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About Shelley:

Percy Bysshe Shelley (4 August 1792 – 8 July 1822) was one of
the major English Romantic poets and is critically regarded as
among the finest lyric poets in the English language. A radical in
his poetry and his political and social views, fame eluded him
during his lifetime, but recognition grew steadily following his
death. Shelley was a key member of a close circle of visionary
poets and writers that included Lord Byron; Leigh Hunt; Thomas Love
Peacock; and his own second wife, Mary Shelley, the author of
Frankenstein. Shelley's early profession of atheism (in
the tract "The Necessity of Atheism") led to his expulsion from
Oxford and branded him a radical agitator and thinker, setting an
early pattern of marginalisation and ostracism from the
intellectual and political circles of his time. His close circle of
admirers, however, included some progressive thinkers of the day,
including his future father-in-law, the philosopher William Godwin.
Though Shelley's poetry and prose output remained steady throughout
his life, most publishers and journals declined to publish his work
for fear of being arrested themselves for blasphemy or sedition.
Shelley did not live to see success and influence, although these
reach down to the present day not only in literature, but in major
movements in social and political thought. Shelley became an idol
of the next three or four generations of poets, including important
Victorian and Pre-Raphaelite poets such as Robert Browning, and
Dante Gabriel Rosetti. He was admired by Oscar Wilde, Thomas Hardy,
George Bernard Shaw, Bertrand Russell, W. B. Yeats, Karl Marx,
Upton Sinclair, and Isadora Duncan. Henry David Thoreau's civil
disobedience was apparently influenced by Shelley's non-violence in
protest and political action. 











Introduction


 

"The Necessity of Atheism" is a treatise on atheism by the
English poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, printed in 1811 by C. and W.
Phillips in Worthing while Shelley was a student at University
College, Oxford. A copy of the first version was sent as a short
tract signed enigmatically to all heads of Oxford colleges at the
University. At that time the content was so shocking to the
authorities that he was "rusticated" (expelled from the University)
for refusing to deny authorship, together with his friend and
fellow student, Thomas Jefferson Hogg. A revised and expanded
version was printed in 1813.

Shelley's early profession of atheism in this tract not only led
to his expulsion from Oxford but also branded him as a radical
agitator and thinker, setting an early pattern of marginalisation
and ostracism from the intellectual and political circles of his
time. Though Shelley's poetry and prose output remained steady
throughout his life, most publishers and journals declined to
publish his work for fear of being arrested themselves for
blasphemy or sedition.

Shelley did not live to see success and influence in his time,
although these reach down to the present day not only in
literature, but in major movements in social and political
thought.

(Reference: Wikipedia.)

 










There Is No God


 

This negation must be understood solely to affect a creative
Deity. The hypothesis of a pervading Spirit co-eternal with the
universe remains unshaken.

A close examination of the validity of the proofs adduced to
support any proposition is the only secure way of attaining truth,
on the advantages of which it is unnecessary to descant: our
knowledge of the existence, of a Deity is a subject of such
importance that it cannot be too minutely investigated; in
consequence of this conviction we proceed briefly and impartially
to examine the proofs which have been adduced. It is necessary
first to consider the nature of belief.

When a proposition is offered to the mind, It perceives the
agreement or disagreement of the ideas of which it is composed. A
perception of their agreement is termed belief. Many obstacles
frequently prevent this perception from being immediate; these the
mind attempts to remove in order that the perception may be
distinct. The mind is active in the investigation in order to
perfect the state of perception of the relation which the component
ideas of the proposition bear to each, which is passive; the
investigation being confused with the perception has induced many
falsely to imagine that the mind is active in belief. — that belief
is an act of volition, — in consequence of which it may be
regulated by the mind. Pursuing, continuing this mistake, they have
attached a degree of criminality to disbelief; of which, in its
nature, it is incapable: it is equally incapable of merit.

Belief, then, is a passion, the strength of which, like every
other passion, is in precise proportion to the degrees of
excitement.

The degrees of excitement are three.

The senses are the sources of all knowledge to the mind;
consequently their evidence claims the strongest assent.

The decision of the mind, founded upon our own experience,
derived from these sources, claims the next degree.

The experience of others, which addresses itself to the former
one, occupies the lowest degree.

(A graduated scale, on which should be marked the capabilities
of propositions to approach to the test of the senses, would be a
just barometer of the belief which ought to be attached to
them.)

Consequently no testimony can be admitted which is contrary to
reason; reason is founded on the evidence of our senses.

Every proof may be referred to one of these three divisions: it
is to be considered what arguments we receive from each of them,
which should convince us of the existence of a Deity.

1st, The evidence of the senses. If the Deity should appear to
us, if he should convince our senses of his existence, this
revelation would necessarily command belief. Those to whom the
Deity has thus appeared have the strongest possible conviction of
his existence. But the God of Theologians is incapable of local
visibility.

