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    In an age eager to unite every branch of knowledge, First Principles stands at the point where science, philosophy, and human ambition meet in a single vast design. Herbert Spencer’s book attempts nothing less than a general account of the most basic truths underlying the world and our understanding of it. That scale alone helps explain its lasting fascination. Rather than addressing one isolated problem, Spencer asks how the universe, life, mind, and society may be thought together. The result is a work that belongs to the nineteenth century’s confidence in system, yet still speaks to modern readers interested in the reach and limits of explanation.

Published in 1862, First Principles was written by Herbert Spencer, an English philosopher and social theorist whose name became closely associated with broad, synthetic thinking in the Victorian period. The book forms the opening part of his larger project known as the System of Synthetic Philosophy. In that ambitious undertaking, Spencer sought to bring into relation findings from many fields rather than leaving them separate. First Principles lays the groundwork for that enterprise by setting out the most general assumptions, methods, and conclusions on which the later volumes would depend. It is therefore both an introduction and a foundation.

The book’s classic status rests partly on the extraordinary scope of its conception. Spencer did not merely summarize contemporary science or repeat inherited metaphysics; he tried to establish a framework capacious enough to hold both. In doing so, he gave nineteenth-century readers a vocabulary for thinking about order, development, causation, and the boundaries of human knowledge. Works become classics not only because they are admired but because they help define the terms of later debate, and First Principles did exactly that. Whether readers agreed or disagreed, they encountered in it a bold effort to organize modern thought into a coherent view.

Its literary impact lies less in narrative or style than in intellectual drama. Spencer writes with the assurance of someone convinced that large patterns can be discerned behind the apparent variety of things. That confidence gave his prose a public force and made the book influential beyond strictly academic philosophy. Victorian readers encountered in it a compelling model of system-building, one that appealed to a culture deeply engaged with scientific discovery and social change. The work contributed to the period’s appetite for comprehensive explanation, and its language of principles and development entered wider discussions about nature, knowledge, and civilization.

At the center of First Principles is Spencer’s effort to identify the ultimate conditions under which thought can proceed. He considers what human beings can know, what remains beyond definite knowledge, and how the phenomena available to us may nevertheless exhibit intelligible order. From that basis he moves toward a general account of universal process, seeking patterns that hold across different domains of existence. This premise gives the book its distinctive reach. It is not a specialized treatise addressed only to one discipline, but an inquiry into the broadest questions that arise whenever the mind attempts to understand the world as a whole.

One reason the book has endured is that it captures a defining tension of modern intellectual life: the desire for comprehensive knowledge alongside the recognition of permanent limits. Spencer does not present inquiry as simple mastery. Instead, he frames philosophy in relation to what can be affirmed, what can be inferred, and what must remain beyond full conceptual grasp. That tension gives the work more than historical interest. Readers continue to return to texts that dramatize the strengths and boundaries of reason, especially when those texts do so on a scale large enough to include science, religion, and metaphysical reflection within one sustained argument.

The period of composition matters greatly to understanding the book’s force. First Principles appeared after decades of rapid development in the natural sciences and amid intense Victorian debate about faith, materialism, progress, and the status of philosophical systems. Spencer wrote at a moment when many readers felt that older intellectual frameworks were being tested by new discoveries. His response was neither a retreat from science nor a simple surrender to fragmentation. Instead, he sought a principle of order adequate to the age’s expanding knowledge. That historical position gives the book both its urgency and its characteristic tone of serious, methodical ambition.

The influence of First Principles extended through its role in shaping conversations about evolution, development, and systematic thought in the late nineteenth century. Spencer’s formulations became widely known, and his larger synthetic project helped define what many readers expected from an ambitious philosophical work. Later writers and thinkers responded to him in varied ways, sometimes by adopting aspects of his framework and sometimes by contesting it. Such influence is itself a mark of classic standing. A classic need not remain unquestioned; indeed, its power often appears most clearly in the number and intensity of the arguments it generates across generations.

For modern readers, the book also offers a revealing encounter with the Victorian imagination at its most expansive. It reflects a culture that believed connections could be drawn across realms now often treated separately: physics, biology, psychology, ethics, and social theory. Even where contemporary knowledge has changed, the ambition remains striking. First Principles invites us to consider what is gained and what is risked when thought seeks unity on the largest scale. That question is still alive. In an era of increasing specialization, Spencer’s determination to ask overarching questions can seem at once distant, formidable, and unexpectedly refreshing.

The book’s enduring themes include the search for order amid complexity, the relation between the known and the unknowable, and the attempt to discover common patterns beneath diverse forms of existence. These themes have outlasted the particular scientific context in which Spencer wrote because they touch persistent habits of human inquiry. Readers continue to ask whether the world is intelligible as a whole, whether separate disciplines can be reconciled, and how far explanation can go before it meets a final boundary. First Principles remains compelling because it confronts those questions directly, with a seriousness that reflects both philosophical discipline and historical confidence.

Approaching the work today requires both historical awareness and openness. It is important to read Spencer as a major Victorian thinker writing within the knowledge and debates of his time, not as a contemporary author speaking in present-day terms. Yet it is equally important not to confine the book to the museum of ideas. Its challenge is still recognizable: how can one think broadly without becoming vague, and how can one respect the limits of understanding without surrendering the search for coherence? Those questions continue to animate philosophy, intellectual history, and interdisciplinary reflection, making the book valuable beyond its immediate historical setting.

First Principles remains a classic because it combines audacity of scope with a problem that never disappears: the human need to discover unity without denying mystery. Herbert Spencer’s opening volume of the Synthetic Philosophy stands as one of the nineteenth century’s most ambitious efforts to map the deepest grounds of thought and experience. Its influence on intellectual culture, its embodiment of Victorian system-building, and its sustained engagement with the reach and restraint of knowledge secure its lasting place. For contemporary readers, the book offers not only historical insight but an enduring invitation to reflect on how we seek order in a world still larger than our explanations.
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    Herbert Spencer’s First Principles, first published in 1862, serves as the foundational volume of his broader Synthetic Philosophy. The book sets out to identify the most general truths that can organize knowledge across different fields, including science, philosophy, and religion. Spencer begins by defining the task of philosophy as the unification of results reached by particular sciences. He frames the work around a central tension: human inquiry steadily expands its explanatory power, yet it also encounters limits that cannot be fully overcome. This opening establishes the book’s effort to reconcile confidence in scientific method with caution about the ultimate reach of understanding.

