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PREFACE 

THE first chapter of this book is based upon an 
article entitled 'The Necessity of Dogma' which 
appeared in the International Journal oj EtMcs (Jan., 
1896~ The third and fourth chapters appeared in 
the same magazine (Jan., 1908, and Oct., 1904), but 
have been rewritten and considerably altered. Part 
of the second chapter appeared in the Hibbert Journal 
for Oct., 1906, but this also has been rewritten. 

I am much indebted to Mr. G. L. Dickinson of 
King's College, to Mr. G. E. Moore of Trinity College, 
and to my wife, for their kindness in reading this 
book in MS. and suggesting many valuable altera­
tions. To Mr. Moore, in particular, lowe the deepest 
gratitude for criticisms which revealed-and, I trust, 
enabled me to correct-many lurking errors. 

TBIlfITY COLLEGE, CAJ(BBIDOE, 

Janua,.!!. 1906. 
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SOME DOGMAS OF RELIGION 

CHAPTER I 

THE IKPORTANCE OF DOGJlA 

1. By metaphysics I mean the systematic study of 
the ultimate nature of reality, and by dogma I mean 
any proposition which has a metaphysical significance. 
This may seem at first sight a paradoxical definition. 
For dogmas are held, and disputed, by many people to 
whom metaphysics are absolutely unknown. 

But we must remember that a proposition which 
has metaphysical significance may be held indepen­
dently of metaphysical considerations. If a man 
asserts the existence of God because he accepts the 
argument from design, then his belief in God's exis­
tence rests on a metaphysical basis. If he asserts the 
existence of God because a priest has told him that 
God does exist, then his belief does not rest on a meta­
physical basis, but it nevertheless.has a metaphysical 
significance. For it decides, for him, a problem which 
is unquestionably of a metaphysical nature-one of 
those problems which must be dealt with in any 
systematic study of the ultimate nature of reality. 

I believe that my definition of dogma is the one 
which accords best with the ordinary use of the word. 
Not all propositions about matters of fact are called 
dogmas. We do not give the name to the law of 
gravitation, nor to the statement that Waterloo was 
fought in 1815.1 But all such statements as are 

J The law of gravitation might be accepted by a Materialist or 
a Dualist as an expression of the ultimate nature of reality. In 

B 
) 
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found in the Christian creeds are called dogmas. And 
the name would be extended to statements of the 
same nature found in other creeds, and to the denials 

. of these statements. ' J e3US is the Son of God' and 
, Mohammed is the Prophet of God ' are both dogmas. 
And BO are 'there is a God' and 'there is no God '. 

2. It may be objected that many creeds contain 
statements which would be called dogmas, but which 
are assertions of events as historical, and are not meta­
physical at all. Such are, for example, the crucifixion 
and resurrection of Jesus, in the Christian creeds. 
Now it is quite true that, in asserting the death of 
J esue, we are asserting a historical event, as much as 
if we were asserting the death of Bruno. But if it 
were regarded as merely a historical event, it would 
not be called a dogma. It has its place as a dogma in 
virtue of the belief that this death had BOme unique 
inHuence on the relation between God and man, and 
for any person who did not believe this there could 
be no reason for calling the assertion of the event 
a dogma. Any proposition as to the relation between 
God and man is clearly of metaphysical significance, 
and if it is asserted that the relation was in any way 
determined by a particular death, then the occurrence 
of that death has a metaphysical significance. 

Again, a proposition is usually called a dogma irre­
spective of the reason for which it is believed. The 
assertion of God's existence is equally a dogma 
whether the believer has arrived at it by argument, or 
accepted it from tradition, or feels an instinctive and 
irresistible conviction to believe it. 

that ease it would be a metaphysical proposition, and might, 
I think, naturally be called a dogma. But the name would be 
refused to the law of gravitation as it is held by science, for that 
involves no metaphysical assertion and is accepted by Berkeleians 
and Begelians as well as by Materialists and Dualists. 
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Now, since no proposition without metaphysical 
significance is called a dogma, and since 80 many 
which have that significance are commonly called by 
the name, it seems to me that it is desirable to give 
the name to all propositions with metaphysical signi­
ficance. It will then, no doubt, include many proposi­
tions which are not usually called dogmas, since the 
word is generally used only in relation to religion, 
and many metaphysical propositions have but little 
bearing on religion. But it would be unsatisfactory 
to confine the use of the word to those metaphysical 
propositions which bear on religion, because the in­
fluence of metaphysical propositions on religion has 
many degrees of intensity, and it would be very 
difficult to draw the line between what was dogma 
and what was not. 

8. I propose, therefore, to class as dogmas all pro­
positions which have any metaphysical significance, 
and to define as religious dogmas those whose accept­
ance or rejection by any person would alter his 
religious position. Thus the existence of a personal 
God is a religious dogma, for the religion of a man 
who believes it cannot resemble very closely the 
religion of a man who disbelieves it. One may be 
as religious as the other, but it will be in a different 
form. On the other hand, the existence of matter is 
a dogma which does not seem to me to be religious. 
I do not see that the acceptance or rejection of it need 
involve any change in religious attitude. 

How then shall we define religion? Religion is 
clearly a state of mind. It is also clear that it is not 
exclusively the acceptance of certain propositions as 
true. It seems to me that it may best be described 
as an emotion resting on a conviction of a harmony 
between ourselves and" the universe at large. 

B2 
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Any definition less wide than this would be too 
narrow. The word religion is habitually used of the 
traditional national systems, such as those of the Hin­
doos, Greeks, and Romans; it is used of the revealed 
systems of religion 1; and it is used of the attitude 
of various people who do not accept any of them. 
Plato, Spinoza, and Hegel would all, I suppose, be 
called religious men. 

If the word is to be used in this way, it is clear that 
no one dogma can be regarded as essential to religion. 
For example, the cases of Buddhism and of Spinoza 
would prevent us from regarding belief in a peNonal 
God or in personal immortality as essential to it. 

4:. Our definition, on the other hand, is not too 
narrow, for it covers all the cases. In the case of the 
early traditional religions, indeed, the harmo~y is only 
rudimentary. In the early stages of these religions 
men had scarcely formed the conception of the uni­
verse as a whole, and did not therefore ask the question 
whether they were in harmony with it as a whole. 
But their religion was based on theories which enabled 
them to regard with more or less approval the part of 
the universe in which they were interested. The gods 
were regarded as having great power. They were also 
conceived as being, in the main, like men, as having 
the same ideals, sympathies, and standards as men. 
In so far as they differed from men they were held to 
be morally their superiors. (The actions reported of 
them would, indeed, have often been judged very 
wicked in men, but, when attributed to gods, they 
were not thGught wicked. This distinction is often 
required in dealing with more developed religions.) 

1 For the sake of brevity, I shall use the term 'revealed 
religions' for all those systems which are held, by those who 
believe in them, to have been revealed. 
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On the whole, then, the dogmas of these creeds led 
to a belief that the world was to a large extent good, 
and better than it would have been judged to be by 
the same men if they had not held these dogmas. 
These religions, therefore, were accompanied by a con­
viction of a certain harmony between the individual 
and the universe. 

We must also remember that it is just those reli­
gions in which the righteousness and power of the 
gods is only rudimentary, which put most weight on 
the possibility of propitiating the gods and influencing 
their decisions by prayers and offerings. And it is 
clear that the belief that we can induce the rulers of 
the universe to comply with our desires will produce 
a conviction of some harmony between ourselves and 
the universe-though perhaps the harmony would not 
be of the highest kind. 

5. The position of magic, which appears to be the 
historical predecessor of the religions we have men­
tioned, seems different. Magic rests on the belief that 
it is possible by charms and rites both to compel men 
and non-human spirits to do my will in certain ways, 
and also to influence matter-either directly or through 
those spirits-so as to cause it to conform to my 
desires. The spirits affected by magic are not pro­
pitiated or persuaded-as in religion proper-but 
compelled by the efficacy of the magic. 

Here there is no recognition of the government of 
the universe by beings better than ourselves-or at 
least not worse. We do not get that harmony be­
tween ourselves and the universe which comes from 
moral approval of the universe. But magic does assert 
a possible harmony-though of the lowest kind­
between myself and the universe. For it asserts that 
the nature of the universe is such that I can-if I 
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know the right trick-bend it more or less to my will. 
And thus I can bring the universe more or less into 
harmony with my desires.1 

6. It might be objected that Buddhism does not assert 
any harmony between man and the universe, since it 
teaches that all existence is evil. But it teaches, also, 
that the constitution of the universe provides a way by 
which it is possible for each of us to escape from the 

. tyranny of existence. With the wise and good man 
the universe is in harmony. For he strives towards 
the goal of Nirvana, and the universe is such that, if 
he is wise enough and good enough, he will attain it. 

7. Our definition, then, is broad enough for what­
ever is usually called religion. But attempts are 
sometimes made to use the word in a much wider 
sense, and it will be well to examine three of the most 
important of these. 

In the first place, it is suggested that religion 
should be defined as identical with morality. The 
best-known statement of this position is to be found 
in the Epistle of St. James (i 27), 'Pure religion and 
undefiled before our God and Father is this, to visit 
the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to 
keep himself unspotted from the world: 

This would, I think, be admitted not to be the most 
usual meaning of religion. It is generally advocated, 
indeed, as a change of meaning. It seems to me to be 
a bad definition, because, with two things and two 
words before us, it proposes to apply both words to 
one thing, and to leave the other thing nameless. 

To do what I think right is obviously something 
very different from the possession of an emotion 
which arises from a conviction of my harmony with 

1 Cp. Hegel's Philosophy of ReligUm (Part II, Div. I, chap. i) 
and Mr. Frazer's Golden B()U{Jh (chap. i, p. 63, ed. 1900). 
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the universe. Nor are they always found together. 
Hume and Spinoza were both men who did what they 
thought right; but, while Spinoza was absolutely 
dominated by such an emotion, HUJJ;1e, so far as we 
know, was absolutely devoid of it. 

