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1.12th chapter, Of
Religion
1.1. Hobbes' 12th chapter, Of Religion
Ostensibly standing as an argument for the truth of religion over
pagan superstition, Hobbes' 12th chapter, Of Religion, from his
Leviathan, functions in fact as an argument against all religion.
Indeed, few people were convinced by the show he put on, they
noticed that the arguments against pagan superstition worked
equally well against religion. Accordingly, in 1666 he was
threatened with trial by Parliament on charges of atheism.
CHAPTER XII
OF RELIGION
Religion, In Man Onely Seeing there are no signes, nor fruit of
Religion, but in Man onely; there is no cause to doubt, but that
the seed of Religion, is also onely in Man; and consisteth in
some peculiar quality, or at least in some eminent degree
thereof, not to be found in other Living creatures.
And first, it is peculiar to the nature of Man, to be inquisitive
into the Causes of the Events they see, some more, some less;
but all men so much, as to be curious in the search of the causes
of their own good and evil fortune.
Secondly, upon the sight of any thing that hath a Beginning, to
think also it had a cause, which determined the same to begin,
then when it did, rather than sooner or later.
Thirdly, whereas there is no other Felicity of Beasts, but the
enjoying of their quotidian Food, Ease, and Lusts; as having
little, or no foresight of the time to come, for want of
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observation, and memory of the order, consequence, and
dependence of the things they see; Man observeth how one
Event hath been produced by another; and remembreth in them
Antecedence and Consequence; And when he cannot assure
himself of the true causes of things, (for the causes of good and
evil fortune for the most part are invisible,) he supposes causes
of them, either such as his own fancy suggesteth; or trusteth to
the Authority of other men, such as he thinks to be his friends,
and wiser than himself.
The two first, make Anxiety. For being assured that there be
causes of all things that have arrived hitherto, or shall arrive
hereafter; it is impossible for a man, who continually
endeavoureth to secure himself against the evil he fears, and
procure the good he desireth, not to be in a perpetual solicitude
of the time to come; So that every man, especially those that are
over provident, are in a state like to that of Prometheus. For as
Prometheus, (which interpreted, is, The Prudent Man,) was
bound to the hill Caucasus, a place of large prospect, where, an
Eagle feeding on his liver, devoured in the day, as much as was
repaired in the night: So that man, which looks too far before
him, in the care of future time, hath his heart all the day long,
gnawed on by fear of death, poverty, or other calamity; and has
no repose, nor pause of his anxiety, but in sleep.
This perpetual fear, always accompanying mankind in the
ignorance of causes, as it were in the Dark, must needs have for
object something. And therefore when there is nothing to be
seen, there is nothing to accuse, either of their good, or evil
fortune, but some Power, or Agent Invisible: In which sense
perhaps it was, that some of the old Poets said, that the Gods
were at first created by humane Fear: which spoken of the
Gods, (that is to say, of the
many gods of the Gentiles) is very true. But the acknowledging
of one God Eternal, Infinite, and Omnipotent, may more easily
be derived, from the desire men have to know the causes of
natural bodies, and their several virtues, and operations; than
from the fear of what was to befall them in time to come. For he
7
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that from any effect he seeth come to pass, should reason to the
next and immediate cause thereof, and from thence to the cause
of that cause, and plunge himself profoundly in the pursuit of
causes; shall at last come to this, that there must be (as even the
Heathen
Philosophers confessed) one First Mover; that is, a First, and an
Eternal cause of all things; which is that which men mean by
the name of God: And all this without thought of their fortune;
the solicitude whereof, both inclines to fear, and hinders them
from the search of the causes of other things; and thereby gives
occasion of feigning of as many Gods, as there be men that
feign them.
And for the matter, or substance of the Invisible Agents, so
fancied; they could not by natural cogitation, fall upon any
other conceit, but that it was the same with that of the Soul of
man; and that the Soul of man, was of the same substance, with
that which appeareth in a Dream, to one that sleepeth; or in a
Looking-glass, to one that is awake; which, men not knowing
that such apparitions are nothing else but creatures of the Fancy,
think to be real, and external Substances; and therefore call
them Ghosts; as the Latins called them Imagines, and Umbrae;
and thought them Spirits, that is, thin aerial bodies; and those
Invisible Agents, which they feared, to bee like them; save that
they appear, and vanish when they please. But the opinion that
such Spirits were Incorporeal, or Immaterial, could never enter
into the mind of any man by nature; because, though men may
put together words of contradictory signification, as Spirit, and
Incorporeal; yet they can never have the imagination of any
thing answering to them: And therefore, men that by their own
meditation, arrive to the acknowledgement of one Infinite,
Omnipotent, and Eternal God, choose rather to confess he is
Incomprehensible, and above their understanding; than to
define his Nature By Spirit Incorporeal, and then Confess their
definition to be unintelligible: or if they give him such a title, it
is not Dogmatically, with intention to make the Divine Nature
understood; but Piously, to honour him with attributes, of
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significations, as remote as they can from the grossness of
Bodies Visible.
Then, for the way by which they think these Invisible Agents
wrought their effects; that is to say, what immediate causes they
used, in bringing things to pass, men that know not what it is
that we call Causing, (that is, almost all men) have no other rule
to guess by, but by observing, and remembering what they have
seen to precede the like effect at some other time, or times
before, without seeing between the antecedent and subsequent
Event, any dependence or connexion at all: And therefore from
the like things past, they expect the like things to come; and
hope for good or evil luck, superstitiously, from things that have
no part at all in the causing of it: As the Athenians did for their
war at Lepanto, demand another Phormio; the Pompeian faction
for their war in Africa, another Scipio; and others have done in
diverse other occasions since. In like manner they attribute their
fortune to a stander by, to a lucky or unlucky place, to words
spoken, especially if the name of God be amongst them; as
Charming, and Conjuring (the Liturgy of Witches;) insomuch as
to believe, they have power to turn a stone into bread, bread
into a man, or any thing, into any thing.
Thirdly, for the worship which naturally men exhibit to Powers
invisible, it can be no other, but such expressions of their
reverence, as they would use towards men; Gifts, Petitions,
Thanks, Submission of Body, Considerate Addresses, sober
Behavior, premeditated Words, Swearing (that is, assuring one
another of their promises,) by invoking them. Beyond that
reason suggesteth nothing; but leaves them either to rest there;
or for further ceremonies, to rely on those they believe to be
wiser than themselves.
Lastly, concerning how these Invisible Powers declare to men
the things which shall hereafter come to pass, especially
concerning their good or evil fortune in general, or good or ill
success in any particular undertaking, men are naturally at a
stand; save that using to conjecture of the time to come, by the
9
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time past, they are very apt, not only to take casual things, after
one or two encounters, for Prognostics of the like encounter
ever after, but also to believe the like Prognostics from other
men, of whom they have once conceived a good opinion.
And in these four things, Opinion of Ghosts, Ignorance of
second causes, Devotion towards what men fear, and Taking of
things Casual for Prognostics, consisteth the Natural seed of
Religion; which by reason of the different Fancies, Judgments,
and Passions of several men, hath grown up into ceremonies so
different, that those which are used by one man, are for the
most part ridiculous to another.
For these seeds have received culture from two sorts of men.
One sort have been they, that have nourished, and ordered them,
according to their own invention. The other, have done it, by
God’s commandment, and direction: but both sorts have done it,
with a purpose to make those men that relied on them, the more
apt to Obedience, Laws, Peace, Charity, and civil Society. So
that the Religion of the former sort, is a part of humane Politics;
and teacheth part of the duty which Earthly Kings require of
their Subjects. And the Religion of the later sort is Divine
Politics; and containeth Precepts to those that have yielded
themselves subjects in the Kingdome of God. Of the former
sort, were all the Founders of Commonwealths, and the Lawgivers of the Gentiles: Of the later sort, were Abraham, Moses,
and our Blessed Saviour; by whom have been derived unto us
the Laws of the Kingdom of God.
And for that part of Religion, which consisteth in opinions
concerning the nature of Powers Invisible, there is almost
nothing that has a name, that has not been esteemed amongst
the Gentiles, in one place or another, a God, or Devil; or by
their Poets feigned to be inanimated, inhabited, or possessed by
some Spirit or other.
The unformed matter of the World, was a God, by the name of
Chaos.
10
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The Heaven, the Ocean, the Planets, the Fire, the Earth, the
Winds, were so many Gods.
Men, Women, a Bird, a Crocodile, a Calf, a Dog, a Snake, an
Onion, a Leeke, were Deified. Besides, that they filled almost
all places, with spirits called Demons; the plains, with Pan, and
Panises, or Satyrs; the Woods, with Fawns, and Nymphs; the
Sea, with Tritons, and other Nymphs; every River, and
Fountain, with a Ghost of his name, and with Nymphs; every
house, with it Lares, or Familiars; every man, with his Genius;
Hell, with Ghosts, and spiritual Officers, as Charon, Cerberus,
and the Furies; and in the night time, all places with Larvae,
Lemures, Ghosts of men deceased, and a whole kingdom of
Fairies, and Bugbears. They have also ascribed Divinity, and
built Temples to mere Accidents, and Qualities; such as are
Time, Night, Day, Peace, Concord, Love, Contention, Virtue,
Honour, Health, Rust, Fever, and the like; which when they
prayed for, or against, they prayed to, as if there were Ghosts of
those names hanging over their heads, and letting fall, or
withholding that Good, or Evil, for, or against
which they prayed. They invoked also their own Wit, by the
name of Muses; their own Ignorance, by the name of Fortune;
their own Lust, by the name of Cupid; their own Rage, by the
name Furies; their own privy members by the name of Priapus;
and attributed their pollutions, to Incubi, and Succubae:
insomuch as there was nothing, which a Poet could introduce as
a person in his Poem, which they did not make either a God, or
a Devil.
The same authors of the Religion of the Gentiles, observing the
second ground for Religion, which is men’s Ignorance of
causes; and thereby their aptness to attribute their fortune to
causes, on which there was no dependence at all apparent, took
occasion to obtrude on their ignorance, in stead of second
causes, a kind of second and ministerial gods; ascribing the
cause of Fecundity, to Venus; the cause of Arts, to Apollo; of
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Subtlety and Craft, to Mercury; of Tempests and storms, to
Aeolus; and of other
effects, to other Gods: insomuch as there was amongst the
Heathen almost as great variety of Gods, as of business.
And to the Worship, which naturally men conceived fit to bee
used towards their Gods, namely Oblations, Prayers, Thanks,
and the rest formerly named; the same Legislators of the
Gentiles have added their Images, both in Picture, and
Sculpture; that the more ignorant sort, (that is to say, the most
part, or generality of the people,) thinking the Gods for whose
representation they were made, were really included, and as it
were housed within them, might so much the more stand in fear
of them: And endowed
them with lands, and houses, and officers, and revenues, set
apart from all other humane uses; that is, consecrated, and made
holy to those their Idols; as Caverns, Groves, Woods,
Mountains, and whole Lands; and have attributed to them, not
only the shapes, some of Men, some of Beasts, some of
Monsters; but also the Faculties, and Passions of men and
beasts; as Sense, Speech, Sex, Lust, Generation, (and this not
only by mixing one with another, to propagate the kind of Gods;
but also by mixing with men, and women, to beget mongrel
Gods, and but inmates of Heaven, as
Bacchus, Hercules, and others;) besides, Anger, Revenge, and
other passions of living creatures, and the actions proceeding
from them, as Fraud, Theft, Adultery, Sodomy, and any vice
that may be taken for an effect of Power, or a cause of Pleasure;
and all such Vices, as amongst men are taken to be against Law,
rather than against Honour.
Lastly, to the Prognostics of time to come; which are naturally,
but
Conjectures upon the Experience of time past; and supernatural,
divine Revelation; the same authors of the Religion of the
Gentiles, partly upon pretended Experience, partly upon
pretended Revelation, have added innumerable other
superstitious ways of Divination; and made men believe they
12
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should find their fortunes, sometimes in the ambiguous or
senseless answers of the priests at Delphi, Delos, Ammon, and
other famous Oracles; which answers, were made ambiguous
by design, to own the event both ways; or absurd by the
intoxicating vapour of the place, which is very frequent in
sulphurous Caverns: Sometimes in the leaves of
the Sibills; of whose Prophecies (like those perhaps of
Nostradamus; for the fragments now extant seem to be the
invention of later times) there were some books in reputation in
the time of the Roman Republic: Sometimes in the insignificant
Speeches of Mad-men, supposed to be possessed with a divine
Spirit; which Possession they called Enthusiasm; and these
kinds of foretelling events, were accounted Theomancy, or
Prophecy; Sometimes in the aspect of the Stars at their Nativity;
which
was called Horoscopy, and esteemed a part of judiciary
Astrology:
Sometimes in their own hopes and fears, called Thumomancy,
or Presage: Sometimes in the Prediction of Witches, that
pretended conference with the dead; which is called
Necromancy, Conjuring, and Witchcraft; and is but juggling and
confederate knavery: Sometimes in the Casual flight, or feeding
of birds; called Augury: Sometimes in the Entrails of a
sacrificed beast; which was Aruspicina: Sometimes in Dreams:
Sometimes in Croaking of Ravens, or chattering of Birds:
Sometimes in the Lineaments
of the face; which was called Metoposcopy; or by Palmistry in
the lines of the hand; in casual words, called Omina: Sometimes
in Monsters, or unusual accidents; as Eclipses, Comets, rare
Meteors, Earthquakes, Inundations, uncouth Births, and the
like, which they called Portenta and Ostenta, because they
thought them to portend, or foreshow some great Calamity to
come; Sometimes, in mere Lottery, as Crosse and Pile; counting
holes in a sieve; dipping of Verses in Homer, and Virgil; and
innumerable other such vain conceits. So easy are men to be
drawn to believe any thing, from such men as have gotten credit
with them; and can with gentleness, and dexterity, take hold of
their fear, and ignorance.
13
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And therefore the first Founders, and Legislators of
Commonwealths amongst the Gentiles, whose ends were only
to keep the people in obedience, and peace, have in all places
taken care; First, to imprint in their minds a belief, that those
precepts which they gave concerning Religion, might not be
thought to proceed from their own device, but from the dictates
of some
God, or other Spirit; or else that they themselves were of a
higher nature than mere mortals, that their Laws might the more
easily be received: So Numa Pompilius pretended to receive the
Ceremonies he instituted amongst the Romans, from the
Nymph Egeria: and the first King and founder of the Kingdome
of Peru, pretended himself and his wife to be the children of the
Sunne: and Mahomet, to set up his new Religion, pretended to
have conferences with the Holy Ghost, in form of a Dove.
Secondly, they have had a care, to make it believed, that the
same things were displeasing to the
gods, which were forbidden by the Laws. Thirdly, to prescribe
Ceremonies, Supplications, Sacrifices, and Festivals, by which
they were to believe, the anger of the Gods might be appeased;
and that ill success in War, great contagions of Sickness,
Earthquakes, and each mans private Misery, came from the
Anger of the Gods; and their Anger from the Neglect of their
Worship, or the forgetting, or mistaking some point of the