2d, Reason. It is urged that man knows that whatever is must
either have had a beginning, or have existed from all eternity, he
also knows that whatever is not eternal must have had a cause. When
this reasoning is applied to the universe, it is necessary to prove
that it was created: until that is clearly demonstrated we may
reasonably suppose that it has endured from all eternity. We must
prove design before we can infer a designer. The only idea which we
can form of causation is derivable from the constant conjunction of
objects, and the consequent inference of one from the other. In a
base where two propositions are diametrically opposite, the mind
believes that which is least incomprehensible; — it is easier to
suppose that the universe has existed from all eternity than to
conceive a being beyond its limits capable of creating it: if the
mind sinks beneath the weight of one, is it an alleviation to
increase the intolerability of the burthen?

The other argument, which is founded on a Man's knowledge of his
own existence, stands thus. A man knows not only that he now is,
but that once he was not; consequently there must have been a
cause. But our idea of causation is alone derivable from the
constant conjunction of objects and the consequent Inference of one
from the other; and, reasoning experimentally, we can only infer
from effects caused adequate to those effects. But there certainly
is a generative power which is effected by certain 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
effect is produced by an eternal, omniscient, omnipotent being
leaves the cause in the same obscurity, but renders it more
incomprehensible.

3d, Testimony. It is required that testimony should not be
contrary to reason. The testimony that the Deity convinces the
senses of men of his existence can only be admitted by us, if our
mind considers it less probable, that these men should have been
deceived than that the Deity should have appeared to them. Our
reason can never admit the testimony of men, who not only declare
that they were eye-witnesses of miracles, but that the Deity was
irrational; for he commanded that he should be believed, he
proposed the highest rewards for, faith, eternal punishments for
disbelief. We can only command voluntary actions; belief is not an
act of volition; the mind is ever passive, or involuntarily active;
from this it is evident that we have no sufficient testimony, or
rather that testimony is insufficient to prove the being of a God.
It has been before shown that it cannot be deduced from reason.
They alone, then, who have been convinced by the evidence of the
senses can believe it.

Hence it is evident that, having no proofs from either of the
three sources of conviction, the mind cannot believe the existence
of a creative God: it is also evident that, as belief is a passion
of the mind, no degree of criminality is attachable to disbelief;
and that they only are reprehensible who neglect to remove the
false medium through which their mind views any subject of
discussion. Every reflecting mind must acknowledge that there is no
proof of the existence of a Deity.

God is an hypothesis, and, as such, stands in need of proof: the
onus probandi rests on the theist. Sir Isaac Newton says:


Hypotheses non fingo, quicquid enim ex phaenomenis non
deducitur hypothesis, vocanda est, et hypothesis vel metaphysicae,
vel physicae, vel qualitatum occultarum, seu mechanicae, in
philosophia locum non habent.



To all proofs of the existence of a creative God apply this
valuable rule. We see a variety of bodies possessing a variety of
powers: we merely know their effects; we are in a estate of
ignorance with respect to their essences and causes. These Newton
calls the phenomena of things; but the pride of philosophy is
unwilling to admit its ignorance of their causes. From the
phenomena, which are the objects of our attempt to infer a cause,
which we call God, and gratuitously endow it with all negative and
contradictory qualities. From this hypothesis we invent this
general name, to conceal our ignorance of causes and essences. The
being called God by no means answers with the conditions prescribed
by Newton; it bears every mark of a veil woven by philosophical
conceit, to hide the ignorance of philosophers even from
themselves. They borrow the threads of its texture from the
anthropomorphism of the vulgar. Words have been used by sophists
for the same purposes, from the occult qualities of the
peripatetics to the effuvium of Boyle and the crinities or nebulae
of Herschel. God is represented as infinite, eternal,
incomprehensible; he is contained under every predicate in non that
the logic of ignorance could fabricate. Even his worshippers allow
that it is impossible to form any idea of him: they exclaim with
the French poet,

Pour dire ce qu'il est, il faut etre lui-meme.

Lord Bacon says that atheism leaves to man reason, philosophy,
natural piety, laws, reputation, and everything that can serve to
conduct him to virtue; but superstition destroys all these, and
erects itself into a tyranny over the understandings of men: hence
atheism never disturbs the government, but renders man more clear-
sighted, since he sees nothing beyond the boundaries of the present
life. — Bacon's Moral Essays.

[1]The first theology of man made him first
fear and adore the elements themselves, the gross and material
objects of nature; he next paid homage to the agents controlling
the elements, lower genies, heroes or men gifted with great
qualities. By force of reflection he sought to simplify things by
submitting all nature to a single agent, spirit, or universal soul,
which, gave movement to nature and all its branches. Mounting from
cause to cause, mortal man has ended by seeing nothing; and it is
in this obscurity that he has placed his God; it is in this
darksome abyss that his uneasy imagination has always labored
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