It is highly desirable that each of these separate 
things should have a separate name. Now the first 
has a name which is universally applied to it­
morality. And if we take religion in the more usual 
sense, which distinguishes it from morality, then the 
second will also have a separate name. But if religion 
is to be taken as identical with morality, then the 
first will have two equivalent -names, and the second 
will have none at all. This is surely wasteful 

8. The definition of religion as nothing but morality 
has had supporters worthy of much respect, but I think 
we can see that its value-for it undoubtedly had 
value-is due to a cause which is rapidly passing 
away. This cause is the belief, which has been very 
prevalent in the past, that it is a sin not to hold the 
true religion. (The phrase ' a true religion' is scarcely 
accurate, since religion is not a system of propositions 
but an emotion. But it is a usual and convenient 
phrase for the religion which normally comes from 
the acceptance of true dogmas, provided, of course, 
that the true dogmas are such as to permit a religion 
to be based on them.) 

The extreme form of this belief-and it is not yet 
altogether extinct-is that anyone who fails to attain 
the true religion before the death of his present body, 
will be tormented through unending time. This, how­
ever, is not so common as formerly. But the milder 
idea still lingers that it is in some degree sinful to fail 
in attaining the true religion. If this were true, we 
should escape serious difficulties if religion was iden-
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tical with morality. It is, of course, sinful to be 
immoral. But it is absurd to represent as sinful all 
failures to understand the nature of the universe. 
Some such failures may be sinful, if they are due to 
indolence or to cowardice. But others clearly are not. 
They are due to intellectual errors, And to fail in 
matters of such difficulty-matters in which either 
Berkeley or Hume, either Aquinas or Scotus, must 
have failed-is little reproach to a man's intellect, 
and none to his virtue. 

But the idea that religion is something, the failure 
to attain which is sinful, is dying out rapidly. To 
attain the true religion would be regarded by most 
people as good, and by many people as the highest 
good. But it would now be generally recognized­
and certainly by all thinkers worthy of our serious 
consideration-that it is not a duty to attain the true 
religion, although, of course, it may be, and often is, 
a duty to seek it. And then there is no reason why 
we should not define religion to mean something 
different from morality, while, as I have pointed out, 
there are two reasons why we should do so-that it 
does less violence to the ordinary usage, and that 
it finds names for two things of great imporlance, 
instead of for only one of them. 

9. The second proposed definition of religion which 
we must consider is not so wide as the first. Arnold 
speaks of religion as 'morality touched by emotion'. 
And the author of Natural Religion defines it as 'the 
influence which draws men's thoughts away from their 
personal interests, making them intensely aware of 
other existences, to which it binds them by strong ties, 
sometimes of admiration, sometimes of awe, sometimes 
of duty, so:metimes of love ',I 

1 Natural Ileligion, Book IT, chap, vi, p, 227 (ed. 1891). 
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This definition seems to me better than that which 
identifies religion with morality. It does not waste 
two names on one thing, since morality touched by 
emotion is something different from morality pure and 
simple. Nor does it disturb the ordinary application 
of the word so much, since it does not compel us to 
class all moral men as religious. 

Still it does disturb the ordinary application of the 
word more than can be considered justifiable. Religion 
has always, I think, implied a belief in some funda­
mental harmony, some sort of reconciliation between 
the claims of our own nature and the facts of the 
universe. Now an enthusiasm about morality, or 
an enthusiasm about duty or love, does not by itself 
ensure harmony or reconciliation. Enthusiasm for 
any worthy ideal, whether fulfilled or unfulfilled, is 
doubtless good. But unless the ideal is fulfilled, or 
we believe it is going to be fulfilled, it does not bring 
peace but a sword. The more we long for an ideal, 
the less in harmony shall we be with a universe which 
refuses to realize it. And therefore we shall not be 
making the usual application of the word religion, if 
we apply it to cases of an enthusiasm for an ideal· 
when belief in the realization of the ideal is absent. 

This violation of usage may be productive of de­
ception. For the usage is old and persistent, and with 
the word religion we have come to associate that 
particular happiness which comes from the belief that 
we are in harmony with the universe. And the 
association is not easily disturbed, even when a change 
in the meaning of the word has deprived it of all 
justification. I think that those people who use the 
word to mean nothing more than an enthusiasm for 
virtue, often unconsciously deceive themselves by 
transferring with the word the mystery and the rest-
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fulness which only clung about it in respect of its older 
meaning, and thus believe themselves to have kept 
what, in fact, they have lost. 

10. A third definition of religion has been lately 
proposed by Mr. Lowes Dickinson. 1 According to 
his view, religion consists in the attitude of the spirit 

. towards the general situation in which we find our­
selves. So far I am able to agree with him. But he 
goes on to say that any attitude towards the universe 
is religious 'if it be greatly and imaginatively con­
ceived '- even if it should be an attitude which 
includes condemnation and defiance of a universe 
recognized as evil. 

For such a religion, dogma, in the sense in which 
I haTe used the word, would be necessary. We must 
know what the general situation is, before we can take 
up any attitude towards it. But, on this definition, 
religion can be based on any theory of the nature of 
the universe. All that is required is that we should 
take up a worthy and a dignified attitude towards the 
universe. And that is always possible, however bad 
or trivial the universe may be. 

There is much to be said for this definition of religion, 
but on the whole it seems to me to be more convenient 
to keep to the common usage by which religion is 
conceived as something which brings with it rest and 
peace and happiness. II Now an attitude of defianCe to 
a universe recognized as evil is worthy and dignified, 
but it is not restful, or peaceful, or felicific. And thus it 
might lead to confusion if such an attitude were called 
religion. The question, however, is of no importance for 

1 Religion, a Criticism ana a Forecast, by G. Lowes Dickinson, 
chap. iii, p. 60. 

t I cannot consider Buddhism as an exception to this, for the 
reasons given above (Section 6). 
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our present object, since the adoption of Mr. Dickinson's 
definition would leave dogma essential to religion­
though not dogma of any particular nature. 

11. H religion is to be defined as resting on a convic­
tion of the harmony of ourselves with the universe, the 
question arises of how much harmony is necessary . 

. If complete harmony were necessary, no one could be 
called religious except the few mystics who deny the 
existence of any evil, since any evil must involve BOme 
want of harmony. We must say, I think, that religion 
is a matter of degree. The more complete the harmony 
it asserts, the more completely religious will it be. Of 
course the more complete religion is not necessarily 
the more true, for it may assert a harmony which 
does not exist. 

What then, we must now ask, is the minimum of 
harmony between ourselves and the universe that 
can be the basis of religion? Some minimum there 
must surely be. For the conviction that the universe 
was not quite as bad as it could possibly have been 
would involve a belief in BOme harmony between our­
selves and the universe. But this is not sufficient for 
religion. It would be an inadequate foundation for 
a religion that every man is not always hungry. And 
yet this shows BOme harmony between ourselves and 
the universe. 

It seems to me that the minimum harmony required 
to give us an emotion which could now be called 
religion, is that the universe should be judged to be 
good on the whole. That is to say, the harmony must 
be a harmony with what is judged by us to be the 
hi,glieSt part of our own natures, and not with those 
of our desires which, even while we have them, we 
recognize as comparatively worthless or as wrong. 
And the harmony must be sufficiently complete to 
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admit of the universe '88 a whole being approved 
rather than condemned. 

I have said that this is necessary for an emotion 
which could now be called religion. In the more 
rudimentary stages of religion, no doubt, it is different. 
A god is worshipped if he is believed to make things 
rather better, or to abstain from making them worse, 
for the worshipper and his neighbours. No question 
is raised as to the universe as a whole, or as to the 
balance of good and bad. And in a still more rudi­
mentary stage the question is only as to the satisfac­
tion of the desires of the individual, regardless of their 
moral quality. 

But religion has developed into a more exacting 
form. It was impossible, as the conception of an 
objective good developed, to find sufficient harmony 
with our nature in anything which we condemned 
as evil, even if it were personally convenient to our­
selves. And when the universe came to be regarded 
as a whole-which was inevitable for monotheists-it 
was impossible to find sufficient harmony in anything 
less than the universe as a whole. When once the 
objective and the universal had been realized, no 
subjective or partial harmony could be adequate. 

Thus the declaration of Mr. Kipling's dying girl, 
'I bear witness that there is no God but thee, Be­
loved', is not religion. It is rather its explicit rejec­
tion i~ favour of something which is not religion­
though it may well be infinitely better. But the 
belief that the love of man for man is God-which we 
find in some mystical philosophers, and possibly in 
the First Epistle of St. John-might be the basis of 
a religion, for it is an assertion about the ultimate 
nature of reality which might involve the consequence 
of our harmony with the universe. 
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12. If religion is to be defined in this way, or in any 
other way which bases it on a belief in fundamental 
harmony and goodness, I maintain that dogma is 
necessary to religion. Dogma is not religion, any 
more than the skeleton is the living body. But we 
can no more be religious without dogma than our 
. bodies could live without their skeletons. 

If we were to reject dogma, on what could we hope 
to base religion? It is said that we should still 
have science, on the one hand, and, on the other, 
virtue, with all the activities and pursuits the exercise 
of which are considered virtuous. Will either of these 
be sufficient to assure us that we are in a harmony 
with the universe sufficiently fundamental to form 
a basis for religion? Let us take science first. 

13. If we assert that science is capable of assuring 
us of such a harmony, we assert that science can give 
us information of the ultimate nature of reality. For 
it is clear that science cannot assure us of our harmony 
with the universe unless it is able to tell us what is 
the nature of the universe. But if we assert this, then 
we have not got rid of dogma. The fundamental pro­
positions of science have become metaphysical dogmas. 
In themselves they are not so, for they make no claim 
to express the ultimate nature of reality. This is shown 
by the fact that Materialists, Dualists, Berkeleians, and 
Hegelians, who differ so profoundly as to the ultimate 
nature of reality, all accept the same system of scien­
tific propositions. But when these propositions are 
taken as the ultimate truth about reality, they are 
metaphysical. 

'But', it may be replied, 'although these proposi­
tions may fall within the definition of dogma, they are 
free from the defects which have rendered us un­
willing to declare dogma essential to religion. They 
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have not the obscurity or the uncertainty of meta­
physics. They are given us by science, and what 
science gives us is plain and certain.' 

This, however, is a confusion. Science may give us 
these propositions as scientific truths, but it cannot 
assure us that they express the ultimate nature of 
reality, for that, as was said above, does not concern 
science at all If they are taken as expressing that 
ultimate nature, then the statement that they do ex­
press it must either be proved, or simply assumed. To 
prove it we must go to metaphysics, for-to mention 
one point only-it is impossible to refute the alterna­
tive theories as to the nature of reality except by 
metaphysical arguments. And then our religion would 
rest, not on science, but on a metaphysical system of 
dogmas, which was what we had professed to avoid. 
But if we do not prove that science expresses the 
ultimate nature of reality, we have no right to believe 
that it does. For this is frequently denied, and it 
cannot be said to be a self-evident truth. 