Ceremonies required. And though amongst the ancient Romans,
men were not forbidden to deny, that which in the Poets is
written of the pains, and pleasures after this life; which divers
of great authority, and gravity in that state have in their
Harangues openly derided; yet that belief was always more
cherished, than the contrary.
And by these, and such other Institutions, they obtained in order
to their end, (which was the peace of the Commonwealth,) that
the common people in their misfortunes, laying the fault on
neglect, or error in their Ceremonies, or on their own
disobedience to the laws, were the less apt to mutiny against
their Governors. And being entertained with the pomp, and
14
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pastime of Festivals, and public Games, made in honour of the
Gods, needed nothing else but bread, to keep them from
discontent, murmuring, and commotion against the State. And
therefore the Romans, that had
conquered the greatest part of the then known World, made no
scruple of tolerating any Religion whatsoever in the City of
Rome it self; unless it had something in it, that could not consist
with their Civil Government; nor do we read, that any Religion
was there forbidden, but that of the Jews; who (being the
peculiar Kingdome of God) thought it unlawful to acknowledge
subjection to any mortal King or State whatsoever. And thus
you see how the Religion of the Gentiles was a part of their
Policy.
But where God himself, by supernatural Revelation, planted
Religion; there he also made to himself a peculiar Kingdom;
and gave Laws, not only of behaviour towards himself; but also
towards one another; and thereby in the Kingdom of God, the
Policy, and laws Civil, are a part of Religion; and therefore the
distinction of Temporal, and Spiritual Domination, hath there
no place. It is true, that God is King of all the Earth: Yet may he
be King of a peculiar, and chosen Nation. For there is no more
incongruity therein, than that he that hath the general command
of the whole Army, should have withall a peculiar Regiment, or
Company of his own. God is King of all the Earth by his Power:
but of his chosen people, he is King by Covenant. But to speak
more largely of the Kingdom of God, both by Nature, and
Covenant, I have in the following discourse assigned an other
place.
From the propagation of Religion, it is not hard to understand
the causes of the resolution of the same into its first seeds, or
principles; which are only an opinion of a Deity, and Powers
invisible, and supernatural; that can never be so abolished out
of humane nature, but that new Religions may again be made to
spring out of them, by the culture of such men, as for such
purpose are in reputation.
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For seeing all formed Religion, is founded at first, upon the
faith which a multitude hath in some one person, whom they
believe not only to be a wise man, and to labour to procure their
happiness, but also to be a holy man, to whom God himself
vouchsafeth to declare his will supernaturally; It followeth
necessarily, when they that have the Government of Religion,
shall come to have either the wisedom of those men, their
sincerity, or their love suspected; or that they shall be unable to
show any probable token of divine Revelation; that the Religion
which they desire to uphold, must be suspected likewise; and
(without the fear of the Civil Sword) contradicted and rejected.
That which taketh away the reputation of Wisedom, in him that
formeth a Religion, or addeth to it when it is already formed, is
the enjoining of a belief of contradictories: For both parts of a
contradiction cannot possibly be true: and therefore to enjoin
the belief of them, is an argument of ignorance; which detects
the Author in that; and discredits him in all things else he shall
propound as from revelation supernatural: which revelation a
man may indeed have of many things above, but of nothing
against natural reason.
That which taketh away the reputation of Sincerity, is the doing,
or saying of such things, as appear to be signs, that what they
require other men to believe, is not believed by themselves; all
which doings, or sayings are therefore called Scandalous,
because they be stumbling blocks, that make men to fall in the
way of Religion: as Injustice, Cruelty, Profaneness, Avarice,
and Luxury. For who
can believe, that he that doth ordinarily such actions, as proceed
from any of these roots, believeth there is any such Invisible
Power to be feared, as he affrighteth other men withall, for
lesser faults?
That which taketh away the reputation of Love, is the being
detected of private ends: as when the belief they require of
others, conduceth or seemeth to conduce to the acquiring of
Dominion, Riches, Dignity, or secure Pleasure, to themselves
16
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only, or specially. For that which men reap benefit by to
themselves, they are thought to do for their own sakes, and not
for love of others.
Lastly, the testimony that men can render of divine Calling, can
be no other, than the operation of Miracles; or true Prophecy,
(which also is a Miracle;) or extraordinary Felicity. And
therefore, to those points of Religion, which have been received
from them that did such Miracles; those that are added by such,
as approve not their
Calling by some Miracle, obtain no greater belief, than what the
Custom, and Laws of the places, in which they be educated,
have wrought into them. For as in natural things, men of
judgment require natural signs, and arguments; so in
supernatural things, they require signs supernatural, (which are
Miracles,) before they consent inwardly, and from their hearts.
All which causes of the weakening of men’s faith, do
manifestly appear in the Examples following. First, we have the
Example of the children of Israel; who when Moses, that had
approved his Calling to them by Miracles, and by the happy
conduct of them out of Egypt, was absent but 40 days, revolted
from the worship of the true God, recommended to them by
him; and setting up (Exod.32:1,2) a Golden Calf for their God,
relapsed into the Idolatry of the Egyptians; from whom they had
been so lately
delivered. And again, after Moses, Aaron, Joshua, and that
generation which had seen the great works of God in Israel,
(Judges 2:11) were dead; another generation arose, and served
Baal. So that Miracles failing, Faith also failed.
Again, when the sons of Samuel, (1 Sam.8.3) being constituted
by their father Judges in Bersabee, received bribes, and judged
unjustly, the people of Israel refused any more to have God to
be their King, in other manner than he was King of other
people; and therefore cryed out to Samuel, to choose them a
King after the manner of the Nations. So that Justice Failing,
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Faith also failed: Insomuch, as they deposed their God, from
reigning over them.
And whereas in the planting of Christian Religion, the Oracles
ceased in all parts of the Roman Empire, and the number of
Christians increased wonderfully every day, and in every place,
by the preaching of the Apostles, and Evangelists; a great part
of that success, may reasonably be attributed, to the contempt,
into which the Priests of the Gentiles of that time, had brought
themselves, by their uncleanness, avarice, and juggling between
Princes. Also the Religion of the Church of Rome, was partly,
for the same cause abolished in England, and many other parts
of Christendom; insomuch, as the failing of Virtue in the
Pastors, maketh Faith fail in the People: and partly from
bringing of the Philosophy, and
doctrine of Aristotle into Religion, by the School-men; from
whence there arose so many contradictions, and absurdities, as
brought the Clergy into a reputation both of Ignorance, and of
Fraudulent intention; and inclined people to revolt from them,
either against the will of their own Princes, as in France, and
Holland; or with their will, as in England.
Lastly, amongst the points by the Church of Rome declared
necessary for Salvation, there be so many, manifestly to the
advantage of the Pope, and of his spiritual subjects, residing in
the territories of other Christian Princes, that were it not for the
mutual emulation of those Princes, they might without war, or
trouble, exclude all foreign Authority, as easily as it has been
excluded in England. For who is there that does not see, to
whose benefit it conduceth, to have it believed, that a King hath
not his Authority from Christ, unless a Bishop crown him? That
a King, if he be a
Priest, cannot Marry? That whether a Prince be born in lawful
Marriage, or not, must be judged by Authority from Rome?
That Subjects may be freed from their Allegiance, if by the
Court of Rome, the King be judged an Heretic? That a King (as
Chilperique of France) may be deposed by a Pope (as Pope
Zachary,) for no cause; and his Kingdom given to one of his
Subjects? That the Clergy, and Regulars, in what Country
18
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soever, shall be exempt from the Jurisdiction of their King, in
cases criminal? Or who
does not see, to whose profit redound the Fees of private
Masses, and Vales of Purgatory; with other signs of private
interest, enough to mortify the most lively Faith, if (as I said)
the civil Magistrate, and Custom did not more sustain it, than
any opinion they have of the Sanctity, Wisdom, or Probity of
their Teachers? So that I may attribute all the changes of
Religion in the world, to one and the some cause; and that is,
unpleasing Priests; and those not only amongst Catholics , but
even in that Church that hath presumed most of Reformation.
______________
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2.Theological-Political
Treatise
2.1. Spinoza, though a deist, argued against
revealed religion so effectively that his
arguments stand today against a belief
in a personal god.
Men would never be superstitious, if they could govern all their
circumstances by set rules, or if they were always favoured by
fortune: but being frequently driven into straits where rules are
useless, and being often kept fluctuating pitiably between hope
and fear by the uncertainty of fortune's greedily coveted
favours, they are consequently, for the most part, very prone to
credulity. The human mind is readily swayed this way or that in
times of doubt, especially when hope and fear are struggling for
the mastery, though usually it is boastful, over - confident, and
vain.
This as a general fact I suppose everyone knows, though few, I
believe, know their own nature; no one can have lived in the
world without observing that most people, when in prosperity,
are so over-brimming with wisdom (however inexperienced
they may be), that they take every offer of advice as a personal
insult, whereas in adversity they know not where to turn, but
beg and pray for counsel from every passer-by. No plan is then
too futile, too absurd, or too fatuous for their adoption; the most
frivolous causes will raise them to hope, or plunge them into
despair - if anything happens during their fright which reminds
them of some past good or ill, they think it portends a happy or
unhappy issue, and therefore (though it may have
proved abortive a hundred times before) style it a lucky or
unlucky omen. Anything which excites their astonishment they
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believe to be a portent signifying the anger of the gods or of the
Supreme Being, and, mistaking superstition for religion,
account it impious not to avert the evil with prayer and
sacrifice. Signs and wonders of this sort they conjure up
perpetually, till one might think Nature as mad as themselves,
they
interpret her so fantastically.
Thus it is brought prominently before us, that superstition's
chief victims are those persons who greedily covet temporal
advantages; they it is, who (especially when they are in danger,
and cannot help themselves) are wont with Prayers and
womanish tears to implore help from God: upbraiding Reason
as blind, because she cannot show a sure path to the shadows
they pursue, and rejecting human wisdom as vain; but believing
the phantoms of imagination, dreams, and other childish
absurdities, to be the very oracles of Heaven. As though God
had turned away from the wise, and written His decrees, not in
the mind of man but in the entrails of beasts, or left them to be
proclaimed by the inspiration and instinct of fools, madmen,
and birds. Such is the unreason to which terror can drive
mankind!
Superstition, then, is engendered, preserved, and fostered by
fear. If anyone desire an example, let him take Alexander, who
only began superstitiously to seek guidance from seers, when he
first learnt to fear fortune in the passes of Sysis (Curtius, v. 4);
whereas after he had conquered Darius he consulted prophets
no more, till a second time frightened by reverses. When the
Scythians were provoking a battle, the Bactrians had deserted,
and he himself was lying sick of his wounds, "he once more
turned to superstition, the mockery of human wisdom, and bade
Aristander, to whom he confided his credulity, inquire the issue
of affairs with sacrificed victims." Very numerous examples of
a like nature might be cited, clearly showing the fact, that only
while under the dominion of fear do men fall a prey to
superstition; that all the portents ever invested with the
reverence of misguided religion are mere phantoms of dejected
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and fearful minds; and lastly, that prophets have most power
among the people, and are most formidable to rulers, precisely
at those times when the state is in most peril. (12) I think this is
sufficiently plain to all, and will therefore say no more on the
subject.
The origin of superstition above given affords us a clear reason
for the fact, that it comes to all men naturally, though some
refer its rise to a dim notion of God, universal to mankind, and
also tends to show, that it is no less inconsistent and variable
than other mental hallucinations and emotional impulses, and
further that it can only be maintained by hope, hatred, anger,
and deceit; since it springs, not from reason, but solely from the
more powerful phases of emotion. Furthermore, we may readily
understand how difficult it is, to maintain in the same course
men prone to every form of credulity. For, as the mass of
mankind remains always at about the same pitch of misery, it
never assents long to any one remedy, but
is always best pleased by a novelty which has not yet proved
illusive.
This element of inconsistency has been the cause of many
terrible wars and revolutions; for, as Curtius well says (lib. iv.
chap. 10): "The mob has no ruler more potent than
superstition," and is easily led, on the plea of religion, at one
moment to adore its kings as gods, and anon to execrate and
abjure them as humanity's common bane. Immense pains have
therefore been taken to counteract this evil by investing
religion, whether true or false, with such pomp and ceremony,
that it may, rise superior to every shock, and be always
observed with studious reverence by the whole people -a
system which has been brought to great perfection by the Turks,
for they consider even controversy impious, and so clog men's
minds with dogmatic formulas, that they leave no room for
sound reason, not even enough to doubt
with.
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But if, in despotic statecraft, the supreme and essential mystery
be to hoodwink the subjects, and to mask the fear, which keeps
them clown, with the specious garb of religion, so that men may
fight as bravely for slavery as for safety, and count it not shame
but highest honour to risk their blood and their lives for the
vainglory of a tyrant; yet in a free state no more mischievous
expedient could be planned or attempted. Wholly repugnant to
the general freedom are such devices as enthralling men's minds
with prejudices, forcing their judgment, or employing any of
the weapons of quasi-religious sedition; indeed, such seditions
only spring up, when law enters the domain of speculative
thought, and opinions are put on trial and condemned on the
same footing as crimes, while those who defend and follow
them are sacrificed, not to public safety, but to their opponents'
hatred and cruelty. If deeds only could be made the grounds of
criminal charges, and words were always allowed to pass free,
such seditions would be divested of every semblance of
justification, and would be separated from mere controversies
by a hard and fast line.
Now, seeing that we have the rare happiness of living in a
republic, where everyone's judgment is free and unshackled,
where each may worship God as his conscience dictates, and
where freedom is esteemed before all things dear and precious,
I have believed that I should be undertaking no ungrateful or
unprofitable task, in demonstrating that not only can such
freedom be granted without prejudice to the public peace, but
also, that without such freedom, piety cannot flourish nor the
public peace be secure.
Such is the chief conclusion I seek to establish in this treatise;
but, in order to reach it, I must first point out the
misconceptions which, like scars of our former bondage, still
disfigure our notion of religion, and must expose the false
views about the civil authority which many have most
impudently advocated, endeavouring to turn the mind of the
people, still prone to heathen superstition, away from its
legitimate rulers, and so bring us again into slavery. As to the
23

