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CHAPTER 1.
RELIGION AND SCIENCE.

§ 1. WE too often forget that not only is there ““a soul of
goodness in things evil,” 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 judg-
ment 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. And there is reason to suspect that this some-
thing 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.
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4 RELIGION AND SCIENCE.

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 in-
ternal 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 in-
ferred 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,
1s 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 Jjudgments on dis-
puted questions, much depends on the attitude of mind we
P e i o king gt i, the ooy

ght attitude, it is needful that
we should l.earn how true, and yet how untrue, are average
human beliefs. On the one hand, we must keep free from
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RELIGION AND SCIENCE. 5

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.” 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 comple-
mentary fact, that majorities have usually not been entirely
wrong. And the avoidance of these extremes being a pre-
requisite to catholic thinking, we shall do well to provide
ourselves with a safe-guard against them, by making a valua-
tion of opinions in the abstract. To this end we must con-
template 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. 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, 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
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6 RELIGION AND SCIENCE.

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 ad-
dressed 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 relation-
ship of rulersand ruled are further changed. For the theory
of divine origin, there is substituted that of divine right. 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 alle-
giance only in the shape of obedience to his commands.

With advancing political opinion has come still greater
restriction of imperial power. DBelief in the supernatural
character of the ruler, long ago repudiated by ourselves for
cxample, 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 sub-
mission to the king’s will, now means a merely nominal pro-
fession 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 un-
questioned. 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 nc laws save those of our own making. We have entirely
divested the monarch of legislative power; and should im-
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RELIGION AND SCIENCE. 7

mediately rebel against his or her exercise of such power,
even in matters of the smallest concern. In brief, the abo-
riginal doctrine is all but extinet among us.

Nor has the rejection of primitive political beliefs, resulted
only in transferring the authority of an autocrat to a repre-
sentative body. The views entertained respecting govern-
ments 1n 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 in-
dividuals. 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 govern-
mental 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 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 funda-
mental 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
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8 RELIGION AND SCIENCE

any attempt to revive them would prove the current opinion
to be, that such matters lie beyond the sphere of legal control.
Tor 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 individ-
uals, 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
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RELIGION AND SCIENCE. 9

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 govern-
ments, have long since repudiated the divine right of kings.
Elsewhere the belief that there is anything sacred in legis-
lative regulations is dying out: laws are coming to be con-
sidered as conventional only. While the extreme school
holds that governments have mneither intrinsic author-
ity, 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
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10 RELIGION AND SCIENCE.

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 irreconcileable antagonism ;
yet ultimate analysis discloses in them this fundamental com-
munity of opinion; that there are limits which individual
actlons 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 ShO.VVII. 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 &

great variety of experiences, we may say that it ranks next in
certainty to the postulates of exact science.
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RELIGION AND SCIENCE. 11

Do we not thus arrive at a generalization which may habit-
ually guide us when seeking for the soul of truth in things
crroneous ?  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 some-
thing 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.

§ 8. A candid acceptance of this general principle and an
adoption of the course it indicates, will greatly aid us in deal-
ing 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
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