14. It is worth while, however, to consider another 
point. If the result of our metaphysical consideration 
was to convince us that the fundamental propositions 
of science express the ultimate nature of reality, they 
would be dogmas, but would they be such dogmas as 
would serve for a basis for religion? I do not think 
that they would be, because they would not give us any 
ground for believing that the universe was good. 

A certain part of the universe is what is called, in 
ordinary language, matter. Now about this part of 
the universe science tells us that it is governed by 
certain laws which are of the type usually called 
mechanical. And there science leaves it. It does 
not inquire whether these laws are manifestations of 
deeper and more fundamental laws, or whether they 



THE IMPORTANCE OF DOGMA 15 

are due to the will of a creative God. It does not 
deny that this is so; it does not assert it. It has 
nothing to do with the question. 

But if the results of science are to be given meta­
physical validity, then it would follow that these 
mechanical laws express the ultimate nature of that 
part of the universe of which science asserts them. 
For we are to have no metaphysics now but the 
results of science, and this is all that science tells us 
about them. 

The behaviour of matter is of great importance for 
the question of the goodness of the universe. We 
may hold, indeed, that the only thing which can be 
intrinsically good or bad is conscious spirit, and that 
matter, which is unconscious, can only be good or bad 
88 a means of producing good or bad results in 
spirits. But, in that part of the universe which we 
know empirically, matter is in close connexion with 
spirit-so close that the good or bad state of spirit 
must always largely depend on its relations with 
matter. Pain, for example, may not be the only evil, 
but it cannot be denied to be evil. And our relation 
to matter is capable of causing us great pain-some­
times almost continuous for a long period. And there 
is scarcely any quality, the possession of which has 
ever been held to be good for men, the development 
of which may not be prevented, or at least greatly 
thwarted, by the condition of the body or its environ­
ment. Science gives us no reason to suppose that 
this state of things will not be permanent. 

Now have we any reason to believe that the action 
of matter, guided solely by mechanical laws, would be 
such as to make the universe good? It does not seem 
to me that we have, in the first place, the slightest 
right to believe this a priori. For there is nothing in 
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the general nature of such mechanical laws which 
would tend to make them produce good more readily 
than evil, or would show that they would produce 
a universe good as a whole. It is entirely indifferent 
to them which they produce. It is, of course, possible 
that the action of those laws would produce such 
a universe. But it is no more probable than the 
contrary alternative, and the possibility must be at 
least probable before we can base a religion on it. 

Revealed religions, as a rule, escape this difficulty 
by the hypothesis of a beneficent deity, who arranges 
and controls matter in such a way as to render it com­
patible with, and subservient to, the realization of 
goodness in the universe. Some systems of meta­
physics escape it by maintaining that matter is essen­
tially of the nature of spirit, and will be found in the 
long run harmonious to the demands of spirit. But 
science knows nothing of such theories as these, and 
if we are to make our metaphysics exclusively out of 
science, such theories are not available for us. 

15. Let us pass from a priori to empirical considera­
tions. There is no a priori reason why unloaded dice 
should turn up double sixes rather than any other 
number. And yet in a particular case it might be 
possible to know empirically that they had turned up 
double sixes. Is it possible to know empirically that 
the universe is good as a whole? 

In the first place it does not seem possible to 
know empirically anything about the universe as 
a whole. All we can base such a judgement on is our 
very imperfect knowledge of what has happened on 
one planet for a few thousand years. To make an 
empirical inference from so little to so much would be 
as wild as to argue that all Chinese were evil because 
the first one we met turned out to be so. 
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And then, if we could legitimately make such an 
inference, would the inference be that the universe as 
a whole is good ? Is that part of the universe which 
we know empirically, taken as a whole, good or bad ? 
It certainly contains a great deal that is good. It also 
contains a great deal that is bad. There is much 
virtue and happineBB. There is much sin and misery. 
Which overbalances the other it would be impossible 
to 8BBert with any approach to accuracy. The judge­
ment of the wisest man would be unduly affected by 
his own disposition, his own good fortune, and the 
character of that small part of the world of which he 
had personal experience. And we find that the judge­
ments of wise men on this question differ as widely 
as possible. 

Even if it were certain that the amount of good 
experienced by different people in the world empiri­
cally known to us was greater than the evil, would it 
follow that that world was to be considered as good 
on the whole, and to be approved rather than eon­
demned? I do not think it would necessarily follow. 
For good and evil are very unequally distributed, 
and, whatever the aggregate of each may be, it cannot 
be denied that there are BOme people whose lives are 
much more evil than good. Now it seems to me that 
we must recognize each individual as an end in him­
self, and as having claims to posseBB the good-claims 
which cannot altogether be cancelled by any amount 
of good possessed by other people. A universe in 
which three people out of every five were in heaven 
and two in every five in hell might have a greater 
amount of virtue and happiness in it than of sin and 
misery. But I do not think we should be prepared 
to accept it as a good universe on that account. 

H we take into account then, firstly, the great 
o 
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amount of evil known to us, and, secondly, the great 
excess of evil over good in the lives of many people, 
as those lives are open to our empirical obseriation, 
we must, I think, come to the conclusion that, if the 
universe as a whole resembled what we can observe, 
we should have no adequate basis for a religion. 

Some metaphysicians cut this knot by denying the 
reality of all evil, and by asserting that, in spite of 
appearance, the universe is completely good. Whether 
this is right or wrong, it is clear that it finds no sup­
port in science, and cannot form part of a meta­
physical system consisting of transplanted scientific 
propositions. 

16. There remains the view which, at any rate in 
the Western world, forms the most usual basis of 
religion-the view that things are improving, that the 
evil in the future will be less than the evil of the 
present, and (it is sometimes added) will eventually 
vanish altogether. 

Now can science offer us this comfort? I do not 
see how it can. It cannot say that the individual will 
be happier in the future, for from the point of view of 
science there is not the slightest ground for supposing 
that we survive the deaths of our present bodies. 
And, if there were, it would be no ground for hoping 
that things would improve. The mere fact that life 
goes on is no reason for supposing that it improves. 
Some people are no better at sixty than at twenty. 
Some people are worse. Any confidence that the pro­
longation of life beyond death would involve improve­
ment must be based on independent metaphysical 
considerations. It would remain utterly alien to 
science, even if science had admitted that life was 
prolonged after death at all. 

So of the race. Even if science could give us 
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ground to believe that the human race would con­
tinue to exist indefinitely, there would be no guarantee 
that it would improve-indeed, no reason for sup­
posing that it was more likely to improve than to 
deteriorate. Under certain circumstances races of 
living beings do degenerate, and these circumstances 
are just as likely to occur as more favourable ones. 

But science gives us no ground to believe that the 
human race will continue to exist indefinitely. On 
the contrary, I imagine that it insists that the tem­
perature compatible with human life is only a very 
transitory episode in the history of a planet. Neither 
of the individual nor of the race can it assert per­
manence. It reserves it for matter or for energy. 
And the permanence of these is scarcely adapted to 
afford us consolation. It is rather cold comforl-as 
Mill is reported to have replied to an enthusiastic 
Positivist-to look forward to our whole civilization 
being eventually transmuted into an infinitesimal 
augmentation of the temperature of space. 

Nor could science comfort us by pointing out that 
each man may deliver himself from unhappiness by 
ceasing to exist. A metaphysic of scientific proposi­
tions would find no difficulty in believing that every 
man not only may, but does, cease to exist. And 
this, if life is evil, would doubtless be a consolation, 
for it would limit the amount of it which must be 
endured by each man, and thereby make it more 
tolerable. But while it would lessen the evil, the fact 
would still remain that the universe contains more 
evil than good, and we should not have an adequate 
basis for religion since such a universe would scarcely 
be called good as a whole. (See note, p. 87.) 

17. It has sometimes been said that science, while 
it cannot give us so good a religion as can be given us 

02 
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by metaphysics or revelation, can, nevertheless, give 
us some sort of religion, which is better than none at 
all. The God revealed iD. science 'is also the God of 
Christians. That the God of Christians is something 
more does not affect this fact '.1 

In the first place, science does not reveal any God 
at all. It is possible that the facts discovered by 
science may give us a legitimate ground for inferring 
the existence of a God. But the inference is not 
science. It is 88 much metaphysics 88 anything in 
Kant or Hegel. 

Let us pass by this objection, however, and let us 
admit, for the purpose of the argument, that a God is 
revealed by science. Such a God, I suppose, is to be 
taken 88 the ultimate source of all the facts discovered 
by science. It has been occasionally maintained that 
God is only the part-cause of these facts, or only the 
cause of some of them. But any discrimination of 
this sort is obviously completely metaphysical. It 
involves some knowledge of God derived from other 
sources than the observations of scientific facts. If 
science can be said to tell us anything about God at 
all, it can only be as the being on whom all that is 
studied by science depends. 

Now such a God as this cannot, I think, be fairly 
said to be the God of Christians. The God of. 
Christians is held by them-rightly or wrongly-to 
embody the highest perfection which we can conceive. 
But a God of whom we only know that he caused 
those facts of which science tells us falls very short of 
such perfection. It may be said that, since the idea 
of a perfect God implies complete symmetry and 
order, and since science informs us of a certain incom-

1 Natural &ligion. Book I, chap. i, p. 22 (ed. 1891). 
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plete symmetry and order, the dift'erence is from one 
point of view quantitative. But this difference may 
become qualitative in its efl'eet upon religion. The 
difference between a greater and & lesser amount of 
food is quantitative, but it may involve a qualitative 
difference of life and death. So the difference between 
a being who fulfils our ideal of good and a being who 
falls short of it is from one point of view merely 
quantitative; but it may be all the difference between 
a God and a devil, and that, from the point of view of 
religion, may be considered qualitative. 