D E F E N D YO U R S E L F
K N O W L E G E

W I T H

order of my treatise I will speak presently, but first I will
recount the causes which led me to write.
I have often wondered, that persons who make a boast of
professing the Christian religion, namely, love, joy, peace,
temperance, and charity to all men, should quarrel with such
rancorous animosity, and display daily towards one another
such bitter hatred, that this, rather than the virtues they claim, is
the readiest criterion of their faith. Matters have long since
come to such a pass, that one can only pronounce a man
Christian, Turk, Jew, or Heathen, by his general appearance and
attire, by his frequenting this or that place of worship, or
employing the phraseology of a particular sect - as for manner
of life, it is in all cases the same. Inquiry into the cause of this
anomaly leads me unhesitatingly to ascribe it to the fact, that
the ministries of the Church are regarded by the masses merely
as dignities, her offices as posts of emolument - in short,
popular religion may be summed up as respect for ecclesiastics.
The spread of this misconception inflamed every worthless
fellow with an intense desire to enter holy orders, and thus the
love of diffusing God's religion degenerated into sordid avarice
and ambition. Every church became a theatre, where orators,
instead of church teachers, harangued, caring not to instruct the
people, but striving to attract admiration, to bring opponents to
public scorn, and to preach only novelties and paradoxes, such
as would tickle the ears of their congregation. This state of
things necessarily stirred up an amount of controversy, envy,
and hatred, which no lapse of time could appease; so that we
can scarcely wonder that of the old religion nothing survives
but its outward forms (even these, in the mouth of the
multitude, seem rather adulation than adoration of the Deity),
and that faith has become a mere compound of credulity and
prejudices - aye,
prejudices too, which degrade man from rational being to beast,
which completely stifle the power of judgment between true
and false, which seem, in fact, carefully fostered for the purpose
of extinguishing the last spark of reason! Piety, great God! and
religion are become a tissue of ridiculous mysteries; men, who
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flatly despise reason, who reject and turn away from
understanding as naturally corrupt, these, I say, these of all men,
are thought, O lie most horrible! to possess light from on High.
Verily, if they had but one spark of light from on High, they
would not insolently rave, but would learn to worship God
more wisely, and would be as marked among their fellows for
mercy as they now are for malice; if they were concerned for
their opponents' souls, instead of for their own reputations, they
would no longer fiercely persecute, but rather be filled with pity
and compassion.
Furthermore, if any Divine light were in them, it would appear
from their doctrine. I grant that they are never tired of
professing their wonder at the profound mysteries of Holy Writ;
still I cannot discover that
they teach anything but speculations of Platonists and
Aristotelians, to which (in order to save their credit for
Christianity) they have made Holy Writ conform; not content to
rave with the Greeks themselves, they want to make the
prophets rave also; showing conclusively, that never even in
sleep have they caught a glimpse of Scripture's Divine nature.
The very vehemence of their admiration for the mysteries
plainly attests, that their belief in the Bible is a formal assent
rather than a living faith: and the fact is made still more
apparent by their laying down beforehand, as a foundation for
the study and true interpretation of Scripture, the principle that
it is in every passage true and divine. Such a doctrine should be
reached only after strict scrutiny and thorough comprehension
of the Sacred Books (which would teach it much better, for they
stand in need no human factions), and not be set up on the
threshold, as it were, of inquiry.
As I pondered over the facts that the light of reason is not only
despised, but by many even execrated as a source of impiety,
that human commentaries are accepted as divine records, and
that credulity is extolled
as faith; as I marked the fierce controversies of philosophers
raging in Church and State, the source of bitter hatred and
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dissension, the ready instruments of sedition and other ills
innumerable, I determined to examine
the Bible afresh in a careful, impartial, and unfettered spirit,
making no assumptions concerning it, and attributing to it no
doctrines, which I do not find clearly therein set down. With
these precautions I constructed a method of Scriptural
interpretation, and thus equipped proceeded to inquire - what is
prophecy? In what sense did God reveal himself to the
prophets, and why were these particular men - chosen by him?
Was it on account of the sublimity of their thoughts about the
Deity and nature, or was it solely on account of their piety?
These questions being answered, I was easily able to conclude,
that the authority of the prophets has weight only in matters of
morality, and that their speculative doctrines
affect us little.
______________
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3.Of Miracles from An
Enquiry Concerning
Human Understanding
3.1. As with Hobbes before him, David Hume
argued that religion was fundamentally
about fear and superstition while
representing an impediment to true
morality. His chapter, Of Miracles from
An Enquiry Concerning Human
Understanding, is an excellent critique of
a belief in miracles while explaining what
we would need to be able to judge a
miracle as having happened.
David Hume- The Natural History of Religion
Sect. XIII. Impious conceptions of the divine
nature in popular religions of both kinds.
The primary religion of mankind arises chiefly
from an anxious fear of future events; and what
ideas will naturally be entertained of invisible,
unknown powers, while men lie under dismal
apprehensions of any kind, may easily be
conceived. Every image of vengeance, severity,
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cruelty, and malice must occur, and must augment
the ghastliness and horror, which oppresses the
amazed religionist. A panic having once seized the
mind, the active fancy still farther multiplies the
objects of terror; while that profound darkness, or,
what is worse, that glimmering light, with which
we are environed, represents the spectres of
divinity under the most dreadful appearances
imaginable. And no idea of perverse wickedness
can be framed, which those terrified devotees do
not readily, without scruple, apply to their deity.
This appears the natural state of religion, when
surveyed in one light. But if we consider, on the
other hand, that spirit of praise and eulogy, which
necessarily has place in all religions, and which is
the consequence of these very terrors, we must
expect a quite contrary system of theology to
prevail. Every virtue, every excellence, must be
ascribed to the divinity, and no exaggeration will
be deemed sufficient to reach those perfections,
with which he is endowed. Whatever strains of
panegyric can be invented, are immediately
embrace, without consulting any arguments or
phaenomena: It is esteemed a sufficient
confirmation of them, that they give us more
magnificent ideas of the divine objects of our
worship and
adoration.
Here therefore is a kind of contradiction
between the different principles of human nature,
which enter into religion. Our natural terrors
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present the notion of a devilish and malicious
deity: Our propensity to adulation leads us to
acknowledge an excellent and divine. And the
influence of these opposite principles are various,
according to the different situation of the human
understanding…
But as men farther exalt their idea of their
divinity; it is their notion of his power and
knowledge only, not of his goodness, which is
improved. On the contrary, in proportion to the
supposed extent of his science and authority, their
terrors naturally augment; while they believe, that
no secrecy can conceal them from
his scrutiny, and that even the inmost recesses of
their breast lie open before him. They must then be
careful not to form expressly any sentiment of
blame and disapprobation. All must be applause,
ravishment, extacy. And while their gloomy
apprehensions make them ascribe to him measures
of conduct, which, in human creatures, would be
highly blamed, they must still affect to praise and
admire that conduct in the object of their
devotional addresses. Thus it may safely be
affirmed, that popular religions are really, in the
conception of their more vulgar votaries, a species
of daemonism; and the higher the deity is exalted
in power and knowledge, the lower of course is he
depressed in goodness and benevolence; whatever
epithets of praise may be bestowed on him by his
amazed adorers. Among idolaters, the words may
be false, and belie the secret opinion: But among
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more exalted religionists, the opinion itself
contracts a kind of falsehood, and belies the inward
sentiment. The heart secretly defects such
measures of cruel and implacable vengeance; but
the judgment dares not but pronounce them perfect
and adorable. And the additional misery of this
inward struggle aggravates all the other terrors, by
which these unhappy victims to superstition are for
ever haunted.
Lucian observes that a young man, who reads
the history of the gods in Homer or Hesiod, and
finds their factions, wars, injustice, incest, adultery,
and other immoralities so highly celebrated, is
much surprised afterwards, when he comes into the
world, to observe that punishments are by law
inflicted on the same actions, which he had been
taught to ascribe to superior beings. The
contradiction is still perhaps stronger between the
representations given us by some later religions
and our natural ideas of generosity, lenity,
impartiality, and justice; and in proportion to the
multiplied terrors of these religions, the barbarous
conceptions of the divinity are multiplied upon us.
Nothing can preserve untainted the genuine
principles of morals in our judgment of human
conduct, but the absolute necessity of these
principles to the existence of society. If common
conception can indulge princes in a system of
ethics, somewhat different from that which should
regulate private persons; how much more those
superior beings, whose attributes, views, and
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nature are so totally unknown to us? Sunt superis
sua jura. The gods have maxims of justice peculiar
to
themselves.