Early in the argument, Spencer distinguishes between what can be known and what must remain beyond complete comprehension. He contends that both religion and science, despite their frequent disputes, point toward an ultimate reality that exceeds precise human representation. Rather than treating one side as simply defeating the other, he presents them as converging at the boundary of thought, where explanation gives way to acknowledgment of an inscrutable source of phenomena. This move allows him to defend empirical investigation while also preserving a place for metaphysical humility. The discussion introduces a guiding theme: knowledge is real and progressive, but never absolute.

From this starting point, Spencer turns to the conditions under which scientific knowledge is possible. He examines basic assumptions involved in thought, such as our handling of space, time, matter, motion, and force, and he asks how these ideas arise in experience. The aim is not to construct a technical system of logic, but to show how even the most abstract concepts depend on relations disclosed through observation and comparison. By reviewing these foundational notions, he prepares the reader for a larger synthesis in which philosophical claims must remain continuous with established scientific principles rather than detached from them.

A major transition in the book occurs when Spencer introduces the idea of persistence. He argues that amid all observable change there must be some enduring basis, and he treats the persistence of force as a universal truth disclosed by scientific inquiry. This principle becomes a cornerstone for his wider system, because it provides a way to understand transformations in nature without supposing disconnected events. The discussion links physical processes to a broader philosophical framework, suggesting that changes in the world are intelligible only when seen as expressions of continuous underlying realities. In this way, Spencer moves from epistemological questions toward general laws of process.

Spencer then formulates what he presents as the law of evolution in its most general form. He describes evolution as a passage from relative simplicity toward greater complexity, involving differentiation of parts along with increasing integration among them. This pattern is not confined, in his account, to living organisms; he aims to show that it applies across the physical, biological, mental, and social domains. The argument is important because it extends the meaning of evolution beyond any single science. Spencer is less concerned here with isolated examples than with establishing a universal formula for how systems develop over time.

Alongside evolution, Spencer emphasizes complementary processes that prevent his theory from becoming a simple narrative of uninterrupted progress. He discusses dissolution as the reverse movement by which organized structures break down, and he treats instability, redistribution of matter and motion, and the multiplication of effects as recurring features of changing systems. These ideas help him present development as dynamic rather than linear or guaranteed. The world, in this view, is marked by alternating phases of concentration and dispersal, organization and decay. This section broadens the theory by showing that the same general principles are meant to account for both growth and disintegration.

As the argument continues, Spencer applies these abstract laws to the structure of the cosmos as a whole. He considers the formation, transformation, and eventual decline of complex aggregates, always aiming to show that large-scale processes conform to the same principles traced in simpler cases. The book does not offer detailed specialized science so much as a philosophical interpretation of scientific findings current in Spencer’s time. Its ambition lies in bringing diverse phenomena under one conceptual scheme. By treating cosmic history as continuous with other forms of development, Spencer reinforces his claim that nature exhibits a deep unity beneath its many visible differences.

The later movement of the book draws the reader back from universal process to the limits of explanation. Even after proposing broad laws of change, Spencer insists that ultimate reality itself remains inaccessible to full conceptual capture. This restraint is essential to the structure of the work: the wider the explanatory synthesis becomes, the more forcefully it reveals a final mystery beyond analysis. The book therefore balances system-building with an explicit refusal to claim complete metaphysical mastery. In this respect, First Principles presents philosophy not as the possession of final answers, but as an ordered recognition of what can be connected, and what must remain unknown.

Taken as a whole, First Principles outlines the basic framework from which Spencer intended his subsequent writings on biology, psychology, sociology, and ethics to proceed. Its enduring significance lies in its attempt to unify scientific generalization, philosophical reflection, and religious sentiment within a single intellectual vision. The book remains notable for the scale of its ambition and for its effort to define evolution as a universal process rather than a narrowly biological one. Without resolving every difficulty it raises, it poses lasting questions about the scope of science, the pattern of development in nature, and the boundaries of human knowledge.
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    Herbert Spencer published First Principles in 1862, in mid-Victorian Britain, a society shaped by rapid industrial growth, expanding imperial power, and strong confidence in science and progress. The dominant institutions of the period included Parliament, the established churches, the universities, the press, and a growing network of scientific societies. Britain was also a commercial and manufacturing power tied together by railways, print culture, and global trade. Spencer wrote within this environment of intense intellectual change. His book belongs to a moment when many readers believed that knowledge could be unified, yet they also worried about the effects of scientific discovery on inherited religious and moral beliefs.

Spencer himself was formed by early nineteenth-century English dissenting and reformist currents. Born in Derby in 1820, he was educated largely outside the traditional university system and was influenced by a family background connected with nonconformity, individualism, and criticism of established authority. Before becoming a full-time writer, he worked as a civil engineer during the railway age and later as a journalist and reviewer. These experiences mattered for First Principles. They helped shape his preference for broad system-building, his interest in laws and processes rather than isolated facts, and his suspicion of centralized institutions. The book reflects not only abstract philosophy but also the outlook of a self-taught Victorian intellectual.

The immediate intellectual setting of First Principles was the expanding prestige of the natural sciences. By the mid-nineteenth century, geology, astronomy, chemistry, and physiology had transformed educated opinion. Earlier certainties about the age of the earth and the fixity of nature had been weakened by findings associated with figures such as Charles Lyell and Michael Faraday. Public lectures, journals, and publishing houses carried scientific ideas far beyond specialist circles. Spencer wrote for this enlarged audience. First Principles attempts to provide a philosophical framework wide enough to include the sciences without collapsing into mere materialism. In doing so, it mirrors a culture eager for synthesis and anxious about the implications of new knowledge.

One major background movement was the long debate over natural theology and revelation. In Britain, the early nineteenth century had seen influential efforts to reconcile scientific observation with divine design, but this consensus grew harder to maintain as evidence accumulated for long natural processes. First Principles enters this debate directly. Spencer did not defend traditional dogma, yet he also refused to claim that science could explain ultimate reality completely. His distinction between the knowable and the unknowable reflects a Victorian effort to manage conflict between scientific inquiry and religious belief. The book thus echoes a period in which many educated readers sought a position between orthodoxy on one side and outright unbelief on the other.

The publication of Charles Darwin's On the Origin of Species in 1859 forms an essential historical backdrop. Darwin's book intensified public argument about development, species change, and the place of humanity in nature. Spencer had written about development before Darwin's famous volume, but First Principles appeared when evolutionary language had become newly controversial and newly important. Spencer's account of evolution was broader than biological natural selection; he described change across the physical, biological, and social worlds as movement from the simple to the complex and from homogeneity to heterogeneity. In this sense, the book both participates in and enlarges the Victorian evolutionary turn, translating a scientific controversy into a comprehensive philosophy of change.