18. It is clear that, so far as science can tell us, the 
good is often thwarted. In that ease there are only 
two alternatives as to the God revealed in science. 
He may be utterly indifferent to good and evil. In 
that case he is not good. His control of the universe 
gives us no reason to suppose that the universe is 
good on the whole. Neither does he deserve the 
name of God-if that is to imply that he is a fit object 
of worship and reverence. For what quality would 
such a being have which would deserve worship? He 
would be, no doubt, stronger than we are. And if we 
suppose him to possess a lively, and not very delicate, 
sense of personal vanity, it might doubtless be pru­
dent to worship him. But prudence seems the only 

. merit that such worship would possess. 
Or, on the other hand, the God of science may have 

regard for good and evil. In that case he ordained 
the evil, knowing that it was evil. And such a God 
as this has no limitations, which might have compelled 
him to ordain the evil as the only means to avoid 
worse evils. He was defined as the source of all that 
is known to science, so that he cannot be limited in 
any way known to science, and, as we have excluded 
all means of knowledge except science, we can have 
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no reason to suppose him limited by anything else. 
We must suppose, therefore, that he put the evil 
there because he liked it. In which case the God. of 
science seems to bear a close resemblance to the devil 
of theology. 

He bears, indeed, a still closer relation to the God of 
some theological systems. But, as we shall see in 
Chapter VII, it is possible to construct a theology 
with a better God than this, while it seems impossible 
that the God of science should be better than this. 
Moreover, the God of theology is not the only alterna­
tive to the God of science, since it is quite possible to 
have a religion without a God at all. 

19. We cannot, then, base religion on science. Can 
we base it on virtue? We have already seen reasons 
for deciding that neither virtue nor an enthusiasm for 
virtue is religion. But it remains possible that reli­
gion may be based on virtue. If a virtuous man 
could derive from his virtue, independently of any­
thing else, a feeling of harmony with the universe as 
a whole, then virtue would be a sufficient basis for 
religion. 

But can we get any such feeling from virtue alone? 
I think not. Morality, no doubt, still remains binding 
on us whether the universe is good or bad. The idea 
of the good is valid for me. If it is not valid for the 
universe, so much the worse for the universe. No 
doubt, toO, however much we believed that the stars 
in their courses were fighting against us, we might 
feel not only enthusiasm but a certain amount of plea­
sure in carrying out the demands of our own con­
sciences, and in striving to make the best of such 
a very bad business as the universe would then be. 
But it could not give us the sense of harmony with 
the universe. It sounds plausible to say that the 
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possession of virtue ought to console us for everything, 
and that, therefore, we have only to be virtuous to 
feel in harmony with the universe, since with the 
virtuous man no element can disturb his happiness, 
or, consequently, affect the harmony. But we must 
remember that in proportion 88 we are devoted to 
virtue we care for its success, and must therefore be 
considerably affected by a world which denies success 
to it. A man who was so extremely virtuous that the 
defect of virtue in all its endeavours was a matter bf 
entire indifference to him, would scarcely be con­
sistent. And, again, not only the virtuous man him­
self, but other people also, are subject to misfortune. 
A virtue which was so intense that it rendered us 
indifferent to the sufferings of others might be held to 
have passed into its opposite. The recognition of evil 
is not, 88 we have seen, incompatible with religion, but 
they can only be made compatible by convictions as to 
the predominance of good which would involve dogma. 

The difficulty cannot be avoided by saying that 
these other people would have been happy if they had 
been virtuous. This, if it were true, would only 
deepen the tragedy, since it asserts that wherever we 
find the evil of misery we find also the evil of sin. 
Nor do we avoid it by saying that their wickedness is 
their own fault, even if that were true. For the diffi­
culty is that there is evil in the universe, and that is 
not removed by any decision as to what being in the 
universe is responsible for the want. 

Again, how are we to deal with beings whose un­
happiness cannot be removed by virtue because they 
are not capable of it-at least, not yet? Granted-and 
it is granting a good deal-that the contemplation of 
the moral imperative could solace a man in the spasms 
of hydrophobia, it would be unreasonable to expect 
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such devotion to the ideal from a dog or a guinea-pig. 
And then how am I to prevent their pain from 
destroying the harmony? 

Even if I were prepared to forgive the universe the 
evil which I myself suffer, that would not alter the fact 
that it was evil, and that the universe which inflicted 
it was likewise so far evil And, even if I have the 
right to forgive the universe my own pain, it is clear 
that I have no right to forgive it the pain of others. 
Unless we have reason to believe that evil is out­
weighed by good we have no right to approve the 
universe. And we can have no reason for believing 
this which is not a dogma. 

20. To pass from the general to the particular, it 
has sometimes been asserted that dogma is not essen­
tial to the Christian religion. This belief takes two 
forms. The first defines dogma in much the same 
way as we have defined it, and declares that nothing 
is essential to Christianity except its moral teaching. 
The second form, as we shall see later, uses dogma in 
a different sense. 

Let us consider the first. The teachings of Jesus, 
and the teachings of the Christian Church, each con­
tain precepts of morality. Why should we not assert 
that nothing else but this morality is of the essence of 
Christianity? 

In the first place, we should have to assert that the 
vast majority of Christians-practically all of them­
had been entirely deceived about what was essential 
to the religion in which they lived and died. We are 
not here compelled to decide whether the tenets of the 
founder of Christianity or of the fully developed Church 
are best entitled to be considered typical Christianity. 
For here they are agreed. 
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H we put no trust at all in the narrative of the 
Gospels-a scepticism which would be highly un­
reasonable - we should know nothing about the 
teaching of Jesus on any subject, morality included. 
But if we do put any trust whatever in that narrative, 
it is impossible to deny that Jesus held various dogmas 
to be true and important. His disposition does not 
soom to have been at all metaphysical, and the dogmas 
he taught were comparatively few and simple, and 
were advocated, as a rule, without any attempt at 
proof. But it can scarcely be denied that he believed 
in personal immortality. And it sooms quite impossible 
to deny that he believed in a personal God, and that 
he believed that the relation of God to man could be 
suitably expreBBed by the metaphor of fatherhood. 
A man who held these dogmas, and who regarded 
them as important-and if these dogmas are true they 
must be important-was certainly not living without 
dogma. 

It may be worth pointing out that the Sermon on 
the Mount, which is sometimes referred to as the ideal 
of undogmatic religion, in reality contains dogma in 
almost every line. ' Blessed are they that mourn: for 
they shall be comforted,' is not a moral precept at all. 
It commands nothing, and it forbids nothing. But it 
does make a statement about events, and one which 
cannot be verified by empirical experience, since many 
people mourn for years, and die uncomforted. The 
blessings on the merciful and the pure in heart may 
be held to be indirectly ethical, since they certainly 
soom to imply an injunction to be merciful and pure. 
But they also assert that the merciful shall obtain 
mercy, and that the pure in heart shall see God. These 

• are not ethical injunctions, but statements asserting 
events. And they are not capable of empirical veri-
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fication-indeed, in the sphere of our empirical observa­
tion they are not always true. 

If these assertions about future events are to be 
verified without empirical observation, they can only 
be verified by deduction frOm the fundamental nature 
of reality. (Jesus, I suppose, derived them from his 
belief as to the nature of God.) In this case, they are 
dogmas. 

21. But, it may be answered, Jesus may have 
believed dogmas, and yet not have believed them to be 
essential. But essential to what? There is certainly 
no reason to suppose that he believed that a man 
could not act morally, or please God, without holding 
these dogmas. Indeed it seems tolerably clear that he 
did not believe this. But the question is not whether 
he believed that holding these dogmas was essential 
to morality, or to God's favour, but whether he believed 
that they were an essential part of his own teaching. 
Will anyone venture to suggest that Jesus would 
have regarded his teaching as not materially altered, 
if the belief in the existence and providence of God 
had been withdrawn from it? 

And here, at least, Christianity has followed its 
founder. Dogma has not been, as it might be supposed 
some people believed, the monopoly of schoolmen. 
The simplest Christians have always believed that 
there is a God, that good is more pleasing to him than 
evil, that he watches and controls events. And all 
Christians have held some dogma on the subject of 
life after death-the great majority that such a life 
awaits every man, a few that it is conditional only. 
These are not all. Every Christian has always 
believed more dogmas than these, though all of them 
have not believed the same. 

The importance of the dogma, again, has always 
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been at least as great as that of the moral teaching. 
The love of God and the hope of heaven are both 
based on dogma. And certainly morality has not 
been a more potent element in the religious lives of 
the majority of Christians than the love of God and 
the hope of heaven. 

aa. It is, of course, possible to say that Jesus and 
the Church were both mistaken as to the relative 
importance of their own beliefs. It is, indeed, almost 
impossible that they should have been deceived as to 
the relative importance of those beliefs for themselves. 
At any rate they were more likely to know than any 
one else can be. But it is possible to maintain that 
they were wrong as to the true relative importance of 
their beliefs, and that if they had seen more clearly 
they would have seen that the belief in God and 
immortality could not compare in importance with 
the moral precepts which we owe to Christianity. 

If anyone held this view, he could doubtless say 
that dogma was not essential to Christianity, provided 
he realizes that the discovery was first made in the 
nineteenth century, and has against it the almost 
unanimous opinion of Christians. But in that case 
Christianity will not be a religion. We saw reason 
before to confine the name of religion to cases which 
exhibited a conviction of harmony with the universe. 
And mere moral teaching can never, as we have seen, 
do this. It only tells us what the good is. It does 
not tell us how far the good is realized. And it is on 
this that our conviction of harmony with the universe 
depends. 

It would, indeed, be absurd to adhere to a definition 
of religion which excluded Christianity, as Christianity 
is commonly understood. For when people speak of 
religion they most certainly mean to include Christi· 
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·anity. And any change in the definition which would 
:alter the application of the word so materially would 
,be intolerably inconvenient. But there is no reason 
why we should fix on a definition to include the pro­
posed undogmatic Christianity. For this is something 
quite new, quite unlike Christianity as commonly 
understood, and quite unlike anything to which the 
name of religion has been generally given. We sin 
against no canon of definition, therefore, by saying 
that, if this is the true Christianity, then the true 
Christianity is not religion. 

23. We pass to the second sense in which the 
undogmatic character of Christianity has been main­
tained. In this case a religious dogma is not defined, 
as we have defined it, as any metaphysical proposition 
which has influence on the character of religion. 
Dogma is sometimes defined 8B whatever propositions 
of this kind the definer dislikes. Or it is defined as 
being those propositions which are complicated, and 
can only be understood by trained theologians. Or it 
is defined as being those propositions on which Chris­
tians do not agree. And on such grounds we find the 
assertion made that Christianity does not depend 
upon dogma-not because a belief, for example, in 
God and in immortality are not considered necessary 
for Christianity, but because they are not considered 
dogmas. 