Section XIV. Bad influence of popular religions on
morality.
Here I cannot forbear observing a fact, which
may be worth the attention of such as make human
nature the object of their enquiry. It is certain, that,
in every religion, however sublime the verbal
definition which it gives of its divinity, many of
the votaries, perhaps the greatest number, will still
seek the divine favour, not by virtue and good
morals, which alone can be acceptable to a perfect
being, but either by frivolous observances, by
intemperate zeal, by rapturous extasies, or by the
belief of mysterious and absurd opinions. The least
part of the <Sadder>, as well as of the Pentateuch,
consists in precepts of morality; and we may also
be assured, that that part was always the least
observed and regarded. When the old Romans
were attacked with a pestilence, they never
ascribed their sufferings to their vices, or dreamed
of repentance
and amendment. They never thought, that they
were the general robbers of the world, whose
ambition and avarice made desolate the earth, and
reduced opulent nations to want and beggary. They
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only created a dictator, in order to drive a nail into
a door; and by that means, they thought that they
had sufficiently appeased their incensed deity.
In Aegina, one faction forming a conspiracy,
barbarously and treacherously assassinated seven
hundred of their fellow- citizens; and carried their
fury so far, that, one miserable fugitive having fled
to the temple, they cut off his hands, by which he
clung to the gates, and carrying him out of holy
ground, immediately murdered him. By this
impiety, says Herodotus, (not by the other many
cruel assassinations) they offended the gods, and
contracted an inexpiable guilt.
Nay, if we should suppose, what never happens,
that a popular religion were found, in which it was
expressly declared, that nothing but morality could
gain the divine favour; if an order of priests were
instituted to inculcate this opinion, in daily
sermons, and with all the arts of persuasion; yet so
inveterate are the people's prejudices, that, for want
of some other superstition, they would make the
very attendance on these sermons the essentials of
religion, rather than place them in virtue and good
morals. The sublime prologue of Zaleucus’ laws
inspired not the Locrians, so far as we can learn,
with any sounder notions of the measures of
acceptance with the deity, than were familiar to the
other Greeks.
This observation, then, holds universally: But
still one may be at some loss to account for it. It is
sufficient to observe, that the people, every where,
32

D E F E N D YO U R S E L F
K N O W L E G E

W I T H

degrade their deities into a similitude with
themselves, and consider them merely as a species
of human creatures, somewhat more potent and
intelligent. This will not remove the difficulty. For
there is no man so stupid, as that, judging by his
natural reason, he would not esteem virtue and
honesty the most valuable qualities, which any
person could possess. Why not ascribe the same
sentiment to his deity? Why not make all religion,
or the chief part of it, to consist in these
attainments?
Nor is it satisfactory to say, that the practice of
morality is more difficult than that of superstition;
and is therefore rejected. For, not to mention the
excessive pennances of the Brachmans and
Talapoins; it is certain, that the Rhamadan of the
Turks, during which the poor wretches, for many
days, often in the hottest months of the year, and in
some of the hottest climates of the world, remain
without eating or drinking from the rising to the
setting sun; this Rhamadan, I say, must be more
severe than the practice of any moral duty, even to
the most vicious and depraved of mankind. The
four lents of the Muscovites, and the austerities of
some Roman Catholics, appear more disagreeable
than meekness and benevolence. In short, all
virtue, when men are reconciled to it by ever so
little practice, is agreeable: All superstition is for
ever odious and burthensome.
Perhaps, the following account may be received
as a true solution of the difficulty. The duties,
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which a man performs as a friend or parent, seem
merely owing to his benefactor or children; nor can
he be wanting to these duties, without breaking
through all the ties of nature and morality. A strong
inclination may prompt him to the performance: A
sentiment of order and moral obligation joins its
force to these natural ties: And the whole man, if
truly virtuous, is drawn to his duty, without any
effort or endeavour. Even with regard to the
virtues, which are more austere, and more founded
on reflection, such as public spirit, filial duty,
temperance, or integrity; the moral obligation, in
our apprehension, removes all pretension to
religious merit; and the virtuous conduct is deemed
no more than what we owe to society and to
ourselves. In all this, a superstitious man finds
nothing, which he has properly performed for the
sake of this deity, or which can peculiarly
recommend him to the divine favour and
protection. He considers not, that the most genuine
method of serving the divinity is by promoting the
happiness of his creatures. He still looks out for
some more immediate service of the supreme
Being, in order to allay those terrors, with which
he is haunted. And any practice, recommended to
him, which either serves to no purpose in life, or
offers the
strongest violence to his natural inclinations; that
practice he will the more readily embrace, on
account of those very circumstances, which should
make him absolutely reject it. It seems the more
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purely religious, because it proceeds from no
mixture of any other motive or consideration. And
if, for its sake, he sacrifices much of his ease and
quiet, his claim of merit appear still to rise upon
him, in proportion to the zeal and devotion which
he discovers. In restoring a loan, or paying a debt,
his divinity is nowise beholden to him; because
these acts of justice are what he was bound to
perform, and what many would have performed,
were there no god in the universe. But if he fast a
day, or give himself a sound whipping; this has a
direct reference, in his opinion, to the service of
God. No other motive could engage him to such
austerities. By these distinguished marks of
devotion, he has now acquired the divine favour;
and may expect, in recompence, protection and
safety in this world, and eternal happiness in the
next.
Hence the greatest crimes have been found, in
many instances, compatible with a superstitious
piety and devotion: Hence, it is justly regarded as
unsafe to draw any certain inference in favour of a
man's morals from the fervour or strictness of his
religious exercises, even though he himself believe
them sincere. Nay, it has been observed, that
enormities of the blackest dye have been rather apt
to produce superstitious terrors, and encrease the
religious passion. Bomilcar, having formed a
conspiracy for assassinating at once the whole
senate of C/ARTHAGE\, and invading the liberties
of his country, lost the opportunity, from a
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continual regard to omens and prophecies. Those
who undertake the most criminal and most
dangerous enterprizes are commonly the most
superstitious; as an ancient historian remarks on
this occasion. Their devotion and spiritual faith rise
with their fears. Catiline was not contented with
the established deities, and received rites of the
national religion: His anxious terrors made him
seek new inventions of this kind; which he never
probably had dreamed of, had he remained a good
citizen, and obedient to the laws of his country.
To which we may add, that, after the
commission of crimes, there arise remorses and
secret horrors, which give no rest to the mind, but
make it have recourse to religious rites and
ceremonies, as expiations of its offences. Whatever
weakens or disorders the internal frame promotes
the interests of superstition: And nothing is more
destructive to them than a manly, steady virtue,
which either preserves us from disastrous,
melancholy accidents, or teaches us to bear them.
During such calm sunshine of the mind, these
spectres of false divinity never make their
appearance. On the other hand, while we abandon
ourselves to the natural undisciplined suggestions
of our timid and anxious hearts, every kind of
barbarity is ascribed to the supreme Being, from
the terrors with which we are agitated; and every
kind of caprice, from the methods which we
embrace in order to appease him. Barbarity,
caprice; these qualities, however nominally
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disguised, we may universally observe, form the
ruling character of the deity in popular religions.
Even
priests, instead of correcting these depraved ideas
of mankind, have often been found ready to foster
and encourage them. The more tremendous the
divinity is represented, the more tame and
submissive do men become to his ministers: And
the more unaccountable the measures of
acceptance required by him, the more necessary
does it become to abandon our natural reason, and
yield to their ghostly guidance and direction. Thus
it may be allowed, that the artifices of men
aggravate our natural infirmities and follies of this
kind, but never originally beget them. Their root
strikes deeper into the mind, and springs from the
essential and universal properties of human nature.
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David Hume- An Enquiry Concerning Human
Understanding
Section X. Of Miracles
PART I.
1. There is, in Dr. Tillotson's writings, an argument
against the real presence, which is as concise, and
elegant, and strong as any argument can possibly
be supposed against a doctrine, so little worthy of a
serious refutation. It is acknowledged on all hands,
says that learned prelate, that the authority, either
of the scripture or of tradition, is founded merely
in the testimony of the apostles, who were eyewitnesses to those miracles of our Saviour, by
which he proved his divine mission. Our evidence,
then, for the truth of the Christian religion is less
than the evidence for the truth of our senses;
because, even in the first authors of our religion, it
was no greater; and it is evident it must diminish in
passing from them to their disciples; nor can any
one rest such confidence in their testimony, as in
the immediate object of his senses. But a weaker
evidence can never destroy a stronger; and
therefore, were the doctrine of the real presence
ever so clearly revealed in scripture, it were
directly contrary to the rules of just reasoning to
give our assent to it. It contradicts sense, though
both the scripture and tradition, on which it is
supposed to be built, carry not such evidence with
them as sense; when they are considered merely as
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external evidences, and are not brought home to
every one's breast, by the immediate operation of
the Holy Spirit.
2. Nothing is so convenient as a decisive argument
of this kind, which must at least silence the most
arrogant bigotry and superstition, and free us from
their impertinent solicitations. I flatter myself, that
I have discovered an argument of a like nature,
which, if just, will, with the wise and learned, be
an everlasting check to all kinds of superstitious
delusion, and consequently, will be useful as long
as the world endures. For so long, I presume, will
the accounts of miracles and prodigies be found in
all history, sacred and profane.
3. Though experience be our only guide in
reasoning concerning matters of fact; it must be
acknowledged, that this guide is not altogether
infallible, but in some cases is apt to lead us into
errors. One, who in our climate, should expect
better weather in any week of June than in one of
December, would reason justly, and conformably
to experience; but it is certain, that he may happen,
in the event, to find himself mistaken. However,
we may observe, that, in such a case, he would
have no cause to complain of experience; because
it commonly informs us beforehand of the
uncertainty, by that contrariety of events, which we
may learn from a diligent observation. All effects
follow not with like certainty from their supposed
causes. Some events are found, in all countries and
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all ages, to have been constantly conjoined
together: Others are found to have been more
variable, and sometimes to disappoint our
expectations; so that, in our reasonings concerning
matter of fact, there are all imaginable degrees of
assurance, from the highest certainty to the lowest
species of moral evidence.
4. A wise man, therefore, proportions his belief to
the evidence. In such conclusions as are founded
on an infallible experience, he expects the event
with the last degree of assurance, and regards his
past experience as a full proof of the future
existence of that event. In other cases, he proceeds
with more caution: He weighs the opposite
experiments: He considers which side is supported
by the greater number of experiments: to that side
he inclines, with doubt and hesitation; and when at
last he fixes his judgement, the evidence exceeds
not what we properly call probability. All
probability, then, supposes an opposition of
experiments and observations, where the one side
is found to overbalance the other, and to produce a
degree of evidence, proportioned to the superiority.
A hundred instances or experiments on one side,
and fifty on another, afford a doubtful expectation
of any event; though a hundred uniform
experiments, with only one that is contradictory,
reasonably beget a pretty strong degree of
assurance. In all cases, we must balance the
opposite experiments, where they are opposite, and
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deduct the smaller number from the greater, in
order to know the exact force of the superior
evidence.
5. To apply these principles to a particular
instance; we may observe that there is no species
of reasoning more common, more useful, and even
necessary to human life, than that which is derived
from the testimony of men, and the reports of eyewitnesses and spectators. This species of
reasoning, perhaps, one may deny to be founded
on the relation of cause and effect. I shall not
dispute about a word. It will be sufficient to
observe that our assurance in any argument of this
kind is derived from no other principle than our
observation of the veracity of human testimony,
and of the usual conformity of facts to the reports
of witnesses. It being a general maxim, that no
objects have any discoverable connexion together,
and that all the inferences, which we can draw
from one to another, are founded merely on our
experience of their constant and regular
conjunction; it is evident that we ought not to make
an exception to this maxim in favour of human
testimony, whose connexion with any event seems,
in itself, as little necessary as any other. Were not
the memory tenacious to a certain degree; had not
men commonly an inclination to truth and a
principle of probity; were they not sensible to
shame, when detected in a falsehood: Were not
these, I say, discovered by experience to be
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qualities, inherent in human nature, we should
never repose the least confidence in human
testimony. A man delirious, or noted for falsehood
and villany, has no manner of authority with us.
6. And as the evidence, derived from witnesses and
human testimony, is founded on past experience,
so it varies with the experience, and is regarded
either as a proof or a probability, according as the
conjunction between any particular kind of report
and any kind of object has been found to be
constant or variable. There are a number of
circumstances to be taken into consideration in all
judgements of this kind; and the ultimate standard,
by which we determine all disputes, that may arise
concerning them, is always derived from
experience and observation. Where this experience
is not entirely uniform on any side, it is attended
with an unavoidable contrariety in our judgements,
and with the same opposition and mutual
destruction of argument as in every other kind of
evidence. We frequently hesitate concerning the
reports of others. We balance the opposite
circumstances, which cause any doubt or
uncertainty; and when we discover a superiority on
any side, we incline to it; but still with a
diminution of assurance, in proportion to the force
of its antagonist.
7. This contrariety of evidence, in the present case,
may be derived from several different causes; from
the opposition of contrary testimony; from the
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character or number of the witnesses; from the
manner of their delivering their testimony; or from
the union of all these circumstances. We entertain a
suspicion concerning any matter of fact, when the
witnesses contradict each other; when they are but
few, or of a doubtful character; when they have an
interest in what they affirm; when they deliver
their testimony with hesitation, or on the contrary,
with too violent asseverations. There are many
other particulars of the same kind, which may
diminish or destroy the force of any argument,
derived from human testimony.
8. Suppose, for instance, that the fact, which the
testimony endeavours to establish, partakes of the
extraordinary and the marvellous; in that case, the
evidence, resulting from the testimony, admits of a
diminution, greater or less, in proportion as the fact
is more or less unusual. The reason why we place
any credit in witnesses and historians, is not
derived from any connexion, which we perceive a
priori, between testimony and reality, but because
we are accustomed to find a conformity between
them. But when the fact attested is such a one as
has seldom fallen under our observation, here is a
contest of two opposite experiences; of which the
one destroys the other, as far as its force goes, and
the superior can only operate on the mind by the
force, which remains. The very same principle of
experience, which gives us a certain degree of
assurance in the testimony of witnesses, gives us
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also, in this case, another degree of assurance
against the fact, which they endeavour to establish;
from which contradiction there necessarily arises a
counterpoize, and mutual destruction of belief and
authority.
9. I should not believe such a story were it told me
by Cato, was a proverbial saying in Rome, even
during the lifetime of that philosophical patriot.*
The incredibility of a fact, it was allowed, might
invalidate so great an authority.
10. The Indian prince, who refused to believe the
first relations concerning the effects of frost,
reasoned justly; and it naturally required very
strong testimony to engage his assent to facts, that
arose from a state of nature, with which he was
unacquainted, and which bore so little analogy to
those events, of which he had had constant and
uniform experience. Though they were not
contrary to his experience, they were not
conformable to it.
11. But in order to encrease the probability against
the testimony of witnesses, let us suppose, that the
fact, which they affirm, instead of being only
marvellous, is really miraculous; and suppose also,
that the testimony considered apart and in itself,
amounts to an entire proof; in that case, there is
proof against proof, of which the strongest must
prevail, but still with a diminution of its force, in
proportion to that of its antagonist.
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12. A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature;
and as a firm and unalterable experience has
established these laws, the proof against a miracle,
from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as any
argument from experience can possibly be
imagined. Why is it more than probable, that all
men must die; that lead cannot, of itself, remain
suspended in the air; that fire consumes wood, and
is extinguished by water; unless it be, that these
events are found agreeable to the laws of nature,
and there is required a violation of these laws, or in
other words, a miracle to prevent them? Nothing is
esteemed a miracle, if it ever happen in the
common course of nature. It is no miracle that a
man, seemingly in good health, should die on a
sudden: because such a kind of death, though more
unusual than any other, has yet been frequently
observed to happen. But it is a miracle, that a dead
man should come to life; because that has never
been observed in any age or country. There must,
therefore, be a uniform experience against every
miraculous event, otherwise the event would not
merit that appellation. And as a uniform experience
amounts to a proof, there is here a direct and full
proof, from the nature of the fact, against the
existence of any miracle; nor can such a proof be
destroyed, or the miracle rendered credible, but by
an opposite proof, which is superior.
13. The plain consequence is (and it is a general
maxim worthy of our attention), "That no
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testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless
the testimony be of such a kind, that its falsehood
would be more miraculous, than the fact, which it
endeavours to establish; and even in that case there
is a mutual destruction of arguments, and the
superior only gives us an assurance suitable to that
degree of force, which remains, after deducting the
inferior." When anyone tells me, that he saw a dead
man restored to life, I immediately consider with
myself, whether it be more probable, that this
person should either deceive or be deceived, or that
the fact, which he relates, should really have
happened. I weigh the one miracle against the
other; and according to the superiority, which I
discover, I pronounce my decision, and always
reject the greater miracle. If the falsehood of his
testimony would be more miraculous, than the
event which he relates; then, and not till then, can
he pretend to command my belief or opinion.
PART II.
14. In the foregoing reasoning we have supposed
that the testimony, upon which a miracle is
founded, may possibly amount to an entire proof,
and that the falsehood of that testimony would be a
real prodigy: But it is easy to shew that we have
been a great deal too liberal in our concession, and
that there never was a miraculous event established
on so full an evidence.
15. For first, there is not to be found, in all history,
any miracle attested by a sufficient number of men,
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of such unquestioned good-sense, education, and
learning, as to secure us against all delusion in
themselves; of such undoubted integrity, as to
place them beyond all suspicion of any design to
deceive others; of such credit and reputation in the
eyes of mankind, as to have a great deal to lose in
case of their being detected in any falsehood; and
at the same time, attesting facts performed in such
a public manner and in so celebrated a part of the
world, as to render the detection unavoidable: All
which circumstances are requisite to give us a full
assurance in the testimony of men.
16. Secondly. We may observe in human nature a
principle which, if strictly examined, will be found
to diminish extremely the assurance, which we
might, from human testimony, have, in any kind of
prodigy. The maxim, by which we commonly
conduct ourselves in our reasonings, is, that the
objects, of which we have no experience, resemble
those, of which we have; that what we have found
to be most usual is always most probable; and that
where there is an opposition of arguments, we
ought to give the preference to such as are founded
on the greatest number of past observations. But
though, in proceeding by this rule, we readily
reject any fact which is unusual and incredible in
an ordinary degree; yet in advancing farther, the
mind observes not always the same rule; but when
anything is affirmed utterly absurd and miraculous,
it rather the more readily admits of such a fact,
47