The idea of development that appears in First Principles also drew on pre-Darwinian sources. Nineteenth-century thinkers in Britain and continental Europe had increasingly described nature, society, and history in terms of process rather than static order. Geology in particular encouraged habits of thought centered on gradual transformation over immense spans of time. Spencer absorbed this historical sensibility and converted it into a system. His work reflects the era's growing trust in lawful sequence and continuity, even while it raised questions about causation, purpose, and final meaning. The book's sweeping treatment of cosmic, organic, and social development shows how Victorian intellectual life increasingly favored narratives of emergence and differentiation.

Industrialization was another direct influence on the mental world of First Principles. By the 1860s Britain had lived through decades of mechanization, urban expansion, factory labor, and the reorganization of time and work. Railway lines, telegraph systems, and modern finance made social life appear more interconnected and dynamic than before. Such changes did not simply provide Spencer with metaphors; they also encouraged systemic thinking. Victorians encountered networks, flows, and complex forms of coordination in everyday life. Spencer's emphasis on integration, differentiation, equilibrium, and dissolution resonates with a society that was learning to understand itself through large-scale processes. The book bears the imprint of an industrial civilization fascinated by order emerging from motion.

The railway age was especially relevant because Spencer had direct professional experience in it during the late 1830s and early 1840s. Railways transformed landscapes, accelerated communication, and reorganized commerce and travel. They also made visible the practical authority of engineering, measurement, and applied science. For many Victorians, engineers exemplified a new kind of expertise grounded in natural law rather than inherited rank. First Principles reflects this culture of technical confidence. Although it is philosophical rather than mechanical, its search for universal laws and its preference for process over fixed essence belong to the same world that celebrated infrastructure, planning, and the practical mastery of complex systems.

Political reform movements also shaped Spencer's assumptions. The decades before First Principles included the Reform Act of 1832, Chartist agitation in the late 1830s and 1840s, repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846, and continued disputes over representation, class, and state intervention. Spencer belonged to a liberal environment that valued voluntary association, free exchange, and limits on government power. While First Principles is not a party-political tract, its general orientation fits this context. Its stress on spontaneous development and lawful order can be read alongside mid-Victorian liberal faith in progress arising from relatively free social processes. At the same time, the book's scale moves beyond immediate politics toward a philosophical justification for historical change.

The social question of poverty, urban distress, and public health formed another important background. Industrial Britain generated enormous wealth, but it also produced overcrowded cities, disease, and harsh inequalities. Public debate over the Poor Laws, sanitation, and labor conditions intensified from the 1830s onward. Spencer followed such debates and wrote elsewhere on social and political issues. In First Principles, these problems do not appear as case studies, yet the work's wider theory of social evolution belongs to the same moment in which observers sought general laws for social development. The book reflects a period eager to explain disorder scientifically, even when those explanations remained controversial in their moral and political implications.

The growth of periodical culture and the commercial book market helped make a work like First Principles possible. Nineteenth-century Britain supported a vast reading public through reviews, magazines, lending libraries, and serialized publication. Spencer published extensively in journals before and alongside his books, and his reputation was built through these channels. The educated middle classes consumed works that connected science, philosophy, religion, and politics. First Principles addressed this audience by offering a grand synthesis rather than a narrow specialist study. Its style and ambition reflect the Victorian marketplace of ideas, where intellectual authority increasingly depended on print networks and where broad explanatory systems could reach readers across professional boundaries.

Another relevant institution was the changing world of science itself. During Spencer's lifetime, scientific activity became more organized and professional, though it still overlapped strongly with journalism, philosophy, and amateur inquiry. Bodies such as the British Association for the Advancement of Science, founded in 1831, encouraged the public circulation of scientific ideas. Debates over method, evidence, and the authority of experts became more visible. First Principles emerged from this transitional culture. Spencer was not a laboratory scientist, but he drew heavily on scientific prestige and language. His book shows how porous the boundaries remained between philosopher, critic, and scientific interpreter in mid-Victorian Britain.

The volume was also the opening installment of Spencer's larger Synthetic Philosophy, a long-term project developed over several decades. This fact is historically significant because it places First Principles within the nineteenth-century ambition to organize all branches of knowledge into a coherent system. Such ambitions had precedents in Enlightenment thought and in Auguste Comte's positivism, though Spencer did not simply reproduce Comte's views. Victorian intellectuals frequently pursued unifying schemes that could relate mind, nature, morals, and society. First Principles serves as the foundation for Spencer's version of that project. It reflects a period that still believed comprehensive systems were possible, even as specialization was making knowledge more fragmented.

Comte and positivism provide a particularly important comparison. By the mid-nineteenth century, British readers were increasingly aware of continental attempts to establish a science of society and a hierarchy of the sciences. Spencer shared with Comte an interest in order, development, and large-scale classification, but he differed on key issues, including the role of state authority and the status of ultimate reality. First Principles should therefore be read in the context of international intellectual exchange, not only domestic British debate. The book echoes the century's transnational effort to understand modernity scientifically while also critiquing systems that seemed too rigid, too authoritarian, or too dismissive of limits to human knowledge.

Religious controversy in the 1850s and 1860s sharpened the stakes of Spencer's argument. Essays and Reviews appeared in 1860, and the volume generated public dispute over biblical criticism and liberal theology within the Church of England. In the same period, arguments about geology, evolution, and miracles strained traditional doctrine. First Principles speaks to this atmosphere by proposing that ultimate reality exists but surpasses complete human comprehension. This position allowed Spencer to reject conventional theology without claiming that science had solved every metaphysical question. The book thus functioned as part of a wider Victorian search for intellectually respectable belief, or at least intellectual humility, in an age of expanding scientific explanation.

The wider imperial setting also matters, though First Principles is not a book about empire in any direct narrative sense. Mid-Victorian Britain governed and traded across a vast empire, and imperial expansion fed confidence in comparison, classification, and universal history. Knowledge from global travel, colonial administration, and missionary activity widened the range of facts available to European thinkers. Spencer's broad generalizations about development were produced in a culture accustomed to arranging human societies within large comparative schemes. This context helps explain the appeal and the limits of his system. The book mirrors an era that often treated history on a world scale, yet it did so through categories shaped by British power and Victorian assumptions.

Seen in historical context, First Principles is both a mirror and a critique of its age. It mirrors mid-Victorian confidence that science could reveal deep regularities in nature and society, and it reflects the era's fascination with progress, development, and system. At the same time, it critiques simple dogmatism on both religious and scientific sides by insisting on limits to human knowledge. The book transforms the pressures of industrialization, liberal reform, scientific advance, and religious controversy into a philosophical architecture. For that reason, it remains one of the clearest expressions of the nineteenth-century desire to reconcile expanding knowledge with order, meaning, and an intelligible account of historical change.
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    Herbert Spencer was an English philosopher, social theorist, and prolific man of letters whose career unfolded during the nineteenth century, a period marked by industrial change, expanding science, and intense debate about society and progress. Born in 1820 and active chiefly from the 1840s through the 1890s, he became one of the best-known interpreters of evolutionary thinking in Victorian culture. Although not primarily a novelist or poet, he wrote influential works of philosophy, psychology, sociology, politics, and education. His broad ambition was to explain natural and social development through general laws, making him a major public intellectual of his era.