The fu'St definition of dogma, by which it is merely 
employed as a term of abuse for doctrines which are 
regarded as false, may be dismissed without much 
delay. Dogma has never meant this in the past, and 
it does not mean this now with most people. To use 
the word in this way creates great confusion, and has 
sometimes the further disadvantage of creating a false 
impression of impartiality. A man may be suppo&ed 
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to be asserting that certain teaching, for example, is 
impartial, when his real meaning is only that he does 
not consider it false. 

Connected with this is the tendency to confine the 
use of the word to such propositions as are asserted 
without proof-a tendency probably due to the fact 
that the adjective dogmatic has frequently this meaning. 
But adjectives have often meanings which differ widely 
from those of the corresponding substantives. And it 
would be very inconvenient to call the same proposi­
tion a dogma, when no reasons are given for it, and 
undogmatic, if an attempt is made to prove it. 

24. Let us take the second suggestion, that dogma 
should denote exclusively those propositions which are 
complicated and can only be understood by theologians. 
The objections to this view are two. In the first place, 
it has not been the most usual definition of the word 
in the past, and would exclude much that is commonly 
called dogma. In the second place, the propositions 
which it excludes and the propositions which it in· 
eludes are like one another in such important charac­
teristics that they ought to have some common name, 
and no other common name seems suitable. 

On this view, the existence of God would not be 
a dogma, but the doctrine of the Trinity as expounded 
in the Athanasian Creed would be a collection of 
dogmas. The first of these is, at any rate, apparently 
simple, while the second has not even the appearance 
of simplicity. And almost every one can attach some 
meaning to the first, while the second would be 
absolutely unintelligible to many people. But the 
same differences exist between the multiplication table 
and an advanced treatise on mathematics, and yet both 
are said to consist of mathematical propositions. The 
assertion of God's existence and the Atbanasian 
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doctrine of the Trinity resemble one another in being 
assertions of a metaphysical nature, in having influence 
on the religion of those who hold them, and in being 
extremely controversial statements. It seems to me 
that these similarities render it desirable that they 
should have a common name. 

But, even if we did define dogma like this, it would 
only be with important reservations that we could say 
that Christianity was undogmatic. In one sense it 
would doubtless be so. Many people who would be 
called Christians have either never heard of the com­
plicated and technical dogmas, or have never attached 
the slightest meaning to the words they heard. It is 
clear, therefore, that these beliefs are not psyc1wlfJgicaUy 
essential to Christianity. But it would be admitted 
on this theory that the belief in God's existence was 
essential to Christianity. Now some people would 
maintain, and some have attempted to prove, that the 
existence of God would involve a contradiction, unless 
the Athanasian theology were true. In this case, these 
dogmas would be logically essential to Christianity. 
In the same way, no one could maintain that Kant's 
theory of space was pl:Jychologically essential to a belief 
in the propositions of geometry, since it is notorious 
that many people accept the truth of geometry who 
have never heard of Kant's theory of space, or who 
have deliberately rejected it. But, if Kant is right, 
a belief in his theory of space would be logically es­
sential to geometry, because, as he maintains, it is 
impossible that geometry should be true unless his 
theory of space were true also. 

25. It remains to consider the view that dogma 
should be defined as that on which Christians do not 
agree. Here, once more, we must object that this is a 
departure from usage. Dogma has not meant this, and 
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there is no reason why it should mean it now, unless to 
gratify the feelings of people who have a vague idea 
that it is liberal and tolerant to use dogma as a term of 
abuse. And then, why draw this precise line? If the 
existence of God is not a dogma, because all Christians 
believe it, why should we not say that transubstantia­
tion is not a dogma, because all Romanists believe it? 
But if transubstantiation is a dogma, because some 
Anglicans do not believe it, why should we not say 
that the existence of God is a dogma, because there 
are Atheists who do not believe it? 

If dogma were defined like this, would it be essential 
to Christianity? A dogma on which all Christians do 
not agree is clearly not psychologically essential to 
Christianity, since some Christians do not believe it. 
But, as in the last case, it may be logically essential 
to Christianity. For there may be a contradiction 
between asserting some of the admittedly essential 
doctrines (which on this view would not be called 
dogmas) and rejecting this dogma. 

Even on the psychological question we must make 
a certain reservation. We often hear the argument 
that, since two men can both be Christians although 
they hold incompatible dogmas on a certain point, 
therefore the point is quite indifferent to Christianity, 
and a man may be a Christian without troubling him­
self about it all. The conclusion may be correct-and 
often is. But it does not follow from the premises, 
and may be false in cases where the premises are true. 
Because A can be either B or 0, it does not follow that 
it can be neither. A human being need not be male, 
for it may be female, nor need it be female, for it may 
be male. But it would be a mistake to argue from this 
that it could be sexless. Some Christians say that 
man can be pleasing to God only by his works, some 
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that he can be pleasing to God only by his faith, and 
some hold other views on the matter. None of these 
theories, then, can be psychologically essential to 
Christianity. But it does not follow that a man could 
be called a Christian, who had no belief as to the way 
in which man could please God. 

28. Let us now return to the more general question. 
I have endeavoured to show that if religion and dogma 
are defined in a manner which accords with their 
general use, we must hold that, while dogma is by no 
means identical with religion, it is absolutely necessary 
to religion. This conclusion could be avoided by taking 
different definitions of religion and dogma. But the fact 
would still remain, that our beliefs on metaphysicalsub­
jects are of supreme importance for the determination 
of our attitude towards reality in general~ and towards 
our own lives in particular, and are therefore, for many 
people, of supreme importance for their happiness. 

It will depend on those beliefs, whether we shall 
consider the universe as determined by forces com­
pletely out of relation with the good, or whether, on 
the contrary, we may trust that the dearest ideals and 
aspirations of our own nature are realized, and far 
more than realized, in the ultimate reality. It will 
depend on them whether we can regard the troubles of 
the present, and the uncertainties of the future, with 
the feelings of a mouse towards a cat, or of a child 
towards its father. It will depend on them whether 
we look on our pleasures as episodes which will soon 
pass, or on our sorrows as delusions which will soon be 
dispelled. It will depend on them whether our lives 
soom to us worth living only as desperate efforts to 
make the best of an incurably bad business, or as the 
passage to a happiness that it has not entered into our 
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hearts to conceive. It will depend on them whether 
we regard ourselves as temporary aggregations of 
atoms, or as God incarnate. These questions are not 
devoid of practical importance. 

There are, indeed, people whom they do not interest, 
but they are in a minority. Experience shows us that 
such questions as these are of great interest to most 
people, nor is there any reason to suppose that the 
extent or the degree of that interest is lessening. The 
world of our empirical ~o\Yledge is no more capable 
of satisfying us than it used to be. It is p:l"Qb$'Qly less 
capable, for though it has doubtless il»P1'Qved, it has 
not kept pace with 0lP' increasing q.eIl)4llds for im· 
provement. And while we want mor~ tb~ we .ean 
find around us, questjons of d~. will retain their 
influence on the happiness of m~4. 

27. It is common to speak of me~pbysiClfl problellUJ 
as abstract and unpractical. In ,eality, all oUter 
questions are abstract as compared wit!). these, and 
most, as compared with these, are ~practical. He~ce, 
indeed, arise many of the difficulties of metaphysios. 
If it progresses more slowly than science, it is often 
because science, by its comparative abstraction, gains 
in ease and simplicity what it loses in absolute truth. 
And often, again, it is because our dearest hopes hang 
on the answers to metaphysical questions, so that we 
are afraid to seek those answers, or to look them in 
the face when they present themselves, or to allow 
other people to face them. 

28. The dependence of religion on dogma condemns 
religious questions to remain controversial and doubt­
ful. If religion could be based on science matters 
would be different. In science we find a consensus of 
expert opinion, and we find progress. There is, of 
course, a margin of uncertainty in science. There are 

D 



84 SOME DOGMAS OF RELIGION 

always questions which have been raised and not yet 
answered, or to which we find conflicting, and so 
uncertain, answers. But problem after problem is 
solved, and the solution becomes part of the common 
and undoubted property of mankind The advance of 
science and the certainty of its results are beyond all 
doubt. What it all means is another matter, but we 
cannot deny that it is there to mean something. 

With morality, again, the certainty, though not 80 

striking as with science, is still very marked. It may 
be sometimes exaggerated. But if we compare the 
agreement of men's opinions on any metaphysical 
question-the existence of God, of matter, of immor­
tality-with the agreement as to the general duty, 
and even the details, of honesty, of truthfulne88, of 
courage, we shall find the balance overwhelmingly in 
favout of the latter. Indeed, the possibility of civilized 
life proves that the general agreement 88 to morality 
must be considerable. 

Oompare all this with dogma. If we take the reli­
gions which claim. to be revealed, we do not find 
a single proposition laid down by any of them which 
is not challenged by others, nor does there appear any 
chance of discovering a common ground upon which 
it would be possible to settle the dispute. And if 
metaphysics is better off, it is still devoid of the agree­
ment without which we can have no certainty. It 
advances, no doubt. But it only advances by changing 
the battle-ground, not by settling any problem finally. 
The questions evolve into different forms, but the 
answers are still various. We may hope that the long 
contest will eventually develop into a form where 
opposition will cease. But such a goal must at best 
be very distant, and many-though I cannot agree 
with them-fail to see any hope that it can ever be 
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realized. For centuries to come we must resign our­
selves to the admission that where we have dogma we 
shall have division. 

29. Dispute without any confident hope of recon­
ciliation is always bad-worst of all when, as must so 
often be the case in subjects bearing on religion, it 
implies a certain spiritual discord. If we could put 
dogma altogether on one side, or confine it to the 
studies and lecture-rooms of theologians and philoso­
phers; if we could say that in spite of dogmatic 
divisions and doubts we could still have religious 
unity and certainty, stilllaek no element for a peaceful 
and happy life, then the world might surely count 
itself fortunate. But to do this is impossible, for it 
would ignore something essential to religion, and, in 
most cases, to a peaceful and happy life-the conviction 
of our own harmony with the universe. 