D E F E N D YO U R S E L F
K N O W L E G E

W I T H

upon account of that very circumstance, which
ought to destroy all its authority. The passion of
surprise and wonder, arising from miracles, being
an agreeable emotion, gives a sensible tendency
towards the belief of those events, from which it is
derived. And this goes so far, that even those who
cannot enjoy this pleasure immediately, nor can
believe those miraculous events, of which they are
informed, yet love to partake of the satisfaction at
second-hand or by rebound, and place a pride and
delight in exciting the admiration of others.
17. With what greediness are the miraculous
accounts of travellers received, their descriptions
of sea and land monsters, their relations of
wonderful adventures, strange men, and uncouth
manners? But if the spirit of religion join itself to
the love of wonder, there is an end of common
sense; and human testimony, in these
circumstances, loses all pretensions to authority. A
religionist may be an enthusiast, and imagine he
sees what has no reality: he may know his
narrative to be false, and yet persevere in it, with
the best intentions in the world, for the sake of
promoting so holy a cause: or even where this
delusion has not place, vanity, excited by so strong
a temptation, operates on him more powerfully
than on the rest of mankind in any other
circumstances; and self-interest with equal force.
His auditors may not have, and commonly have
not, sufficient judgement to canvass his evidence:
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what judgement they have, they renounce by
principle, in these sublime and mysterious
subjects: or if they were ever so willing to employ
it, passion and a heated imagination disturb the
regularity of its operations. Their credulity
increases his impudence: and his impudence
overpowers their credulity.
18. Eloquence, when at its highest pitch, leaves
little room for reason or reflection; but addressing
itself entirely to the fancy or the affections,
captivates the willing hearers, and subdues their
understanding. Happily, this pitch it seldom attains.
But what a Tully or a Demosthenes could scarcely
effect over a Roman or Athenian audience, every
Capuchin, every itinerant or stationary teacher can
perform over the generality of mankind, and in a
higher degree, by touching such gross and vulgar
passions.
19. The many instances of forged miracles, and
prophecies, and supernatural events, which, in all
ages, have either been detected by contrary
evidence, or which detect themselves by their
absurdity, prove sufficiently the strong propensity
of mankind to the extraordinary and the
marvellous, and ought reasonably to beget a
suspicion against all relations of this kind. This is
our natural way of thinking, even with regard to
the most common and most credible events. For
instance: There is no kind of report which rises so
easily, and spreads so quickly, especially in
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country places and provincial towns, as those
concerning marriages; insomuch that two young
persons of equal condition never see each other
twice, but the whole neighbourhood immediately
join them together. The pleasure of telling a piece
of news so interesting, of propagating it, and of
being the first reporters of it, spreads the
intelligence. And this is so well known, that no
man of sense gives attention to these reports, till he
find them confirmed by some greater evidence. Do
not the same passions, and others still stronger,
incline the generality of mankind to believe and
report, with the greatest vehemence and assurance,
all religious miracles?
20. Thirdly. It forms a strong presumption against
all supernatural and miraculous relations, that they
are observed chiefly to abound among ignorant and
barbarous nations; or if a civilized people has ever
given admission to any of them, that people will be
found to have received them from ignorant and
barbarous ancestors, who transmitted them with
that inviolable sanction and authority, which
always attend received opinions. When we peruse
the first histories of all nations, we are apt to
imagine ourselves transported into some new
world; where the whole frame of nature is
disjointed, and every element performs its
operations in a different manner, from what it does
at present. Battles, revolutions, pestilence, famine
and death, are never the effect of those natural
50