Spencer’s education was largely informal rather than conventionally academic. He was taught in a nonconformist intellectual environment and developed strong habits of self-instruction in mathematics, natural science, and mechanics. Early in adult life he worked as a civil engineer, an experience that helped shape his preference for system, structure, and empirical observation. He was also influenced by the wider currents of Victorian science and social thought, especially debates over political economy, biology, and individual liberty. These formative influences encouraged his lifelong effort to connect scientific explanation with questions of morals, government, and social organization.

His literary and intellectual career began in journalism and political commentary. During the 1840s and early 1850s he published essays on government, social organization, and the limits of state action, later collected in works such as Social Statics. He also served in editorial work connected with major periodical culture, which brought him into public debate and widened his readership. From the start, his prose was argumentative and systematic rather than ornamental. He sought large explanatory frameworks, and even his shorter essays aimed to derive political and ethical conclusions from general principles about human nature and social development.

Spencer’s first major sustained book beyond political theory was The Principles of Psychology, first issued in the mid-1850s. In it he attempted to interpret mental life in developmental and naturalistic terms, linking psychology to biology and adaptation. Over time he enlarged this ambition into what he called the Synthetic Philosophy, a vast publishing program intended to unify knowledge across disciplines. This undertaking eventually included First Principles, The Principles of Biology, The Principles of Sociology, and The Principles of Ethics. Through these works he tried to show that evolution was a universal process affecting the physical world, living organisms, mind, and society.

He became internationally famous in the later nineteenth century, and his books circulated widely in Britain, the United States, and beyond. Spencer is especially associated with the phrase “survival of the fittest,” which he introduced in Principles of Biology after Charles Darwin had published On the Origin of Species. Although often linked with Darwinian thought, Spencer developed his own broader philosophical evolutionism rather than working as an experimental scientist. His writing appealed to many readers because it promised a unified explanation of progress. At the same time, critics challenged his sweeping generalizations, his confidence in universal laws, and aspects of his social theory.

Throughout his career, Spencer defended individualism and argued for strict limits on government intervention, positions most clearly expressed in works such as The Man Versus the State. He believed social institutions evolved over time and often warned that reform imposed too rapidly could produce unintended consequences. These commitments were connected to his broader philosophical system, not merely to partisan controversy. He also wrote on education in Education: Intellectual, Moral, and Physical, where he emphasized practical knowledge and the development of the learner. Admirers regarded him as a powerful synthesizer of modern knowledge, while opponents saw his system as overly rigid and politically contentious.

In his later years Spencer remained a prominent public figure, though his health was often fragile and his influence became more contested as newer intellectual movements emerged. He continued to revise, expand, and defend parts of his system, and he published an Autobiography near the end of his life. He died in 1903, leaving a body of work that had shaped debates in philosophy, sociology, political theory, education, and the history of evolutionary thought. Today his reputation is mixed but enduring: he remains important for understanding Victorian intellectual culture and the long afterlife of evolutionary ideas in social thought.
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This volume is the first of a series described in a prospectus originally distributed in March, 1860. Of that prospectus, the annexed is a reprint.

A SYSTEM OF PHILOSOPHY.
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Mr. Herbert Spencer proposes to issue in periodical parts a connected series of works which he has for several years been preparing. Some conception of the general aim and scope of this series may be gathered from the following Programme.

FIRST PRINCIPLES.
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Part I. The Unknowable.—Carrying a step further the doctrine put into shape by Hamilton and Mansel[1]; pointing out the various directions in which Science leads to the same conclusions; and showing that in this united belief in an Absolute that transcends not only human knowledge but human conception, lies the only possible reconciliation of Science and Religion.

Part II. Laws of the Knowable.—A statement of the ultimate principles discernible throughout all manifestations of the Absolute—those highest generalizations now being disclosed by Science which are severally true not of one class of phenomena but of all classes of phenomena; and which are thus the keys to all classes of phenomena.[1]

[In logical order should here come the application of these First Principles to Inorganic Nature. But this great division it is proposed to pass over: partly because, even without it, the scheme is too extensive; and partly because the interpretation of Organic Nature after the proposed method, is of more immediate importance. The second work of the series will therefore be—]

THE PRINCIPLES OF BIOLOGY.
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Vol. I.

Part I. The Data of Biology.—Including those general truths of Physics and Chemistry with which rational Biology must set out.

II. The Inductions of Biology.—A statement of the leading generalizations which Naturalists, Physiologists, and Comparative Anatomists, have established.

III. The Evolution of Life.—Concerning the speculation commonly known as “The Development Hypothesis”—its à priori and à posteriori evidences.

Vol. II.

IV. Morphological Development.—Pointing out the relations that are everywhere traceable between organic forms and the average of the various forces to which they are subject; and seeking in the cumulative effects of such forces a theory of the forms.

V. Physiological Development.—The progressive differentiation of functions similarly traced; and similarly interpreted as consequent upon the exposure of different parts of organisms to different sets of conditions.

VI. The Laws of Multiplication.—Generalizations respecting the rates of reproduction of the various classes of plants and animals; followed by an attempt to show the dependence of these variations upon certain necessary causes.[2]


THE PRINCIPLES OF PSYCHOLOGY.
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Vol. I.

Part I. The Data of Psychology.—Treating of the general connexions of Mind and Life and their relations to other modes of the Unknowable.

II. The Inductions of Psychology.—A digest of such generalizations respecting mental phenomena as have already been empirically established.

III. General Synthesis.—A republication, with additional chapters, of the same part in the already-published The Principles of Psychology.

IV. Special Synthesis.—A republication, with extensive revisions and additions, of the same part, &c. &c.

V. Physical Synthesis.—An attempt to show the manner in which the succession of states of consciousness conforms to a certain fundamental law of nervous action that follows from the First Principles laid down at the outset.

Vol. II.

VI. Special Analysis.—As at present published, but further elaborated by some additional chapters.

VII. General Analysis.—As at present published, with several explanations and additions.

VIII. Corollaries.—Consisting in part of a number of derivative principles which form a necessary introduction to Sociology.[3]

THE PRINCIPLES OF SOCIOLOGY.
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Vol. I.