Dogma means, now at any rate, division. But it 
may be doubted whether we shall get any unity worth 
preserving by the process immortalized by Mr. Saunde1'8 
McKaye, which stripped mankind of their clothes, and 
then proclaimed them brothers 'on the one broad funda­
mental principle 0' want 0' breeks '.1 It happens that 
the things about which we most disagree are the things 
about which we most want to know, and a unity 
which is attained by ignoring them is valueless. 

It is not, of course, certain that dogma will deliver 
us from our troubles. We cannot set out on an 
inquiry and settle the answer beforehand. If we 
begin to inquire into what lies behind phenomena, the 
answer may be even more depressing than the super­
ficial aspect of the phenomena themselves. But the 
only line of escape which is even possible lies in this 
direction. The phenomena of life, as we see them, 

I Charles Kingsley, Alton Locke, chap. xxii. 
D2 
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can never give us the assurance of harmony that 
we want. To get this it is necessary to go behind 
experience, whether we take the path of revelation or 
of metaphysics. 

It is here, as it seems to me, that the strength of the 
revealed religions of the world lies. If true, they would 
be adequate. They have arrived at the result that the 
nature of the universe is something with which it is 
possible that the wise and good man may find himself 
in harmony-usually, of course, by means of the 
dogma that the course of the universe is controlled by 
a benevolent God. They may be entirely unjustified 
in their conclusions. Their conceptions of divine 
benevolence may be of the most remarkable nature. 
But they change the whole aspoot of heaven and earth 
for those who believe in them. The gifts they offer are 
worth taking-or at any rate seem so to those who are 
able to take them. And so, for all their faults, they 
possess considerable advantages over systems which 
have nothing to offer except rhetorical embeJJjsbments 
of ethical maxims. 

30. The result is not entirely satisfactory. The 
only roads by which dogma has been reached in the 
past are revelation and metaphysics, and every year 
fewer people appear willing to accept any system of 
asserted revelation as valid without support from 
metaphysics. Now every one who studies meta­
physics does not arrive at conclusions on which a reli­
gion can be based. And, even if they did, the study 
of metaphysics is only open to those who have a cer­
tain amount of natural and acquired fitness for it. 
The number of people who will be left between the 
rapidly diminishing help of revelation and the possibly 
increasing help of metaphysics seems likely to be 
unpleasantly large. 
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But it is useless not to face the facts. If the supply 
of bread runs short, we shall gain nothing by distri· 
buting stones. Such a course may even produce two 
positively evil results. It may persuade the ungrateful 
recipients, not only that there is a deficiency of food, 
but that there is no such thing as food at all. And it 
may prolong the scarcity, or even render it per­
petual, by turning men's minds to quarries rather 
than to wheat-fields, as the source from which may 
arise some satisfaction for their desires. 

NOTE to p. I9.-This position is different from the position of 
Buddhism. I conceive that Buddhism regards Nirvana, in Bpite 
of ita negative nature, as true good and the only true good. But 
the view we are now discuBBing does not take annihilation aa 
positively good, but only as the end of the aeries of good and bad 
events. It cannot compensate for the evil which haa been 
Buffered, but only prevents more from coming. 



CHAPTER II 

THE ESTABLISHKENT OF DOGJrIA 

31. IN this chapter I shall consider, in the first place, 
that belief which claims to dispense with argument 
altogether, and to rest itself on the immediate convic­
tions of the believer. Secondly, I shall inquire into 
the validity of the argument that a dogma of religion 
is true because it is held by all, or by most, people, or 
because it is held by persons who can work miracles 
or predict the future. Thirdly, I shall inquire into 
the validity of the argument that a dogma of religion 
is true because its truth is of great importance for our 
happiness, or for the moral character of the universe. 
And finally, I shall consider the appeal which is often 
made to leave questions of religion to faith. I shall 
endeavour to show that none of these are valid, and 
that, if dogmas are to be established at all, they must 
be established by arguments, and by arguments 
different from those dealt with here. 

32. It is not uncommon to hear the assertion that 
certain religious dogmas-the personality of God, for 
example, or the immortality of man, or the freedom of 
the will-do not require proof. 'I am certain of this·, 
some one will say, 'without argument. My conviction 
does not rest on argument, and cannot be shaken by 
it. I decline to argue. I simply believe.' A belief 
which does not rest upon argument, in the case of any 
particular person, may be said to be held by such 
a person immediately, since argument is a process of 
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mediation. The assertion here is, it will be noticed, 
not only that the belief does not rest upon arguments 
-i.e. that it is immediate-but also that it cannot be 
shaken by arguments. 

Such a position is, no doubt, impregnable from out­
side. . If a man's belief does not rest on reasons, and 
cannot be shaken by them, l may believe it to be 
mistaken, but I should be wasting time in attempting 
to argue against it. 

If the person who holds a belief in this manner 
mentions the fact to me as a reason why I should not 
waste his time in trying to upset it, he is acting in 
a perfectly reasonable manner. And it is also striotly 
relevant to mention it if he is writing an autobiography 
-for it may be an important fact in his life. Also it 
is relevant. as a contribution to statistics. It showi 
that one more person has this particular conviction 
in this particular way. 

33. But it is not relevant if it is put forward for 
any other motive. Above all, it is absolutely irrele­
vant if it is put forward as a reason to induce other 
people to believe the same dogma. Thii is sometimes 
done. A man will assert his own immediate convic­
tion of a dogma, l not as a reason for ohecking discus­
sion, but as his contribution to the discussion. And 
here it seems certain that he is wrong. 

What is the good of telling B that .A has an 
immediate certainty of the truth of X? If B has 
a similar immediate certainty he believes X already, 
and must believe it, and, for him, A's certainty is quite 
superfluous. If B has an immediate certainty of the 
falsity of X, or of the truth of something incompatible 

1 I am assuming for the present that an immediate conviction 
is also one which cannot be shaken by arguments. We Bhallse8 
later on that this is not always the case. 
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with X, then he cannot believe X, and, for him, A's 
certainty is quite useless. But supposing B has no 
immediate certainty on the matter at all, how will his 
knowledge of A's immediate certainty help him? It 
cannot give him an immediate certainty, for, if he 
believes because A does, his belief rests on an argu­
ment, 'A believes this, and therefore it is true,' and 
so is not immediate. 

But can .A's immediate certainty be a valid ground 
for a reasoned certainty on Hs part? Why, because .A 
does believe anything, ought B to believe· it ? That is 
ultimate for A, but it is not ultimate for B. Why 
should B accept this fact of .A's nature as decisive, or 
even in the least relevant, as to a truth which does 
not l-elate to .A's nature, but, for example, to the 
existence of a personal God? 

34. An attempt has been made to show why B 
should do this - an attempt which seems to rest 
entirely on an analogy. The people who have not 
this immediate certainty are compared to the blind. 
A blind man has no means of perceiving a balloon 
which Hoats above him in the air. Yet he would be 
mistaken if he disbelieved the statement of his friends 
that the balloon was there. Similarly, we are told, 
if another man has an immediate conviction of a propo­
sition, of whose truth I am not convinced at all, I ought 
to supply the deficiency in my nature by taking on 
trust from him what he perceives immediately.l 

But an analogy is good enough to meet an analogy. 

1 The example I have given seems to me to do the argument 
more justice than the one usually taken, in which the blind man 
denies the existence of colour. For most people, wbether blind 
or not, believe that colour does not exist except in the sensations 
of those who see. If a blind man denied the existence of colour 
in this sense, he would not be analogous to a person who denied 
the truth of the belief of others, but to a p81'80n who denied that 
the others had that beli~f. 
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A man in delirium frequently believes that he sees 
assassins lurking in a comer, or rats leaping on his 
bed. He is as firmly convinced that he sees them as 
I am that I seethe balloon above me. His physicians 
do not see them. Would they do well to believe that 
they were there, but that some limitation of their own 
faculties prevented their seeing them? They do not 
believe this. They do not send for the police to arrest 
the assassins, or for a terrier to catch the rats. And it 
would be generally admitted that they are right. 

Now which is the more correct analogy here? 
When some people have an immediate conviction of 
the truth of some particular dogma, and others have 
not, are these others in the position of the blind man 
or of the physician? Such cases, it seems to me, are 
settled, outside the sphere of religious dogma, in one 
of two ways. Sometimes they are settled roughly by 
counting heads. The blind are fewer in number than 
those who can see. But only one man can see the 
assassins or the rats. Anyone else who enters the 
room cannot see them. 

If we were to decide on this plan there would be 
little reason for anyone else to believe a dogma because 
of A's immediate certainty of it. People who have, or 
believe themselves to have, the immediate certainty of 
a religious dogma are always comparatively rare-much 
rarer than the people who believe in the dogma. Let 
us take, as an example, the existence of God. A great 
meJority of the inhabitants of the United Kingdom 
accept this dogma. But I should say that by far the 
greater number of them believe in it for some reason, 
good or bad,-the authority of the Church, the state­
ment of the Bible, the argument from design, or the 
like. The number of those who hold it because of 
an immediate certainty would be but small. 
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Moreover, the people who have such immediate 
convictions agree very little among themselves. Some, 
for example, have immediate convictions on the 
subjects of God, immortality, and free will. Others 
have them on the subjeet of God alone, or of free will 
alone, or of immortality alone. Others have them in 
different combinations, and others on different subjects 
altogether. If the sight-perceptions of mankind varied 
88 much 88 this, the blind would rightly decline to 
put much faith in them. 

35. But the test of counting heads, though some­
times the only possible test, is crude and unsatisfactory. 
We have generally better reasons. A blind man has 
good reasons for believing that other people have 
sources of knowledge which he has not. They tell 
him, for example, that a table is six feet in front of 
him. He cannot perceive this at the time, but by 
walking forward he can test it by touch, and he finds 
it correct. When this has happened several times, 
the hypothesis that other men have a trustworthy 
sense, which he has not, becomes far more consistent 
with his own experience than the hypothesis that 
they are all labouring under a delusion. When the 
delirious man, on the other hand, asserts that a rat 
has come up through a solid floor, or that he is 
menaced by a man who has long been dead, or who 
is breathing flame, the hypothesis that he sees some­
thing, to which other people are blind, would conflict 
with the general fabric of experience far more than 
the hypothesis that he is mistaken. 