D E F E N D YO U R S E L F
K N O W L E G E

W I T H

causes, which we experience. Prodigies, omens,
oracles, judgements, quite obscure the few natural
events, that are intermingled with them. But as the
former grow thinner every page, in proportion as
we advance nearer the enlightened ages, we soon
learn, that there is nothing mysterious or
supernatural in the case, but that all proceeds from
the usual propensity of mankind towards the
marvellous, and that, though this inclination may at
intervals receive a check from sense and learning,
it can never be thoroughly extirpated from human
nature.
21. It is strange, a judicious reader is apt to say,
upon the perusal of these wonderful historians, that
such prodigious events never happen in our days.
But it is nothing strange, I hope, that men should
lie in all ages. You must surely have seen instances
enough of that frailty. You have yourself heard
many such marvellous relations started, which,
being treated with scorn by all the wise and
judicious, have at last been abandoned even by the
vulgar. Be assured, that those renowned lies, which
have spread and flourished to such a monstrous
height, arose from like beginnings; but being sown
in a more proper soil, shot up at last into prodigies
almost equal to those which they relate.
22. It was a wise policy in that false prophet,
Alexander, who though now forgotten, was once so
famous, to lay the first scene of his impostures in
Paphlagonia, where, as Lucian tells us, the people
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were extremely ignorant and stupid, and ready to
swallow even the grossest delusion. People at a
distance, who are weak enough to think the matter
at all worth enquiry, have no opportunity of
receiving better information. The stories come
magnified to them by a hundred circumstances.
Fools are industrious in propagating the imposture;
while the wise and learned are contented, in
general, to deride its absurdity, without informing
themselves of the particular facts, by which it may
be distinctly refuted. And thus the impostor above
mentioned was enabled to proceed, from his
ignorant Paphlagonians, to the enlisting of
votaries, even among the Grecian philosophers,
and men of the most eminent rank and distinction
in Rome: nay, could engage the attention of that
sage emperor Marcus Aurelius; so far as to make
him trust the success of a military expedition to his
delusive prophecies.
23. The advantages are so great, of starting an
imposture among an ignorant people, that, even
though the delusion should be too gross to impose
on the generality of them (which, though seldom,
is sometimes the case) it has a much better chance
for succeeding in remote countries, than if the first
scene had been laid in a city renowned for arts and
knowledge. The most ignorant and barbarous of
these barbarians carry the report abroad. None of
their countrymen have a large correspondence, or
sufficient credit and authority to contradict and
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beat down the delusion. Men's inclination to the
marvellous has full opportunity to display itself.
And thus a story, which is universally exploded in
the place where it was first started, shall pass for
certain at a thousand miles distance. But had
Alexander fixed his residence at Athens, the
philosophers of that renowned mart of learning had
immediately spread, throughout the whole Roman
empire, their sense of the matter; which, being
supported by so great authority, and displayed by
all the force of reason and eloquence, had entirely
opened the eyes of mankind. It is true; Lucian,
passing by chance through Paphlagonia, had an
opportunity of performing this good office. But,
though much to be wished, it does not always
happen, that every Alexander meets with a Lucian,
ready to expose and detect his impostures.
24. I may add as a fourth reason, which diminishes
the authority of prodigies, that there is no
testimony for any, even those which have not been
expressly detected, that is not opposed by an
infinite number of witnesses; so that not only the
miracle destroys the credit of testimony, but the
testimony destroys itself. To make this the better
understood, let us consider, that, in matters of
religion, whatever is different is contrary; and that
it is impossible the religions of ancient Rome, of
Turkey, of Siam, and of China should, all of them,
be established on any solid foundation. Every
miracle, therefore, pretended to have been wrought
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in any of these religions (and all of them abound in
miracles), as its direct scope is to establish the
particular system to which it is attributed; so has it
the same force, though more indirectly, to
overthrow every other system. In destroying a rival
system, it likewise destroys the credit of those
miracles, on which that system was established; so
that all the prodigies of different religions are to be
regarded as contrary facts, and the evidences of
these prodigies, whether weak or strong, as
opposite to each other. According to this method of
reasoning, when we believe any miracle of
Mahomet or his successors, we have for our
warrant the testimony of a few barbarous Arabians:
And on the other hand, we are to regard the
authority of Titus Livius, Plutarch, Tacitus, and, in
short, of all the authors and witnesses, Grecian,
Chinese, and Roman Catholic, who have related
any miracle in their particular religion; I say, we
are to regard their testimony in the same light as if
they had mentioned that Mahometan miracle, and
had in express terms contradicted it, with the same
certainty as they have for the miracle they relate.
This argument may appear over subtile and
refined; but is not in reality different from the
reasoning of a judge, who supposes that the credit
of two witnesses, maintaining a crime against any
one, is destroyed by the testimony of two others,
who affirm him to have been two hundred leagues
distant, at the same instant when the crime is said
to have been committed.
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25. One of the best attested miracles in all profane
history, is that which Tacitus reports of Vespasian,
who cured a blind man in Alexandria, by means of
his spittle, and a lame man by the mere touch of
his foot; in obedience to a vision of the god
Serapis, who had enjoined them to have recourse
to the Emperor, for these miraculous cures. The
story may be seen in that fine historian; where
every circumstance seems to add weight to the
testimony, and might be displayed at large with all
the force of argument and eloquence, if any one
were now concerned to enforce the evidence of
that exploded and idolatrous superstition. The
gravity, solidity, age, and probity of so great an
emperor, who, through the whole course of his life,
conversed in a familiar manner with his friends
and courtiers, and never affected those
extraordinary airs of divinity assumed by
Alexander and Demetrius. The historian, a
contemporary writer, noted for candour and
veracity, and withal, the greatest and most
penetrating genius, perhaps, of all antiquity; and so
free from any tendency to credulity, that he even
lies under the contrary imputation, of atheism and
profaneness: The persons, from whose authority he
related the miracle, of established character for
judgement and veracity, as we may well presume;
eye-witnesses of the fact, and confirming their
testimony, after the Flavian family was despoiled
of the empire, and could no longer give any
reward, as the price of a lie. Utrumque, qui
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interfuere, nunc quoque memorant, postquam
nullum mendacio pretium. To which if we add the
public nature of the facts, as related, it will appear,
that no evidence can well be supposed stronger for
so gross and so palpable a falsehood.
26. There is also a memorable story related by
Cardinal de Retz, which may well deserve our
consideration. When that intriguing politician fled
into Spain, to avoid the persecution of his enemies,
he passed through Saragossa, the capital of
Aragon, where he was shewn, in the cathedral, a
man, who had served seven years as a doorkeeper,
and was well known to every body in town, that
had ever paid his devotions at that church. He had
been seen, for so long a time, wanting a leg; but
recovered that limb by the rubbing of holy oil upon
the stump; and the cardinal assures us that he saw
him with two legs. This miracle was vouched by
all the canons of the church; and the whole
company in town were appealed to for a
confirmation of the fact; whom the cardinal found,
by their zealous devotion, to be thorough believers
of the miracle. Here the relater was also
contemporary to the supposed prodigy, of an
incredulous and libertine character, as well as of
great genius; the miracle of so singular a nature as
could scarcely admit of a counterfeit, and the
witnesses very numerous, and all of them, in a
manner, spectators of the fact, to which they gave
their testimony. And what adds mightily to the
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force of the evidence, and may double our surprise
on this occasion, is, that the cardinal himself, who
relates the story, seems not to give any credit to it,
and consequently cannot be suspected of any
concurrence in the holy fraud. He considered
justly, that it was not requisite, in order to reject a
fact of this nature, to be able accurately to disprove
the testimony, and to trace its falsehood, through
all the circumstances of knavery and credulity
which produced it. He knew, that, as this was
commonly altogether impossible at any small
distance of time and place; so was it extremely
difficult, even where one was immediately present,
by reason of the bigotry, ignorance, cunning, and
roguery of a great part of mankind. He therefore
concluded, like a just reasoner, that such an
evidence carried falsehood upon the very face of it,
and that a miracle, supported by any human
testimony, was more properly a subject of derision
than of argument.
27. There surely never was a greater number of
miracles ascribed to one person, than those, which
were lately said to have been wrought in France
upon the tomb of Abbe Paris, the famous Jansenist,
with whose sanctity the people were so long
deluded. The curing of the sick, giving hearing to
the deaf, and sight to the blind, were every where
talked of as the usual effects of that holy sepulchre.
But what is more extraordinary; many of the
miracles were immediately proved upon the spot,
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before judges of unquestioned integrity, attested by
witnesses of credit and distinction, in a learned
age, and on the most eminent theatre that is now in
the world. Nor is this all: a relation of them was
published and dispersed every where; nor were the
Jesuits, though a learned body, supported by the
civil magistrate, and determined enemies to those
opinions, in whose favour the miracles were said to
have been wrought, ever able distinctly to refute or
detect them. Where shall we find such a number of
circumstances, agreeing to the corroboration of one
fact? And what have we to oppose to such a cloud
of witnesses, but the absolute impossibility or
miraculous nature of the events, which they relate?
And this surely, in the eyes of all reasonable
people, will alone be regarded as a sufficient
refutation.
28. Is the consequence just, because some human
testimony has the utmost force and authority in
some cases, when it relates the battle of Philippi or
Pharsalia for instance; that therefore all kinds of
testimony must, in all cases, have equal force and
authority? Suppose that the Caesarean and
Pompeian factions had, each of them, claimed the
victory in these battles, and that the historians of
each party had uniformly ascribed the advantage to
their own side; how could mankind, at this
distance, have been able to determine between
them? The contrariety is equally strong between
the miracles related by Herodotus or Plutarch, and
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those delivered by Mariana, Bede, or any monkish
historian.
29. The wise lend a very academic faith to every
report which favours the passion of the reporter;
whether it magnifies his country, his family, or
himself, or in any other way strikes in with his
natural inclinations and propensities. But what
greater temptation than to appear a missionary, a
prophet, an ambassador from heaven? Who would
not encounter many dangers and difficulties, in
order to attain so sublime a character? Or if, by the
help of vanity and a heated imagination, a man has
first made a convert of himself, and entered
seriously into the delusion I who ever scruples to
make use of pious frauds, in support of so holy and
meritorious a cause?
30. The smallest spark may here kindle into the
greatest flame; because the materials are always
prepared for it. The avidum genus auricularum, the
gazing populace, receive greedily, without
examination, whatever sooths superstition, and
promotes wonder.
31. How many stories of this nature have in all
ages, been detected and exploded in their infancy?
How many more have been celebrated for a time,
and have afterwards sunk into neglect and
oblivion? Where such reports, therefore, fly about,
the solution of the phenomenon is obvious; and we
in conformity to regular experience and
observation, when we account for it by the known
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and natural principles of credulity and delusion.
And shall we, rather than have a recourse to so
natural a solution, allow of a miraculous violation
of the most established laws of nature?
32. I need not mention the difficulty of detecting a
falsehood in any private or even public history, at
the place, where it is said to happen; much more
when the scene is removed to ever so small a
distance. Even a court of judicature, with all the
authority, accuracy, and judgement, which they can
employ, find themselves often at a loss to
distinguish between truth and falsehood in the
most recent actions. But the matter never comes to
any issue, if trusted to the common method of
altercations and debate and flying rumours;
especially when men's passions have taken part on
either side.
33. In the infancy of new religions, the wise and
learned commonly esteem the matter too
inconsiderable to deserve their attention or regard.
And when afterwards they would willingly detect
the cheat, in order to undeceive the deluded
multitude, the season is now past, and the records
and witnesses, which might clear up the matter,
have perished beyond recovery.
34. No means of detection remain, but those which
must be drawn from the very testimony itself of the
reporters: and these, though always sufficient with
the judicious and knowing, are commonly too fine
to fall under the comprehension of the vulgar.
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35. Upon the whole, then, it appears, that no
testimony for any kind of miracle has ever
amounted to a probability, much less to a proof;
and that, even supposing it amounted to a proof, it
would be opposed by another proof, derived from
the very nature of the fact, which it would
endeavour to establish. It is experience only, which
gives authority to human testimony; and it is the
same experience, which assures us of the laws of
nature. When, therefore, these two kinds of
experience are contrary, we have nothing to do but
substract the one from the other, and embrace an
opinion, either on one side or the other, with that
assurance which arises from the remainder. But
according to the principle here explained, this
substraction, with regard to all popular religions,
amounts to an entire annihilation; and therefore we
may establish it as a maxim, that no human
testimony can have such force as to prove a
miracle, and make it a just foundation for any such
system of religion.
36. I beg the limitations here made may be
remarked, when I say, that a miracle can never be
proved, so as to be the foundation of a system of
religion. For I own, that otherwise, there may
possibly be miracles, or violations of the usual
course of nature, of such a kind as to admit of
proof from human testimony; though, perhaps, it
will be impossible to find any such in all the
records of history. Thus, suppose all authors, in all
61

D E F E N D YO U R S E L F
K N O W L E G E

W I T H

languages, agree, that, from the first of January
1600, there was a total darkness over the whole
earth for eight days: suppose that the tradition of
this extraordinary event is still strong and lively
among the people: that all travellers, who return
from foreign countries, bring us accounts of the
same tradition, without the least variation or
contradiction: it is evident, that our present
philosophers, instead of doubting the fact, ought to
receive it as certain, and ought to search for the
causes whence it might be derived. The decay,
corruption, and dissolution of nature, is an event
rendered probable by so many analogies, that any
phenomenon, which seems to have a tendency
towards that catastrophe, comes within the reach of
human testimony, if that testimony be very
extensive and uniform.
37. But suppose, that all the historians who treat of
England, should agree, that, on the first of January
1600, Queen Elizabeth died; that both before and
after her death she was seen by her physicians and
the whole court, as is usual with persons of her
rank; that her successor was acknowledged and
proclaimed by the parliament; and that, after being
interred a month, she again appeared, resumed the
throne, and governed England for three years: I
must confess that I should be surprised at the
concurrence of so many odd circumstances, but
should not have the least inclination to believe so
miraculous an event. I should not doubt of her
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pretended death, and of those other public
circumstances that followed it: I should only assert
it to have been pretended, and that it neither was,
nor possibly could be real. You would in vain
object to me the difficulty, and almost
impossibility of deceiving the world in an affair of
such consequence; the wisdom and solid
judgement of that renowned queen; with the little
or no advantage which she could reap from so poor
an artifice: All this might astonish me; but I would
still reply, that the knavery and folly of men are
such common phenomena, that I should rather
believe the most extraordinary events to arise from
their concurrence, than admit of so signal a
violation of the laws of nature.
38. But should this miracle be ascribed to any new
system of religion; men, in all ages, have been so
much imposed on by ridiculous stories of that kind,
that this very circumstance would be a full proof of
a cheat, and sufficient, with all men of sense, not
only to make them reject the fact, but even reject it
without farther examination. Though the Being to
whom the miracle is ascribed, be, in this case,
Almighty, it does not, upon that account, become a
whit more probable; since it is impossible for us to
know the attributes or actions of such a Being,
otherwise than from the experience which we have
of his productions, in the usual course of nature.
This still reduces us to past observation, and
obliges us to compare the instances of the violation
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of truth in the testimony of men, with those of the
violation of the laws of nature by miracles, in order
to judge which of them is most likely and
probable. As the violations of truth are more
common in the testimony concerning religious
miracles, than in that concerning any other matter
of fact; this must diminish very much the authority
of the former testimony, and make us form a
general resolution, never to lend any attention to it,
with whatever specious pretence it may be
covered.
39. Lord Bacon seems to have embraced the same
principles of reasoning. "We ought," says he, "to
make a collection or particular history of all
monsters and prodigious births or productions, and
in a word of everything new, rare, and
extraordinary in nature. But this must be done with
the most severe scrutiny, lest we depart from truth.
Above all, every relation must be considered as
suspicious, which depends in any degree upon
religion, as the prodigies of Livy: And no less so,
everything that is to be found in the writers of
natural magic or alchemy, or such authors, who
seem, all of them, to have an unconquerable
appetite for falsehood and fable."
40. I am the better pleased with the method of
reasoning here delivered, as I think it may serve to
confound those dangerous friends or disguised
enemies to the Christian Religion, who have
undertaken to defend it by the principles of human
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reason. Our most holy religion is founded on Faith,
not on reason; and it is a sure method of exposing
it to put it to such a trial as it is, by no means, fitted
to endure. To make this more evident, let us
examine those miracles, related in scripture; and
not to lose ourselves in too wide a field, let us
confine ourselves to such as we find in the
Pentateuch, which we shall examine, according to
the principles of these pretended Christians, not as
the word or testimony of God himself, but as the
production of a mere human writer and historian.
Here then we are first to consider a book,
presented to us by a barbarous and ignorant people,
written in an age when they were still more
barbarous, and in all probability long after the facts
which it relates, corroborated by no concurring
testimony, and resembling those fabulous accounts,
which every nation gives of its origin. Upon
reading this book, we find it full of prodigies and
miracles. It gives an account of a state of the world
and of human nature entirely different from the
present: Of our fall from that state: Of the age of
man, extended to near a thousand years: Of the
destruction of the world by a deluge: Of the
arbitrary choice of one people, as the favourites of
heaven; and that people the countrymen of the
author: Of their deliverance from bondage by
prodigies the most astonishing imaginable: I desire
anyone to lay his hand upon his heart, and after a
serious consideration declare, whether he thinks
that the falsehood of such a book, supported by
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such a testimony, would be more extraordinary and
miraculous than all the miracles it relates; which is,
however, necessary to make it be received,
according to the measures of probability above
established.
41. What we have said of miracles may be applied,
without any variation, to prophecies; and
indeed, all prophecies are real miracles, and as
such only, can be admitted as proofs of any
revelation. If it did not exceed the capacity of
human nature to foretell future events, it would
be absurd to employ any prophecy as an
argument for a divine mission or authority
from heaven. So that, upon the whole, we may
conclude, that the Christian Religion not only
was at first attended with miracles, but even at
this day cannot be believed by any reasonable
person without one. Mere reason is insufficient
to convince us of its veracity: And whoever is
moved by Faith to assent to it, is conscious of a
continued miracle in his own person, which
subverts all the principles of his understanding,
and gives him a determination to believe what
is most contrary to custom and experience.
______________
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4. A Refutation of Deism
4.1. Certainly much more well known for his
poetry than for his skepticism of
religion, Percy Bysshe Shelley was
expelled from University College,
Oxford, for writing his pamphlet, The
Necessity of Atheism. Taking the form of
a discussion between two characters,
Theosophus and Eusebes, in this
excerpt from his A Refutation of Deism
Shelley goes about destroying any
notion of a justification for the belief in a
creator.

