual structure, an
unconditioned state that is no longer “experience” (for there is no further relation
between consciousness and the world) but “revelation”. The Self remains free,
autonomous; it contemplates itself. “Human” consciousness is suppressed; that is, it no
longer functions, its constituent elements being reabsorbed into the primordial substance.
The yogin attains deliverance; like a dead man, he has no more relation with life; he is
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“dead in life”. He is the jivan-mukta, the “liberated in life”. He no longer lives in time
and under the domination of time, but in an eternal present, in the nunc stans by which
Boethius defined eternity.
It would be a gross error to regard this supreme reintegration as a mere regression
to primordial nondistinction. It can never be repeated too often that Yoga, like many
other mysticisms, issues on the plane of paradox and not on a commonplace and easy
extinction of consciousness. Liberation is not assimilable with the “deep sleep” of
prenatal existence, even if the recovery of totality through undifferentiated stasis seems to
resemble the bliss of the human being’s fetal preconsciousness. One essential fact must
always be borne in mind: the yogin works on all levels of consciousness and of the
subconscious for the purpose of opening the way to transconsciousness (knowledgepossession of the Self). He enters into “deep sleep” and into the fourth state with the
utmost lucidity; he does not sink into self-hypnosis. The importance that all authors
ascribe to the yogic states of superconsciousness shows us that the final reintegration
takes place in this direction, and not in a trance, however profound. In other words: the
recovery, through samâdhi, of an initial nonduality introduces a new element in
comparison with the primordial situation. That element is knowledge of unity and bliss.
There is a “return to the beginning”, but with the difference that the man “liberated in this
life” recovers the original situation enriched by the dimensions of freedom and
transconsciousness.
From Yoga: Freedom and Immortality
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