Part I. The Data of Sociology.—A statement of the several sets of factors entering into social phenomena—human ideas and feelings considered in their necessary order of evolution; surrounding natural conditions; and those ever complicating conditions to which Society itself gives origin.

II. The Inductions of Sociology.—General facts, structural and functional, as gathered from a survey of Societies and their changes: in other words, the empirical generalizations that are arrived at by comparing different societies, and successive phases of the same society.

III. Political Organization.—The evolution of governments, general and local, as determined by natural causes; their several types and metamorphoses; their increasing complexity and specialization; and the progressive limitation of their functions.

Vol. II.

IV. Ecclesiastical Organization.—Tracing the differentiation of religious government from secular; its successive complications and the multiplication of sects; the growth and continued modification of religious ideas, as caused by advancing knowledge and changing moral character; and the gradual reconciliation of these ideas with the truths of abstract science.

V. Ceremonial Organization.—The natural history of that third kind of government which, having a common root with the others, and slowly becoming separate from and supplementary to them, serves to regulate the minor actions of life.

VI. Industrial Organization.—The development of productive and distributive agencies, considered, like the foregoing, in its necessary causes: comprehending not only the progressive division of labour, and the increasing complexity of each industrial agency, but also the successive forms of industrial government as passing through like phases with political government.

Vol. III.

VII. Lingual Progress.—The evolution of Languages regarded as a psychological process determined by social conditions.

VIII. Intellectual Progress.—Treated from the same point of view: including the growth of classifications; the evolution of science out of common knowledge; the advance from qualitative to quantitative prevision, from the indefinite to the definite, and from the concrete to the abstract.

IX. Æsthetic Progress.—The Fine Arts similarly dealt with: tracing their gradual differentiation from primitive institutions and from each other; their increasing varieties of development; and their advance in reality of expression and superiority of aim.

X. Moral Progress.—Exhibiting the genesis of the slow emotional modifications which human nature undergoes in its adaptation to the social state.

XI. The Consensus.—Treating of the necessary interdependence of structures and of functions in each type of society, and in the successive phases of social development.[4]

THE PRINCIPLES OF MORALITY.
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Vol. I.

Part I. The Data of Morality.—Generalizations furnished by Biology, Psychology and Sociology, which underlie a true theory of right living: in other words, the elements of that equilibrium between constitution and conditions of existence, which is at once the moral ideal and the limit towards which we are progressing.

II. The Inductions of Morality.—Those empirically-established rules of human action which are registered as essential laws by all civilized nations: that is to say—the generalizations of expediency.

III. Personal Morals.—The principles of private conduct—physical, intellectual, moral and religious—that follow from the conditions to complete individual life: or, what is the same thing—those modes of private action which must result from the eventual equilibration of internal desires and external needs.

Vol. II.

IV. Justice.—The mutual limitations of men’s actions necessitated by their co-existence as units of a society—limitations, the perfect observance of which constitutes that state of equilibrium forming the goal of political progress.

V. Negative Beneficence.—Those secondary limitations, similarly necessitated, which, though less important and not cognizable by law, are yet requisite to prevent mutual destruction of happiness in various indirect ways: in other words—those minor self-restraints dictated by what may be called passive sympathy.

VI. Positive Beneficence.—Comprehending all modes of conduct, dictated by active sympathy, which imply pleasure in giving pleasure—modes of conduct that social adaptation has induced and must render ever more general; and which, in becoming universal, must fill to the full the possible measure of human happiness.[5]

In anticipation of the obvious criticism that the scheme here sketched out is too extensive, it may be remarked that an exhaustive treatment of each topic is not intended; but simply the establishment of principles, with such illustrations as are needed to make their bearings fully understood. It may also be pointed out that, besides minor fragments, one large division (The Principles of Psychology) is already, in great part, executed. And a further reply is, that impossible though it may prove to execute the whole, yet nothing can be said against an attempt to set forth the First Principles and to carry their applications as far as circumstances permit.
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This Programme I have thought well to reprint for two reasons:—the one being that readers may, from time to time, be able to ascertain what topics are next to be dealt with; the other being that an outline of the scheme may remain, in case it should never be completed.
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1.One of these generalizations is that currently known as “the Conservation of Force;” a second may be gathered from a published essay on “Progress: its Law and Cause;” a third is indicated in a paper on “Transcendental Physiology;” and there are several others.




2.The ideas to be developed in the second volume of the Principles of Biology the writer has already briefly expressed in sundry Review-Articles. Part IV. will work out a doctrine suggested in a paper on “The Laws of Organic Form,” published in the Medico-Chirurgical Review for January, 1859. The germ of Part V. is contained in the essay on “Transcendental Physiology:” See Essays, pp. 280–90. And in Part VI. will be unfolded certain views crudely expressed in a “Theory of Population,” published in the Westminster Review for April, 1852.




3.Respecting the several additions to be made to the Principles of Psychology, it seems needful only to say that Part V. is the unwritten division named in the preface to that work—a division of which the germ is contained in a note on page 544, and of which the scope has since been more definitely stated in a paper in the Medico-Chirurgical Review for Jan. 1859.




4.Of this treatise on Sociology a few small fragments may be found in already-published essays. Some of the ideas to be developed in Part II. are indicated in an article on “The Social Organism,” contained in the last number of the Westminster Review; those which Part V. will work out, may be gathered from the first half of a paper written some years since on “Manners and Fashion;” of Part VIII. the germs are contained in an article on the “Genesis of Science;” two papers on “The Origin and Function of Music” and “The Philosophy of Style,” contain some ideas to be embodied in Part IX.; and from a criticism of Mr. Bain’s work on “The Emotions and the Will,” in the last number of the Medico-Chirurgical Review, the central idea to be developed in Part X. may be inferred.




5.Part IV. of the Principles of Morality will be co-extensive (though not identical) with the first half of the writer’s Social Statics.
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§ 1. We too often forget that not only is there “a soul of goodness in things evil[2],” but very generally also, a soul of truth in things erroneous. While many admit the abstract probability that a falsity has usually a nucleus of reality, few bear this abstract probability in mind, when passing judgment on the opinions of others. A belief that is finally proved to be grossly at variance with fact, is cast aside with indignation or contempt; and in the heat of antagonism scarcely any one inquires what there was in this belief which commended it to men’s minds. Yet there must have been something[1q]. And there is reason to suspect that this something was its correspondence with certain of their experiences: an extremely limited or vague correspondence perhaps; but still, a correspondence. Even the absurdest report may in nearly every instance be traced to an actual occurrence; and had there been no such actual occurrence, this preposterous misrepresentation of it would never have existed. Though the distorted or magnified image transmitted to us through the refracting medium of rumour, is utterly unlike the reality; yet in the absence of the reality there would have been no distorted or magnified image. And thus it is with human beliefs in general. Entirely wrong as they may appear, the implication is that they germinated out of actual experiences—originally contained, and perhaps still contain, some small amount of verity.