Percy Bysshe Shelley- A Refutation of Deism
Design must be proved before a designer can be
inferred. The matter in controversy is the existence
of design in the Universe, and it is not permitted to
assume the contested premises and thence infer the
matter in dispute. Insidiously to employ the words
contrivance, design, and adaptation before these
circumstances are made apparent in the Universe,
thence justly inferring a contriver, is a popular
sophism against which it behooves us to be
watchful.
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To assert that motion is an attribute of mind, that
matter is inert, that every combination is the result
of intelligence is also an assumption of the matter
in dispute.
Why do we admit design in any machine of human
contrivance? Simply because innumerable
instances of machines having been contrived by
human art are present to our mind, because we are
acquainted with persons who could construct such
machines; but if, having no previous knowledge of
any artificial contrivance, we had accidentally
found a watch upon the ground, we should have
been justified in concluding that it was a thing of
Nature, that it was a combination of matter with
whose cause we were unacquainted, and that any
attempt to account for the origin of its existence
would be equally presumptuous and unsatisfactory.
The analogy which you attempt to establish
between the contrivances of human art, and the
various existences of the Universe, is inadmissible.
We attribute these effects to human intelligence,
because we know beforehand that human
intelligence is capable of producing them. Take
away this knowledge, and the grounds of our
reasoning will be destroyed. Our entire ignorance,
therefore, of the Divine Nature leaves this analogy
defective in its most essential point of comparison.
What consideration remains to be urged in support
of the creation of the Universe by a supreme
Being? Its admirable fitness for the production of
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certain effects, that wonderful consent of all its
parts, that universal harmony by whose changeless
laws innumerable systems of worlds perform their
stated revolutions, and the blood is driven through
the veins of the minutest animalcule that sports in
the corruption of an insect’s lymph: on this account
did the Universe require an intelligent Creator,
because it exists producing invariable effects, and
inasmuch as it is admirably organised for the
production of these effects, so the more did it
require a creative intelligence.
Thus have we arrived at the substance of your
assertion, “That whatever exists, producing certain
effects, stands in need of a Creator, and the more
conspicuous is its fitness for the production of
these effects, the more certain will be our
conclusion that it would not have existed from
eternity, but must have derived its origin from an
intelligent creator.”
In what respect then do these arguments apply to
the Universe, and not apply to God? From the
fitness of the Universe to its end you infer the
necessity of an intelligent Creator. But if the fitness
of the Universe, to produce certain effects, be thus
conspicuous and evident, how much more
exquisite fitness to his end must exist in the Author
of this Universe? If we find great difficulty from
its admirable arrangement in conceiving that the
Universe has existed from all eternity, and to
resolve this difficulty suppose a Creator, how
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much more clearly must we perceive the necessity
of this very Creator’s creation whose perfections
comprehend an arrangement far more accurate and
just.
The belief of an infinity of creative and created
Gods, each more eminently requiring an intelligent
author of his being than the foregoing, is a direct
consequence of the premises which you have
stated. The assumption that the Universe is a
design, leads to a conclusion that there are [an]
infinity of creative and created Gods, which is
absurd. It is impossible indeed to prescribe limits
to learned error, when Philosophy relinquishes
experience and feeling for speculation.
Until it is clearly proved that the Universe was
created, we may reasonably suppose that it has
endured from all eternity. In a case where two
propositions are diametrically opposite, the mind
believes that which is less incomprehensible: it is
easier to suppose that the Universe has existed
from all eternity, than to conceive an eternal being
capable of creating it. If the mind sinks beneath the
weight of one, is it an alleviation to increase the
intolerability of the burthen?
A man knows, not only that he now is, but that
there was a time when he did not exist;
consequently there must have been a cause. But we
can only infer, from effects, causes exactly
adequate to those effects. There certainly is a
generative power which is effected by particular
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instruments; we cannot prove that it is inherent in
these instruments, nor is the contrary hypothesis
capable of demonstration. We admit that the
generative power is incomprehensible, but to
suppose that the same effects are produced by an
eternal Omnipotent and Omniscient Being, leaves
the cause in the same obscurity, but renders it more
incomprehensible.
We can only infer from effects causes exactly
adequate to those effects. An infinite number of
effects demand an infinite number of causes, nor is
the philosopher justified in supposing a greater
connexion or unity in the latter, than is perceptible
in the former. The same energy cannot be at once
the cause of the serpent and the sheep; of the blight
by which the harvest is destroyed, and the sunshine
by which it is matured; of the ferocious
propensities by which man becomes a victim to
himself, and of the accurate judgment by which his
institutions are improved. The spirit of our accurate
and exact philosophy is outraged by conclusions
which contradict each other so glaringly.
The greatest, equally with the smallest motions of
the Universe, are subjected to the rigid necessity of
inevitable laws. These laws are the unknown
causes of the known effects perceivable in the
Universe. Their effects are the boundaries of our
knowledge, their names the expressions of our
ignorance. To suppose some existence beyond, or
above them, is to invent a second and superfluous
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hypothesis to account for what has already been
accounted for by the laws of motion and the
properties of matter. I admit that the nature of these
laws is incomprehensible, but the hypothesis of a
Deity adds a gratuitous difficulty, which so far
from alleviating those which it is adduced to
explain, requires new hypothesis for the
elucidation of its own inherent contradictions.
The laws of attraction and repulsion, desire and
aversion, suffice to account for every phenomenon
of the moral and physical world. A precise
knowledge of the properties of any object, is alone
requisite to determine its manner of action. Let the
mathematician be acquainted with the weight and
volume of a cannon ball, together with the degree
of velocity and inclination with which it is
impelled, and he will accurately delineate the
course it must describe, and determine the force
with which it will strike an object at a given
distance. Let the influencing motive, present to the
mind of any person be given, and the knowledge of
his consequent conduct will result. Let the bulk
and velocity of a comet be discovered, and the
astronomer, by the accurate estimation of the equal
and contrary actions of the centripetal and
centrifugal forces, will justly predict the period of
its return.
The anomalous motions of the heavenly bodies,
their unequal velocities and frequent aberrations,
are corrected by that gravitation by which they are
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caused. The illustrious Laplace has shown that the
approach of the Moon to the Earth, and the Earth
to the Sun, is only a secular equation of a very long
period, which has its maximum and minimum. The
system of the Universe then is upheld solely by
physical powers. The necessity of matter is the
ruler of the world. It is vain philosophy which
supposes more causes than are exactly adequate to
explain the phenomena of things…
You assert that the construction of the animal
machine, the fitness of certain animals to certain
situations, the connexion between the organs of
perception and that which is perceived; the relation
between everything which exists, and that which
tends to preserve it in its existence, imply design. It
is manifest that if the eye could not see, nor the
stomach digest, the human frame could not
preserve its present mode of existence. It is equally
certain, however, that the elements of its
composition, if they did not exist in one form, must
exist in another; and that the combinations which
they would form, must so long as they endured,
derive support for their peculiar mode of being
from their fitness to the circumstances of their
situation.
It by no means follows, that because a being exists,
performing certain functions, he was fitted by
another being to the performance of these
functions. So rash a conclusion would conduct, as I
have before shown, to an absurdity; and it becomes
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infinitely more unwarrantable from the
consideration that the known laws of matter and
motion, suffice to unravel, even in the present
imperfect state of moral and physical science, the
majority of those difficulties which the hypothesis
of a Deity was invented to explain.
Doubtless no disposition of inert matter, or matter
deprived of qualities, could ever have composed an
animal, a tree, or even a stone. But matter deprived
of qualities, is an abstraction, concerning which it
is impossible to form an idea. Matter, such as we
behold it, is not inert. It is infinitely active and
subtle. Light, electricity, and magnetism are fluids
not surpassed by thought itself in tenuity and
activity: like thought they are sometimes the cause
and sometimes the effect of motion; and, distinct
as they are from every other class of substances
with which we are acquainted, seem to possess
equal claims with thought to the unmeaning
distinction of immateriality.
The laws of motion and the properties of matter
suffice to account for every phenomenon, or
combination of phenomena exhibited in the
Universe. That certain animals exist in certain
climates, results from the consentaneity of their
frames to the circumstances of their situation: let
these circumstances be altered to a sufficient
degree, and the elements of their composition must
exist in some new combination no less resulting
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than the former from those inevitable laws by
which the Universe is governed…
What then is this harmony, this order which you
maintain to have required for its establishment,
what it needs not for its maintenance, the agency
of a supernatural intelligence? Inasmuch as the
order visible in the Universe requires one cause, so
does the disorder whose operation is not less
clearly apparent, demand another. Order and
disorder are no more than modifications of our
own perceptions of the relations which subsist
between ourselves and external objects, and if we
are justified in inferring the operation of a
benevolent power from the advantages attendant
on the former, the evils of the latter bear equal
testimony to the activity of a malignant principle,
no less pertinacious in inducing evil out of good,
than the other is unremitting in procuring good
from evil.
If we permit our imagination to traverse the
obscure regions of possibility, we may doubtless
imagine, according to the complexion of our
minds, that disorder may have a relative tendency
to unmingled good, or order be relatively replete
with exquisite and subtile evil. To neither of these
conclusions, which are equally presumptuous and
unfounded, will it become the philosopher to
assent. Order and disorder are expressions
denoting our perceptions of what is injurious or
beneficial to ourselves, or to the beings in whose
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welfare we are compelled to sympathise by the
similarity of their conformation to our own.
A beautiful antelope panting under the fangs of a
tiger, a defenceless ox, groaning beneath the
butcher’s axe, is a spectacle which instantly
awakens compassion in a virtuous and unvitiated
breast. Many there are, however, sufficiently
hardened to the rebukes of justice and the precepts
of humanity, as to regard the deliberate butchery of
thousands of their species, as a theme of exultation
and a source of honour, and to consider any failure
in these remorseless enterprises as a defect in the
system of things. The criteria of order and disorder
are as various as those beings from whose opinions
and feelings they result.
Populous cities are destroyed by earthquakes, and
desolated by pestilence. Ambition is everywhere
devoting its millions to incalculable calamity.
Superstition, in a thousand shapes, is employed in
brutalising and degrading the human species, and
fitting it to endure without a murmur the
oppression of its innumerable tyrants. All this is
abstractedly neither good nor evil, because good
and evil are words employed to designate that
peculiar state of our own perceptions, resulting
from the encounter of any object calculated to
produce pleasure or pain. Exclude the idea of
relation, and the words good and evil are deprived
of import.
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Earthquakes are injurious to the cities which they
destroy, beneficial to those whose commerce was
injured by their prosperity, and indifferent to others
which are too remote to be affected by their
influence. Famine is good to the corn-merchant,
evil to the poor, and indifferent to those whose
fortunes can at all times command a superfluity.
Ambition is evil to the restless bosom it inhabits,
to the innumerable victims who are dragged by its
ruthless thirst for infamy, to expire in every variety
of anguish, to the inhabitants of the country it
depopulates, and to the human race whose
improvement it retards; it is indifferent with regard
to the system of the Universe, and is good only to
the vultures and the jackals that track the
conqueror’s career, and to the worms who feast in
security on the desolation of his progress. It is
manifest that we cannot reason with respect to the
universal system from that which only exists in
relation to our own perceptions.
You allege some considerations in favour of a
Deity from the universality of a belief in his
existence.
The superstitions of the savage, and the religion of
civilised Europe appear to you to conspire to prove
a first cause. I maintain that it is from the evidence
of revelation alone that this belief derives the
slightest countenance.
That credulity should be gross in proportion to the
ignorance of the mind which it enslaves, is in strict
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consistency with the principles of human nature.
The idiot, the child, and the savage, agree in
attributing their own passions and propensities to
the inanimate substances by which they are either
benefited or injured. The former become Gods and
the latter Demons; hence prayers and sacrifices, by
the means of which the rude Theologian imagines
that he may confirm the benevolence of the one, or
mitigate the malignity of the other. He has averted
the wrath of a powerful enemy by supplications
and submission; he has secured the assistance of
his neighbour by offerings; he has felt his own
anger subside before the entreaties of a vanquished
foe, and has cherished gratitude for the kindness of
another. Therefore does he believe that the
elements will listen to his vows. He is capable of
love and hatred towards his fellow beings, and is
variously impelled by those principles to benefit or
injure them. The source of his error is sufficiently
obvious. When the winds, the waves and the
atmosphere, act in such a manner as to thwart or
forward his designs, he attributes to them the same
propensities of whose existence within himself he
is conscious when he is instigated by benefits to
kindness, or by injuries to revenge. The bigot of
the woods can form no conception of beings
possessed of properties differing from his own: it
requires, indeed, a mind considerably tinctured
with science, and enlarged by cultivation to
contemplate itself, not as the centre and model of
the Universe, but as one of the infinitely various
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multitude of beings of which it is actually
composed.
There is no attribute of God which is not either
borrowed from the passions and powers of the
human mind, or which is not a negation.
Omniscience, Omnipotence, Omnipresence,
Infinity, Immutability, Incomprehensibility, and
Immateriality, are all words which designate
properties and powers peculiar to organised beings,
with the addition of negations, by which the idea
of limitation is excluded.
That the frequency of a belief in God (for it is not
universal) should be any argument in its favour,
none to whom the innumerable mistakes of men
are familiar, will assert. It is among men of genius
and science that Atheism alone is found, but
among these alone is cherished an hostility to those
errors, with which the illiterate and vulgar are
infected.
How small is the proportion of those who really
believe in God, to the thousands who are prevented
by their occupations from ever bestowing a serious
thought upon the subject, and the millions who
worship butterflies, bones, feathers, monkeys,
calabashes and serpents. The word God, like other
abstractions, signifies the agreement of certain
propositions, rather than the presence of any idea.
If we found our belief in the existence of God on
the universal consent of mankind, we are duped by
the most palpable of sophisms. The word God
79

D E F E N D YO U R S E L F
K N O W L E G E

W I T H

cannot mean at the same time an ape, a snake, a
bone, a calabash, a Trinity, and a Unity. Nor can
that belief be accounted universal against which
men of powerful intellect and spotless virtue have
in every age protested…
Intelligence is that attribute of the Deity, which
you hold to be most apparent in the Universe.
Intelligence is only known to us as a mode of
animal being. We cannot conceive intelligence
distinct from sensation and perception, which are
attributes to organised bodies. To assert that God is
intelligent, is to assert that he has ideas; and Locke
has proved that ideas result from sensation.
Sensation can exist only in an organised body, an
organised body is necessarily limited both in extent
and operation. The God of the rational
Theosophies is a vast and wise animal…
Thus from the principles of that reason to which
you so rashly appealed as the ultimate arbiter of
our dispute, have I shown that the popular
arguments in favour of the being of a God are
totally destitute of colour. I have shown the
absurdity of attributing intelligence to the cause of
those effects which we perceive in the Universe,
and the fallacy which lurks in the argument from
design. I have shown that order is no more than a
peculiar manner of contemplating the operation of
necessary agents, that mind is the effect, not the
cause of motion, that power is the attribute, not the
origin of Being. I have proved that we can have no
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evidence of the existence of a God from the
principles of reason.
______________

5.The Philosophy of
Atheism
5.1. As Christopher Hitchens, in his The
Portable Atheist, wrote when introducing
this next essay, “Not enough women
contributors, I hear you say.” Here
Emma Goldman explains that atheism is
“the strongest affirmation of man, and
through man, the eternal yea to life,
purpose, and beauty.”