It is in this way that we ought to test the immediate 
convictions on religious dogma which we do not happen 
to share, before we decide whether to accept them as 
the basis for a reasoned, non-immediate, belief on our 
own behalf. But to do this is to inquire whether 
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the existence of the object of the immediate belief 
harmonizes better with our experience than the non­
existence of it. And when we make this the test, we 
have really given up all reliance on A's immediate 
conviction, and are endeavouring to support our belief 
on the direct evidence for the truth of the proposition. 
A's conviction, at most, suggests the dogma to us, if we 
had not heard of it before; the ground of our belief in 
the dogma is no longer A's belief in it. 

In the case of the blind man, the matter would be 
different. The perceptions of sight of those who sur­
round him are very numerous, and when he has tested 
them a certain number of times he can believe in the 
rest without testing them. In these subsequent cases, 
therefore, his belief is based on the perceptions of 
others. But no man professes to have a very large 
number of immediate convictions on religious 
dogmas. It would thus be impossible to argue here 
that a man's immediate convictions had been proved 
right on 80 many points that they might be trusted on 
the rest. They can only be trusted by us in the cases 
in which they can be proved. And then our belief 
rests entirely on the proof, and his immediate conviction 
only furnishes the suggestion for us, and not the reason 
for our belief. 

36. Thus, even granting that A has an immediate 
conviction of the truth of some religious dogma, it is 
quite irrelevant to me, though decisive for him. But 
it is by no means certain that A has an immediate 
conviction when he thinks he has. In many caseB­

though certainly not in all-it seems very probable 
that he has not. A man may make mistakes in judging 
and classifying what takes place in his own mind, 
just as much as he may make mistakes about other 
things. 
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For example, a man may be confused as to what it 
is of which he is immediately certain. He may think 
that his immediate certainty is of the existence of a 
personal God, when, in his case, it may be only that 
the ultimate reality is spiritual. That an ultimate 
spiritual reality must necessarily be a personal God 
may be a proposition which he believes on account of 
reasons-or which, perhaps, when clearly stated, he is 
not prepared. to accept at all 

Or, again, closer analysis may convince him that 
the proposition, of which he supposed. himself to have 
an immediate certainty, is really dependent for him. 
on other propositions. If it can be proved to him. that 
he was not justified in basing it on those other pro­
positions-either because they are false, or because it 
does not properly follow from them-he will abandon 
the result which he had previously thought beyond the 
reach of argument. 

So far we have assumed. that a belief which is im· 
mediate-that is, which does not rest on arguments­
C'AUlnot be shaken by them. But an immediate belief 
may rest on prejudices or tradition. (Of course, if 
tradition is explicitly accepted as likely to lead to 
truth, then it is a reason for belief, whether it is a 
good reason or not, and the conclusion is not imme­
diate. But when a man believes a tradition merely 
because it has never occurred to him· to question it, 
then the tradition is not a reason for belief, though it 
is a cause.) Now a belief of this sort, although it does 
not rest on arguments, may be shaken by them. For 
it may be shown that it is caused by prejudice or 
tradition, and this demonstration-though it refutes 
no arguments for the belief, since there were none to 
refute-may cause the believer to change his opinion. 

The result at which I arrive is that the statement, 
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that any man has an immediate conviction on a matter 
of religious dogma is one which he ought not to expect 
to have any relevance for others, and which he ought 
only to make, even for his own guidance, after careful 
tests have convinced him, in the first place, of what 
his belief really is, and in the second place, that it is 
not based on arguments. Even then, he ought not to 
consider the matter closed, unless equally careful tests 
have also convinced him that his immediate conviction 
is not to be shaken by arguments. The impotency of 
argument on matters of religious dogma is always to be 
regretted. For it is notorious that people do differ on 
these subjects, and, where argument is impotent, no­
thing can be done to promote an agreement. Where 
nothing can be done, the evil must, of course, be 
recognized. But we are bound in each case to make 
ourselves quite sure that the evil cannot be removed. 

37. It is certain, no doubt, that, if we are to have 
any knowledge at all, we must have some immediate 
convictions, and that if we are to have any true know­
ledge at all, some of our immediate convictions must 
be -true. For nothing can be proved unless we start 
from something already known, and, if we could know 
nothing unless it were proved, we could never start 
at all. 

But it would not follow from this that every man 
must have immediate convictions on matters of religious 
dogma, or that he must have true immediate con­
victions on that subject. For it is possible to have 
knowledge without having immediate convictions as to 
religious dogmas, although it is not possible to have 
knowledge without immediate convictions of some 
sort. 

Again, there is nothing to be regretted in the 
hmnediacy of our convictions as to the validity of a 



46 SOME DOGMAS OF RELIGION 

syllogism in Barbara, or as to the Law of Contradic­
tion. We cannot doubt them, and we cannot prove 
them. But the inability to prove them is not a disaster 
here, because nobody denies them. Where we cannot 
argue, we can do nothing to remove differences of 
opinion. But there is no harm in this, where there 
are no differences of opinion to remove. With religious 
dogma it is different. For every religious dogma of 
the truth of which any man has an immediate con­
viction, is believed by many men to be false. 

38. We must now consider the second branch of our 
subject-the arguments which urge that a religious 
dogma is to be believed by me, because it is held by 
certain other people. 

It has been attempted from time to time to rest the 
truth of dogmas on the fact that every one believed 
them. But it is clear, that, if an argument is wanted 
at all, this argument cannot be true. If no one doubts 
a proposition, it is superfluous to spend time in proving 
it. If anyone doubts it, then it cannot be truthfully 
supported by the assertion that every one believes it. 
Moreover, the assertion is notoriously false. It is 
impossible to produce any religious dogma which no 
one has doubted, or even any religious dogma which 
no one has definitely disbelieved. The view that all 
persons who profess to disbelieve in certain dogmas 
are only lying for the sake of notoriety has fortunately 
only historical interest, since it finds no place in the 
controversies of the present time. 

39. Again, we are invited to believe a dogma be­
cause the belief in it, though not universal, is very 
general. We are sometimes told, indeed, that the 
belief is universal, except in the case of those people 
whose minds have become so deeply sophisticated, 
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either by their own action or the influence of others, 
that they are unable any longer to see the truth which 
is normally perceptible to every one. 

This argument, however, involves a vicious circle. 
The fact that a position has been reached by a gradual 
abandonment of primitive ideas and beliefs, effected 
by a process of self-culture and education, does not 
necessarily condemn it. Indeed, all advances in science 
and morality are made in this way. The apparent 
force of the argument lies in the word 'sophistication'. 
And here the circle comes in. For how are we to 
distinguish sophistication from healthy development, 
except from the one leading to the false and the other 
to the true? And, 88 the question to be proved is 
just whether the conclusions to which the process leads 
are true or false, to call the process sophistication begs 
the question While professing to prove it. 

It might perhaps be possible to avoid the circle by 
determining a development 88 sophistical on account 
of its moral characteristics, and inviting us, when this 
has been done, to distrust the intellectual result pro­
duced by it. But it would not, I think, be now 
seriously maintained that any religious dogma was 
certain to all men, except to those who had disqualified 
themselves by a life of exceptional wickedness. 

40. Or, again, the appeal to the general opinion 
may not criticize the intrinsic trustworthiness of the 
opinions of the minority, but may confine itself to 
pointing out that they are the minority, and that the 
opinion of the majority, therefore, is to be preferred. 

This ground of belief does not seem very strong. 
For it has often been acknowledged, by general con­
sent, that the majority has been wrong, for long 
periods, and on important questions, and that the 
minority has been right. H we take the opinion 
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of the maJority merely because it is their opinion, 
we adopt a principle which would have led us 
wrong in very many cases in the past. Why should 
we trust it for the present or the future? If, on the 
other hand, we endeavour to recommend this parti­
cular opinion of the majority as being from its nature 
more likely to be right than the opinion of the 
minority, we have passed away from the argument 
from majorities, since any intrinsic reasons for the 
truth of the dogma would be of the same weight if 
they had as yet only convinced a single person. 

Moreover, even if the argument from the opinion of 
the majority were legitimate, is there any case where 
we could safely apply it? If it were to have any 
weight at all, it would surely be only in cases where 
there is a decisive majority. But on what religious 
dogmas is there such a majority? If we take into 
account the whole world (and I do not see that we 
have any right to exclude any part of it when we are 
counting heads) it would probably be difficult to tell 
on which side the majority was as to such questions as 
the existence of God or human immortality. And if 
we try (a task almost, if not quite, impossible) to weigh 
opinions as well as to count them, we find that on 
these subjects the opinions of wise men show no 
more agreement than those of men in general. An 
appearance of a decisive majority for BOme particular 
dogma may be gained, no doubt, by first excluding 
certain nations on the ground of their asserted in­
feriority, and then insisting that the opinion of every 
man within the circle of more favoured nations is 
to be counted as of equal value. But such a course 
seems to be indefensibly inconsistent. 

41. There remains the argument that certain dogmas 
should be accepted because they have been held by 
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men, or beings incarnate in human bodies, who have 
worked miracles, including the miracle of predicting 
the future. 

A miracle is an event which we cannot explain by 
any natural law known to us, and which is therefore 
attributed, by the believers in its miraculous character, 
either to a special divine interference with the course 
of nature, or to the action of some law, differing in its 
nature from those which explain non-miraculous 
events. It is then argued that the occurrence of such 
events at the will of, or in connexion with, a particular 
being, is evidence, either that that being is himself 
divine, or that he enjoys special divine favour, and, in 
either case, that his teaching on matters of religious 
dogma is trustworthy. 

The evidence for the existence of miracles is an 
inquiry beyond our purpose. But we may remark in 
passing that, as Hume has pointed out 1, if miracles 
are to be accepted as evidence of the truth of a reli­
gion, then whatever evidence there is for the miracles 
of one religion is evidence against the truth of all in­
compatible religions. There is perhaps no reason, if 
there are miracles at all, why they should not occur in 
connexion with several incompatible systems. There 
might be reasons why a God should work miracles 
in connexion with a false religion. Or again the 
miracles of all the systems except one's own might be 
ascribed, as they used to be ascribed, to devils. But 
then miracles would prove nothing about the truth of 
a religion. If, on the other hand, they can prove any­
thing about it, then none but a true religion can have 
miracles connected with it. Of two religions with 
incompatible dogmas, one, at least, must be false, and 

1 Enquiry concerning Human Understandiflg, Sect. 10 (po 99, 
ad. Green and Grose). 

E 
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therefore only one, at most, can have miracles con­
nected with it. Thus neither religion can be proved 
true, without disproving the existence of the miracles 
of the other religion. And in so far as these latter are 
at all probable, they render the truth of the first 
religion improbable. 