More especially may we safely assume this, in the case of beliefs that have long existed and are widely diffused; and most of all so, in the case of beliefs that are perennial and nearly or quite universal. The presumption that any current opinion is not wholly false, gains in strength according to the number of its adherents. Admitting, as we must, that life is impossible unless through a certain agreement between internal convictions and external circumstances; admitting therefore that the probabilities are always in favour of the truth, or at least the partial truth, of a conviction; we must admit that the convictions entertained by many minds in common are the most likely to have some foundation. The elimination of individual errors of thought, must give to the resulting judgment a certain additional value. It may indeed be urged that many widely-spread beliefs are received on authority; that those entertaining them make no attempts at verification; and hence it may be inferred that the multitude of adherents adds but little to the probability of a belief. But this is not true. For a belief which gains extensive reception without critical examination, is thereby proved to have a general congruity with the various other beliefs of those who receive it; and in so far as these various other beliefs are based upon personal observation and judgment, they give an indirect warrant to one with which they harmonize. It may be that this warrant is of small value; but still it is of some value.

Could we reach definite views on this matter, they would be extremely useful to us. It is important that we should, if possible, form something like a general theory of current opinions; so that we may neither over-estimate nor under-estimate their worth. Arriving at correct judgments on disputed questions, much depends on the attitude of mind we preserve while listening to, or taking part in, the controversy; and for the preservation of a right attitude, it is needful that we should learn how true, and yet how untrue, are average human beliefs. On the one hand, we must keep free from that bias in favour of received ideas which expresses itself in such dogmas as “What every one says must be true,” or “The voice of the people is the voice of God[3].” On the other hand, the fact disclosed by a survey of the past, that majorities have usually been wrong, must not blind us to the complementary fact, that majorities have usually not been entirely wrong. And the avoidance of these extremes being a prerequisite to catholic thinking, we shall do well to provide ourselves with a safe-guard against them, by making a valuation of opinions in the abstract. To this end we must contemplate the kind of relation that ordinarily subsists between opinions and facts. Let us do so with one of those beliefs which under various forms has prevailed among all nations in all times.



§ 2. The earliest traditions represent rulers as gods or demigods[2q]. By their subjects, primitive kings were regarded as superhuman in origin, and superhuman in power. They possessed divine titles; received obeisances like those made before the altars of deities; and were in some cases actually worshipped. If there needs proof that the divine and half-divine characters originally ascribed to monarchs were ascribed literally, we have it in the fact that there are still existing savage races, among whom it is held that the chiefs and their kindred are of celestial origin, or, as elsewhere, that only the chiefs have souls. And of course along with beliefs of this kind, there existed a belief in the unlimited power of the ruler over his subjects—an absolute possession of them, extending even to the taking of their lives at will: as even still in Fiji[4], where a victim stands unbound to be killed at the word of his chief; himself declaring, “whatever the king says must be done.”

In times and among races somewhat less barbarous, we find these beliefs a little modified. The monarch, instead of being literally thought god or demigod, is conceived to be a man having divine authority, with perhaps more or less of divine nature. He retains however, as in the East to the present day, titles expressing his heavenly descent or relationships; and is still saluted in forms and words as humble as those addressed to the Deity. While the lives and properties of his people, if not practically so completely at his mercy, are still in theory supposed to be his.

Later in the progress of civilization, as during the middle ages in Europe, the current opinions respecting the relationship of rulers and ruled are further changed. For the theory of divine origin, there is substituted that of divine right[5]. No longer god or demigod, or even god-descended, the king is now regarded as simply God’s vice-gerent. The obeisances made to him are not so extreme in their humility; and his sacred titles lose much of their meaning. Moreover his authority ceases to be unlimited. Subjects deny his right to dispose at will of their lives and properties; and yield allegiance only in the shape of obedience to his commands.

With advancing political opinion has come still greater restriction of imperial power. Belief in the supernatural character of the ruler, long ago repudiated by ourselves for example, has left behind it nothing more than the popular tendency to ascribe unusual goodness, wisdom, and beauty to the monarch. Loyalty, which originally meant implicit submission to the king’s will, now means a merely nominal profession of subordination, and the fulfilment of certain forms of respect. Our political practice, and our political theory, alike utterly reject those regal prerogatives which once passed unquestioned. By deposing some, and putting others in their places, we have not only denied the divine rights of certain men to rule; but we have denied that they have any rights beyond those originating in the assent of the nation. Though our forms of speech and our state-documents still assert the subjection of the citizens to the ruler, our actual beliefs and our daily proceedings implicitly assert the contrary. We obey no laws save those of our own making. We have entirely divested the monarch of legislative power; and should immediately rebel against his or her exercise of such power, even in matters of the smallest concern. In brief, the aboriginal doctrine is all but extinct among us.

Nor has the rejection of primitive political beliefs, resulted only in transferring the authority of an autocrat to a representative body. The views entertained respecting governments in general, of whatever form, are now widely different from those once entertained. Whether popular or despotic, governments were in ancient times supposed to have unlimited authority over their subjects. Individuals existed for the benefit of the State; not the State for the benefit of individuals. In our days, however, not only has the national will been in many cases substituted for the will of the king; but the exercise of this national will has been restricted to a much smaller sphere. In England, for instance, though there has been established no definite theory setting bounds to governmental authority; yet, in practice, sundry bounds have been set to it which are tacitly recognized by all. There is no organic law formally declaring that the legislature may not freely dispose of the citizens’ lives, as early kings did when they sacrificed hecatombs of victims; but were it possible for our legislature to attempt such a thing, its own destruction would be the consequence, rather than the destruction of citizens. How entirely we have established the personal liberties of the subject against the invasions of State-power, would be quickly demonstrated, were it proposed by Act of Parliament[6] forcibly to take possession of the nation, or of any class, and turn its services to public ends; as the services of the people were turned by primitive rulers. And should any statesman suggest a re-distribution of property such as was sometimes made in ancient democratic communities, he would be met by a thousand-tongued denial of imperial power over individual possessions. Not only in our day have these fundamental claims of the citizen been thus made good against the State, but sundry minor claims likewise. Ages ago, laws regulating dress and mode of living fell into disuse; and any attempt to revive them would prove the current opinion to be, that such matters lie beyond the sphere of legal control. For some centuries we have been asserting in practice, and have now established in theory, the right of every man to choose his own religious beliefs, instead of receiving such beliefs on State-authority. Within the last few generations we have inaugurated complete liberty of speech, in spite of all legislative attempts to suppress or limit it. And still more recently we have claimed and finally obtained under a few exceptional restrictions, freedom to trade with whomsoever we please. Thus our political beliefs are widely different from ancient ones, not only as to the proper depositary of power to be exercised over a nation, but also as to the extent of that power.