As Christopher Hitchens, in his The Portable
Atheist, wrote when introducing this next essay,
“Not enough women contributors, I hear you say.”
Here Emma Goldman explains that atheism is “the
strongest affirmation of man, and through man, the
eternal yea to life, purpose, and beauty.”
Emma Goldman- The Philosophy of Atheism
81

D E F E N D YO U R S E L F
K N O W L E G E

W I T H

To give an adequate exposition of the Philosophy
of Atheism, it would be necessary to go into the
historical changes of the belief in a Deity, from its
earliest beginning to the present day. But that is not
within the scope of the present paper. However, it
is not out of place to mention, in passing, that the
concept God, Supernatural Power, Spirit, Deity, or
in whatever other term the essence of Theism may
have found expression, has become more indefinite
and obscure in the course of time and progress. In
other words, the God idea is growing more
impersonal and nebulous in proportion as the
human mind is learning to understand natural
phenomena and in the degree that science
progressively correlates human and social events.
God, today, no longer represents the same forces as
in the beginning of His existence; neither does He
direct human destiny with the same Iron hand as of
yore. Rather does the God idea express a sort of
spiritualistic stimulus to satisfy the fads and
fancies of every shade of human weakness. In the
course of human development the God idea has
been forced to adapt itself to every phase of human
affairs, which is perfectly consistent with the origin
of the idea itself.

82

D E F E N D YO U R S E L F
K N O W L E G E

W I T H

The conception of gods originated in fear and
curiosity. Primitive man, unable to understand the
phenomena of nature and harassed by them, saw in
every terrifying manifestation some sinister force
expressly directed against him; and as ignorance
and fear are the parents of all superstition, the
troubled fancy of primitive man wove the God
idea.
Very aptly, the world-renowned atheist and
anarchist, Michael Bakunin, says in his great work
God and the State: "All religions, with their gods,
their demi-gods, and their prophets, their messiahs
and their saints, were created by the prejudiced
fancy of men who had not attained the full
development and full possession of their faculties.
Consequently, the religious heaven is nothing but
the mirage in which man, exalted by ignorance and
faith, discovered his own image, but enlarged and
reversed – that is divinised. The history of
religions, of the birth, grandeur, and the decline of
the gods who had succeeded one another in human
belief, is nothing, therefore, but the development
of the collective intelligence and conscience of
mankind. As fast as they discovered, in the course
of their historically progressive advance, either in
themselves or in external nature, a quality, or even
any great defect whatever, they attributed it to their
gods, after having exaggerated and enlarged it
beyond measure, after the manner of children, by
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an act of their religious fancy. . . . With all due
respect, then, to the metaphysicians and religious
idealists, philosophers, politicians or poets: the
idea of God implies the abdication of human
reason and justice; it is the most decisive negation
of human liberty, and necessarily ends in the
enslavement of mankind, both in theory and
practice."
Thus the God idea, revived, readjusted, and
enlarged or narrowed, according to the necessity of
the time, has dominated humanity and will
continue to do so until man will raise his head to
the sunlit day, unafraid and with an awakened will
to himself. In proportion as man learns to realize
himself and mold his own destiny theism becomes
superfluous. How far man will be able to find his
relation to his fellows will depend entirely upon
how much he can outgrow his dependence upon
God.
Already there are indications that theism, which is
the theory of speculation, is being replaced by
Atheism, the science of demonstration; the one
hangs in the metaphysical clouds of the Beyond,
while the other has its roots firmly in the soil. It is
the earth, not heaven, which man must rescue if he
is truly to be saved.
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The decline of theism is a most interesting
spectacle, especially as manifested in the anxiety
of the theists, whatever their particular brand. They
realize, much to their distress, that the masses are
growing daily more atheistic, more anti-religious;
that they are quite willing to leave the Great
Beyond and its heavenly domain to the angels and
sparrows; because more and more the masses are
becoming engrossed in the problems of their
immediate existence.
How to bring the masses back to the God idea, the
spirit, the First Cause, etc. – that is the most
pressing question to all theists. Metaphysical as all
these questions seem to be, they yet have a very
marked physical background. Inasmuch as
religion, "Divine Truth," rewards and punishments
are the trade-marks of the largest, the most corrupt
and pernicious, the most powerful and lucrative
industry in the world, not excepting the industry of
manufacturing guns and munitions. It is the
industry of befogging the human mind and stifling
the human heart. Necessity knows no law; hence
the majority of theists are compelled to take up
every subject, even if it has no bearing upon a
deity or revelation or the Great Beyond. Perhaps
they sense the fact that humanity is growing weary
of the hundred and one brands of God.
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How to raise this dead level of theistic belief is
really a matter of life and death for all
denominations. Therefore their tolerance; but it is a
tolerance not of understanding; but of
weakness. Perhaps that explains the efforts
fostered in all religious publications to combine
variegated religious philosophies and conflicting
theistic theories into one denominational trust.
More and more, the various concepts "of the only
tree God, the only pure spirit, -the only true
religion" are tolerantly glossed over in the frantic
effort to establish a common ground to rescue the
modern mass from the "pernicious" influence of
atheistic ideas.
It is characteristic of theistic "tolerance" that no
one really cares what the people believe in, just so
they believe or pretend to believe. To accomplish
this end, the crudest and vulgarest methods are
being used. Religious endeavor meetings and
revivals with Billy Sunday as their champion methods which must outrage every refined sense,
and which in their effect upon the ignorant and
curious often tend to create a mild state of insanity
not infrequently coupled with eroto-mania. All
these frantic efforts find approval and support from
the earthly powers; from the Russian despot to the
American President; from Rockefeller and
Wanamaker down to the pettiest business man.
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They blow that capital invested in Billy Sunday,
the Y.M.C.A., Christian Science, and various other
religious institutions will return enormous profits
from the subdued, tamed, and dull masses.
Consciously or unconsciously, most theists see in
gods and devils, heaven and hell; reward and
punishnient, a whip to lash the people into
obedience, meekness and contentment. The truth is
that theism would have lost its foeting long before
this but for the combined support of Mammon and
power. How thoroughly banlrupt it really is, is
being demonstrated in the trenches and battlefields
of Europe today.
Have not all theists painted their Deity as the god
of love and goodness? Yet after thousands of years
of such preachments the gods remain deaf to the
agony of the human race. Confucius cares not for
the poverty, squalor and misery of people of China.
Buddha remains undisturbed in his philosophical
indifference to the famine and starvation of
outraged Hindoos; Jahve continues deaf to the
bitter cry of Israel; while Jesus refuses to rise from
the dead against his Christians who are butchering
each other.
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The burden of all song and praise "unto the
Highest" has been that God stands for justice and
mercy. Yet injustice among men is ever on the
increase; the outrages committed against the
masses in this country alone would seem enough to
overflow the very heavens. But where are the gods
to make an end to all these horrors, these wrongs,
this inhumanity to man? No, not the gods, but
MAN must rise in his mighty wrath. He, deceived
by all the deities, betrayed by their emissaries, he,
himself, must undertake to usher in justice upon
the earth.
The philosophy of Atheism expresses the
expansion and growth of the human mind. The
philosophy of theism, if we can call it philosophy,
is static and fixed. Even the mere attempt to pierce
these mysteries represents, from the theistic point
of view, non-belief in the all-embracing
omnipotence, and even a denial of the wisdom of
the divine powers outside of man. Fortunately,
however, the human mind never was, and never
can be, bound by fixities. Hence it is forging ahead
in its restless march towards knowledge and life.
The human mind is realizing "that the universe is
not the result of a creative fiat by some divine
intelligence, out of nothing, producing a
masterpiece chaotic in perfect operation," but that
it is the product of chaotic forces operating through
aeons of time, of clashes and cataclysms, of
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repulsion and attraction crystalizing through the
principle of
selection into what the theists call, "the universe
guided into order and beauty." As Joseph McCabe
well points out in his Existence of God: "a law of
nature is not a formula drawn up by a legislator,
but a mere summary of the observed facts – a
'bundle of facts.' Things do not act in a particular
way because there is a law, but we state the 'law'
because they act in that way."
The philosophy of Atheism represents a concept of
life without any metaphysical Beyond or Divine
Regulator. It is the concept of an actual, real world
with its liberating, expanding and beautifying
possibilities, as against an unreal world, which,
with its spirits, oracles, and mean contentment has
kept humanity in helpless degradation.
It may seem a wild paradox, and yet it is
pathetically true, that this real, visible world and
our life should have been so long under the
influence of metaphysical speculation, rather than
of physical demonstrable forces. Under the lash of
the theistic idea, this earth has served no other
purpose than as a temporary station to test man's
capacity for immolation to the will of God. But the
moment man attempted to ascertain the nature of
that will, he was told that it was utterly futile for
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"finite human intelligence" to get beyond the allpowerful infinite will. Under the terrific weight of
this omnipotence, man has been bowed into the
dust – a will-less creature, broken and sweating in
the dark. The triumph of the philosophy of
Atheism is to free man from the nightmare of gods;
it means the dissolution of the phantoms of the
beyond. Again and again the light of reason has
dispelled the theistic nightmare, but poverty,
misery and fear have recreated the phantoms –
though whether old or new, whatever their external
form, they differed little in their essence. Atheism,
on the other hand, in its philosophic aspect refuses
allegiance not merely to a definite concept of God,
but it refuses all servitude to the God idea, and
opposes the theistic principle as such. Gods in their
individual function are not half as pernicious as the
principle of theism which represents the belief in a
supernatural, or even omnipotent, power to rule the
earth and man upon it. It is the absolutism of
theism, its pernicious influence upon humanity, its
paralyzing effect upon thought and action, which
Atheism is fighting with all its power.
The philosophy of Atheism has its root in the earth,
in this life; its aim is the emancipation of the
human race from all God-heads, be they Judaic,
Christian, Mohammedan, Buddhistic,
Brahministic, or what not. Mankind has been
punished long and heavily for having created its
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gods; nothing but pain and persecution have been
man's lot since gods began. There is but one way
out of this blunder: Man must break his fetters
which have chained him to the gates of heaven and
hell, so that he can begin to fashion out of his
reawakened and illumined consciousness a new
world upon earth.
Only after the triumph of the Atheistic philosophy
in the minds and hearts of man will freedom and
beauty be realized. Beauty as a gift from heaven
has proved useless. It will, however, become the
essence and impetus of life when man learns to see
in the earth the only heaven fit for man. Atheism is
already helping to free man from his dependence
upon punishment and reward as the heavenly
bargain-counter for the poor in spirit.
Do not all theists insist that there can be no
morality, no justice, honesty or fidelity without the
belief in a Divine Power? Based upon fear and
hope, such morality has always been a vile
product, imbued partiy with self-righteousness,
partly with hypocrisy. As to truth, justice, and
fidelity, who have been their brave exponents and
daring proclaimers? Nearly always the godless
ones: the Atheists; they lived, fought, and died for
them. They knew that justice, truth, and fidelity are
not, conditioned in heaven, but that they are related
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to and interwoven with the tremendous changes
going on in the social and material life of the
human race; not fixed and eternal, but fluctuating,
even as life itself. To what heights the philosophy
of Atheism may yet attain, no one can prophesy.
But this much can already be predicted: only by its
regenerating fire will human relations be purged
from the horrors of the past.
Thoughtful people are beginning to realize that
moral precepts, imposed upon humanity through
religious terror, have become stereotyped and have
therefore lost all vitality. A glance at life today, at
its disintegrating character, its conflicting interests
with their hatreds, crimes, and greed, suffices to
prove the sterility of theistic morality.
Man must get back to himself before he can learn
his relation to his fellows. Prometheus chained to
the Rock of Ages is doomed to remain the prey of
the vultures of darkness. Unbind Prometheus, and
you dispel the night and its horrors.
Atheism in its negation of gods is at the same time
the strongest affirmation of man, and through man,
the eternal yea to life, purpose, and beauty.
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