42. Supposing that miracles were proved to exist, 
and to exist in connexion with one religion only, 
should we be entitled to believe that religion to be 
true? It seems to me, to begin with, that the exis­
tence of the miracle would not prove that it was due 
to the action of God-meaning by God a supreme 
being. The amount of power required for any miracle, 
however startling, can never be proved to be more 
than finite. And in that case it is always possible 
that it should have been performed by BOme being 
whose power, while much greater than human power, 
might be far below the power of a supreme being. 

If then a miracle were due to the action of such 
a super-human but non-divine being, would it give any 
reason to suppose the religion to be true? I see no 
reason to believe that a being who can raise the dead, 
or prophesy the future, or assist a man to do these 
things, would be a specially trustworthy guide on 
matters of religious dogma. The power of influencing 
the course of events, and the power of apprehending 
religious truth, are not always closely connected. 
Napoleon greatly excelled the average English clergy­
man in the first, but it would be a rash inference that 
he excelled him in the second. 

But even if it were certain that a non-divine 
miracle-worker was our superior generally, as well as in 
the power of working miracles, it would not follow that 
we should go right if we trusted him on religious 
dogmas. Men would often go wrong by following 
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the teaching of their spiritual superiors. Buddha and 
St. Paul were both the spiritual superiors of the aver­
age monk, Buddhist or Romanist. But it is clear that on 
certain points either a monk who followed Buddha or 
a monk who followed St. Paul would have gone wrong, 
since either Buddha or St. Paul must be wrong where 
they differ. 

Waiving this difficulty, and assuming that the 
miracle could prove the special interference of the 
supreme being, so that the religion connected with it 
could be accepted as his revelation, should we then be 
safe in accepting it as true ? We should not be justi­
fied, I submit, unless we had previously proved that 
the supreme being was good. For we have no reason 
to suppose that he will tell us the truth except that it 
would not be a good act to deceive us. If he is indif­
ferent to the good, or if he is positively malignant, he 
may well tell us lies, either from caprice or in order to 
gratify his malignancy. 

It is obviously impossible to trust to the revelation 
to tell us that he is good, since we have no reason to 
trust the revelation at all unless we know that he is 
good. This goodness must be proved independently. 
And thus one of the most important of dogmas cannot 
be proved by a miracle-based revelation. 

43. If, however, this dogma has been independently 
proved, are we then entitled to accept the divine 
revelation as true? Even then I do not think that we 
can do this. A God-that is, a good supreme being­
will doubtless regard deceit as an evil But there is, 
beyond doubt, much evil in the universe, and, if we 
are satisfied that there is a God, we must regard that 
evil as in some way compatible with his goodness. 
And then why not that further evil of a misleading 
divine revelation? If, for example, we attribute the 

E2 
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existence of evil to God's limited power, and say that 
cancer and plague exist because they are the best 
that God can do for us under the circumstances, how 
can we be sure that the best thing he can do for us 
under the circumstances is not to deceive us about 
religious dogma? How can we be sure, for example, 
if God tells us we are immortal, that it is not a deceit-­
bad in itself, but good .as the means of avoiding some 
greater evil? If it were the best thing he could do 
for us, there would be nothing extraordinary in his 
working miracles to do it. 

44. The third branch of our subject is the attempt 
to prove dogmas by what may be called a reductio ad 
horrendum. Unless a certain dogma is true, it may be 
said, the universe would be intolerably bad-either 
intolerably miserable or intolerably wicked-and 
therefore the doctrine must be true. 

It may be remarked, to begin with, that it is not so 
easy to establish the premise of this argument as is 
sometimes supposed. When we are told that the 
universe would be intolerably bad unless A were 
true, we must remember that all dogmas involve com­
plex ideas, and that it may be part only of A which 
is essential to avoid the evil If it is asserted, for 
example, that the universe would be intolerable if 
human actions were completely determined, analysis 
may reveal that what is meant is only that it would 
be intolerable if they were completely determined 
from outside. 

Again, tastes differ, and tastes change. A Viking 
or a Maori warrior might well find that the prospect of 
an immortality without fighting made the universe 
intolerable. And he might well be supported by the 
public opinion of his own society. But the life of the 
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modem Christian-and many of these are Scandi· 
navians, and a few are Maoris-is not rendered 
miserable by his conviction of the peacefulness of 
heaven. Examples like these should make us careful 
before we assert that the universe would be proved 
worthless if BOme dogma were proved false. 

But there are cases, no doubt, where the premise 
would be true. We can easily imagine dogmas-or 
even recall them in history - which it would be 
scarcely possible to reconcile with any judgement, 
from any standpoint, except that the universe was very 
bad. Of the dogmas logically contradictory to these, 
therefore, we may 88Bert, with scarcely a trace of d.oubt, 
that unless they are true the universe is very evil. 

45. But what of that? What reason have we, at 
this point, to assert that the universe is not very evil? 
I say 'at this point " because, when we have investi· 
gated the fundamental nature of reality, we may find 
reasons to believe that, in point of fact, the universe 
is not very evil. But till we have investigated the 
more important dogmas of religion we have not in· 
vestigated the fundamental nature of reality, especially 
as it relates to good and evil. It is only by the deter­
mination of such questions as the existence of God, the 
immortality of man, the purposiveness of things, and 
the like, that we can determine whether the universe 
is of a nature which, in point of fact, is not very 
evil. To use the principle that it cannot be very 
evil, in order to determine these very problems, would 
be to beg the question, unless we are in a position to 
lay down, before we know what the nature of the 
universe is, that at any rate it cannot be very evil. 

This is what the argument before us does. It takes 
the statement that the universe cannot be very evil as 
a truth evident in itself-evident before we know 
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what the nature of the world in other respects is-and 
makes it the basis of further investigation. With 
what right? H it were very evil, the fact would be 
very much to be regretted. H its evil were due to 
the uncontrolled action of any conscious being, that 
being would be very much to be blamed. But have 
we any reason to believe that it is not very evil ? 
Reality and goodness are, at any rate prima facie, 
separable. Whenever I admit that I have faults, 
I admit that something is real which is more or less bad. 
What argument can be brought forward-none, I think, 
ever has been brought forward-to show that reality 
and extreme badness are not ultimately compatible? 

46. It may be said that, although this line of argu­
ment is not permissible in establishing whatever 
dogmas are taken as fundamental, it may be used in 
certain cases, when the more fundamental dogmas have 
been established, to prove further dogmatic proposi­
tions. H, for example, it were first proved in some 
other manner that the universe is entirely dependent 
on the will of a benevolent God, might we not there­
fore conclude that the universe is not very bad, and 
that therefore, for example, we must be immortal, 
because, if we were not immortal, the universe would 
be very bad? 

I do not, however, think that this is valid. For it 
must be remembered that any argument which would 
prove that there was no evil in the universe would be 
at once condemned by the incompatibility of its 
conclusion with notorious facts. There is evil in the 
universe. The slightest pang of toothache, the 
slightest envious thought, proves that beyond all 
doubt. It is, therefore, clear that the principle which 
determines the universe does not exclude all evil from 
it. And, since this is so, how can we venture to put 
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any limits to the amount of evil which it will admit 
into the universe? Desirable as it would be to do 
this, I do not see how it could possibly be done. I do 
not mean that it is impossible to determine the nature 
of the universe to such an extent as to be able to 
assert that, as a matter of fact, in spite of the evil in 
it, it is more good than evil. But I maintain that this 
can only be done by first finding out what the nature 
of the universe is, and by discovering in this manner 
that it is, in fact, more good than evil. We· cannot 
argue, before we know the characteristics of the uni­
verse, that it cannot have a particular characteristic, 
because it would be very evil, while the universe, or 
its creator, is perfectly good. For if such an argu­
ment could prove anything, it would prove that no 
evil exists at all. And an argument which proves 
that is reduced to an absurdity. 

The objections I have put forward above depend 
upon the assertion that it is beyond all doubt that 
there is real evil in the universe. They would be 
removed, therefore, if we accepted the view, held by 
some metaphysicians, that it is impossible that any 
part of reality should be evil, and that there is no real 
evil in the universe at all I. But, should this view be 
accepted, while it would destroy my objections, it 
would destroy no less the arguments to which they 
were objections. The considerations which induced 
those metaphysicians to assert that there was no real 
evil in what appears to us as toothache and envy, 
would also-since they are always of a quite general 
nature-induce them to assert that there was no real 
evil in the consequences which would follow from the 
falsity of the dogma to be proved. And thus the 
whole argument for the truth of the dogma would 

1 Cpo Section 171. 
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vanish, since it rested exclusively on the evil results 
that would follow from the falsity of the dogma. 

47. But, it may be said, why should we not argue 
as much from our desires and aspirations as from any­
thing else? Are they not as real. as anything else in 
the world? And are not those desires and aspirations, 
which are directed to the establishment of perfection, 
either in ourselves or in the world at large, as good as 
anything in the world? . Are we not as much entitled 
to argue from their' existence and their goodness as 
from any other fact? 

This is a consideration which is often urged. So 
far as the frequent exhortation to trust the heart 
rather than the head means anything, it appears to 
mean this. But the position rests on a misunder­
standing of a nature so elementary that it could 
scarcely have escaped detection if the writers who 
used it had not been blinded by the supposed attrac­
tiveness of the conclusion. For the question is not 
whether we can deduce anything from the existence 
and goodness of our desires and aspirations. No 
person in his senses ever denied that we could. The 
question is what we can deduce. And, especially, 
can we deduce from their existence or goodness the 
conclusion that they will be eventually gratified ? 

Our desires and aspirations are real. From this, of 
course, we can argue that whatever is inconsistent 
with their reality must be false.,; But in what way is 
the failure of a desire to be gratified inconsistent with 
its reality? I can see no contradiction whatever in 
the statement that a desire is real, but remains un­
gratified The statement is often true. Many people 
had a real desire that the Pretender should be victorious 
in 1746, but they were disappointed. 

Our desires, indeed, on such subjects as the existence 








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