Not even here has the change ended. Besides the average opinions which we have just described as current among ourselves, there exists a less widely-diffused opinion going still further in the same direction. There are to be found men who contend that the sphere of government should be narrowed even more than it is in England. The modern doctrine that the State exists for the benefit of citizens, which has now in a great measure supplanted the ancient doctrine that the citizens exist for the benefit of the State, they would push to its logical results. They hold that the freedom of the individual, limited only by the like freedom of other individuals, is sacred; and that the legislature cannot equitably put further restrictions upon it, either by forbidding any actions which the law of equal freedom permits, or taking away any property save that required to pay the cost of enforcing this law itself. They assert that the sole function of the State is the protection of persons against each other, and against a foreign foe. They urge that as, throughout civilization, the manifest tendency has been continually to extend the liberties of the subject, and restrict the functions of the State, there is reason to believe that the ultimate political condition must be one in which personal freedom is the greatest possible and governmental power the least possible: that, namely, in which the freedom of each has no limit but the like freedom of all; while the sole governmental duty is the maintenance of this limit.

Here then in different times and places we find concerning the origin, authority, and functions of government, a great variety of opinions—opinions of which the leading genera above indicated subdivide into countless species. What now must be said about the truth or falsity of these opinions? Save among a few barbarous tribes the notion that a monarch is a god or demigod is regarded throughout the world as an absurdity almost passing the bounds of human credulity. In but few places does there survive a vague notion that the ruler possesses any supernatural attributes. Most civilized communities, which still admit the divine right of governments, have long since repudiated the divine right of kings. Elsewhere the belief that there is anything sacred in legislative regulations is dying out: laws are coming to be considered as conventional only. While the extreme school holds that governments have neither intrinsic authority, nor can have authority given to them by convention; but can possess authority only as the administrators of those moral principles deducible from the conditions essential to social life. Of these various beliefs, with their innumerable modifications, must we then say that some one alone is wholly right and all the rest wholly wrong; or must we say that each of them contains truth more or less completely disguised by errors? The latter alternative is the one which analysis will force upon us. Ridiculous as they may severally appear to those not educated under them, every one of these doctrines has for its vital element the recognition of an unquestionable fact. Directly or by implication, each of them insists on a certain subordination of individual actions to social requirements. There are wide differences as to the power to which this subordination is due; there are wide differences as to the motive for this subordination; there are wide differences as to its extent; but that there must be some subordination all are agreed. From the oldest and rudest idea of allegiance, down to the most advanced political theory of our own day, there is on this point complete unanimity. Though, between the savage who conceives his life and property to be at the absolute disposal of his chief, and the anarchist who denies the right of any government, autocratic or democratic, to trench upon his individual freedom, there seems at first sight an entire and irreconcilable antagonism; yet ultimate analysis discloses in them this fundamental community of opinion; that there are limits which individual actions may not transgress—limits which the one regards as originating in the king’s will, and which the other regards as deducible from the equal claims of fellow-citizens.

It may perhaps at first sight seem that we here reach a very unimportant conclusion; namely, that a certain tacit assumption is equally implied in all these conflicting political creeds—an assumption which is indeed of self-evident validity. The question, however, is not the value or novelty of the particular truth in this case arrived at. My aim has been to exhibit the more general truth, which we are apt to overlook, that between the most opposite beliefs there is usually something in common,—something taken for granted by each; and that this something, if not to be set down as an unquestionable verity, may yet be considered to have the highest degree of probability. A postulate which, like the one above instanced, is not consciously asserted but unconsciously involved; and which is unconsciously involved not by one man or body of men, but by numerous bodies of men who diverge in countless ways and degrees in the rest of their beliefs; has a warrant far transcending any that can be usually shown. And when, as in this case, the postulate is abstract—is not based on some one concrete experience common to all mankind, but implies an induction from a great variety of experiences, we may say that it ranks next in certainty to the postulates of exact science.

Do we not thus arrive at a generalization which may habitually guide us when seeking for the soul of truth in things erroneous? While the foregoing illustration brings clearly home the fact, that in opinions seeming to be absolutely and supremely wrong something right is yet to be found; it also indicates the method we should pursue in seeking the something right. This method is to compare all opinions of the same genus; to set aside as more or less discrediting one another those various special and concrete elements in which such opinions disagree; to observe what remains after the discordant constituents have been eliminated; and to find for this remaining constituent that abstract expression which holds true throughout its divergent modifications.



§3. A candid acceptance of this general principle and an adoption of the course it indicates, will greatly aid us in dealing with those chronic antagonisms by which men are divided. Applying it not only to current ideas with which we are personally unconcerned, but also to our own ideas and those of our opponents, we shall be led to form far more correct judgments. We shall be ever ready to suspect that the convictions we entertain are not wholly right, and that the adverse convictions are not wholly wrong. On the one hand we shall not, in common with the great mass of the unthinking, let our beliefs be determined by the mere accident of birth in a particular age on a particular part of the Earth’s surface; and, on the other hand, we shall be saved from that error of entire and contemptuous negation, which is fallen into by most who take up an attitude of independent criticism.

Of all antagonisms of belief, the oldest, the widest, the most profound and the most important, is that between Religion and Science. It commenced when the recognition of the simplest uniformities in surrounding things, set a limit to the previously universal fetishism. It shows itself everywhere throughout the domain of human knowledge: affecting men’s interpretations alike of the simplest mechanical accidents and of the most complicated events in the histories of nations. It has its roots deep down in the diverse habits of thought of different orders of minds. And the conflicting conceptions of nature and life which these diverse habits of thought severally generate, influence for good or ill the tone of feeling and the daily conduct.

An unceasing battle of opinion like this which has been carried on throughout all ages under the banners of Religion and Science, has of course generated an animosity fatal to a just estimate of either party by the other. On a larger scale, and more intensely than any other controversy, has it illustrated that perennially significant fable concerning the knights who fought about the colour of a shield of which neither looked at more than one face. Each combatant seeing clearly his own aspect of the question, has charged his opponent with stupidity or dishonesty in not seeing the same aspect of it; while each has wanted the candour to go over to his opponent’s side and find out how it was that he saw everything so differently.

Happily the times display an increasing catholicity of feeling, which we shall do well in carrying as far as our natures permit. In proportion as we love truth more and victory less, we shall become anxious to know what it is which leads our opponents to think as they do. We shall begin to suspect that the pertinacity of belief exhibited by them must result from a perception of something we have not perceived. And we shall aim to supplement the portion of truth we have found with the portion found by them. Making a more rational estimate of human authority, we shall avoid alike the extremes of undue submission and undue rebellion—shall not regard some men’s judgments as wholly good and others as wholly bad; but shall rather lean to the more defensible position that none are completely right and none are completely wrong.

Preserving, as far as may be, this impartial attitude, let us then contemplate the two sides of this great controversy. Keeping guard against the bias of education and shutting out the whisperings of sectarian feeling, let us consider what are the à priori[8] probabilities in favour of each party.



§4. When duly realized, the general principle above illustrated must lead us to anticipate that the diverse forms of religious belief which have existed and which still exist, have all a basis in some ultimate fact. Judging by analogy the implication is, not that any one of them is altogether right; but that in each there is something right more or less disguised by other things wrong. It may be that the soul of truth contained in erroneous creeds is very unlike most, if not all, of its several embodiments; and indeed, if, as we have good reason to expect, it is much more abstract than any of them, its unlikeness necessarily follows. But however different from its concrete expressions, some essential verity must be looked for. To suppose that these multiform conceptions should be one and all absolutely groundless, discredits too profoundly that average human intelligence from which all our individual intelligences are inherited.

This most general reason we shall find enforced by other more special ones. To the presumption that a number of diverse beliefs of the same class have some common foundation in fact, must in this case be added a further presumption derived from the omnipresence of the beliefs. Religious ideas of one kind or other are almost if not quite universal. Even should it be true, as alleged, that there exist tribes of men who have nothing approaching to a theory of creation—even should it be true that only when a certain phase of intelligence is reached do the most rudimentary of such theories make their appearance; the implication is practically the same. Grant that among all races who have passed a certain stage of intellectual development there are found vague notions concerning the origin and hidden nature of surrounding things; and there arises the inference that such notions are necessary products of progressing intelligence. Their endless variety serves but to strengthen this conclusion: showing as it does a more or less independent genesis—showing how, in different places and times, like conditions have led to similar trains of thought, ending in analogous results. That these countless different, and yet allied, phenomena presented by all religions are accidental or factitious, is an untenable supposition. A candid examination of the evidence quite negatives the doctrine maintained by some, that creeds are priestly inventions. Even as a mere question of probabilities it cannot rationally be concluded that in every society, past and present, savage and civilized, certain members of the community have combined to delude the rest, in ways so analogous. To any who may allege that some primitive fiction was devised by some primitive priesthood, before yet mankind had diverged from a common centre, a reply is furnished by philology; for philology proves the dispersion of mankind to have commenced before there existed a language sufficiently organized to express religious ideas. Moreover, were it otherwise tenable, the hypothesis of artificial origin fails to account for the facts. It does not explain why, under all changes of form, certain elements of religious belief remain constant. It does not show us how it happens that while adverse criticism has from age to age gone on destroying particular theological dogmas, it has not destroyed the fundamental conception underlying these dogmas. It leaves us without any solution of the striking circumstance that when, from the absurdities and corruptions accumulated around them, national creeds have fallen into general discredit, ending in indifferentism or positive denial, there has always by and by arisen a re-assertion of them: if not the same in form, still the same in essence. Thus the universality of religious ideas, their independent evolution among different primitive races, and their great vitality, unite in showing that their source must be deep-seated instead of superficial. In other words, we are obliged to admit that if not supernaturally derived as the majority contend, they must be derived out of human experiences, slowly accumulated and organized.

Should it be asserted that religious ideas are products of the religious sentiment, which, to satisfy itself, prompts imaginations that it afterwards projects into the external world, and by and by mistakes for realities; the problem is not solved, but only removed further back. Whether the wish is father to the thought, or whether sentiment and idea have a common genesis, there equally arises the question—Whence comes the sentiment? That it is a constituent in man’s nature is implied by the hypothesis; and cannot indeed be denied by those who prefer other hypotheses. And if the religious sentiment, displayed habitually by the majority of mankind, and occasionally aroused even in those seemingly devoid of it, must be classed among human emotions, we cannot rationally ignore it. We are bound to ask its origin and its function. Here is an attribute which, to say the least, has had an enormous influence—which has played a conspicuous part throughout the entire past as far back as history records, and is at present the life of numerous institutions, the stimulus to perpetual controversies, and the prompter of countless daily actions. Any Theory of Things which takes no account of this attribute, must, then, be extremely defective. If with no other view, still as a question in philosophy, we are called on to say what this attribute means; and we cannot decline the task without confessing our philosophy to be incompetent.

Two suppositions only are open to us: the one that the feeling which responds to religious ideas resulted, along with all other human faculties, from an act of special creation; the other that it, in common with the rest, arose by a process of evolution. If we adopt the first of these alternatives, universally accepted by our ancestors and by the immense majority of our contemporaries, the matter is at once settled: man is directly endowed with the religious feeling by a creator; and to that creator it designedly responds. If we adopt the second alternative, then we are met by the questions—What are the circumstances to which the genesis of the religious feeling is due? and—What is its office? We are bound to entertain these questions; and we are bound to find answers to them. Considering all faculties, as we must on this supposition, to result from accumulated modifications caused by the intercourse of the organism with its environment, we are obliged to admit that there exist in the environment certain phenomena or conditions which have determined the growth of the feeling in question; and so are obliged to admit that it is as normal as any other faculty. Add to which that as, on the hypothesis of a development of lower forms into higher, the end towards which the progressive changes directly or indirectly tend, must be adaptation to the requirements of existence; we are also forced to infer that this feeling is in some way conducive to human welfare. Thus both alternatives contain the same ultimate implication. We must conclude that the religious sentiment is either directly created, or is created by the slow action of natural causes; and whichever of these conclusions we adopt, requires us to treat the religious sentiment with respect.

One other consideration should not be overlooked—a consideration which students of Science more especially need to have pointed out. Occupied as such are with established truths, and accustomed to regard things not already known as things to be hereafter discovered, they are liable to forget that information, however extensive it may become, can never satisfy inquiry. Positive knowledge does not, and never can, fill the whole region of possible thought. At the uttermost reach of discovery there arises, and must ever arise, the question—What lies beyond? As it is impossible to think of a limit to space so as to exclude the idea of space lying outside that limit; so we cannot conceive of any explanation profound enough to exclude the question—What is the explanation of that explanation? Regarding Science as a gradually increasing sphere


























CHAPTER II.

ULTIMATE RELIGIOUS IDEAS.
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