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INTRODUCTION BY JOHN G. SLATER

The Basic Writings of Bertrand Russell was first published in 1961. Although Russell
wrote a preface for it, he had no hand in selecting its contents; that daunting
task fell to its editors, Robert Egner and Lester Denonn. The importance of the
book lies in the picture it gives of Russell’s broad and diverse interests. If any
twentieth-century author is a polymath, then Russell is one. Just about the
only traditional branch of philosophy he did not write on is aesthetics. In a
letter to Lucy Donnelly, written on 19 October 1913, he told her that the
pupil she had sent him from Bryn Mawr had turned up and wanted to study
aesthetics. Unfortunately, Cambridge had no one who could help her with
aesthetics. ‘I feel sure learned aesthetics is rubbish,” he wrote, ‘and that it
ought to be a matter of literature and taste rather than science. But I don’t
know whether to tell her so.” Little wonder, then, that he never wrote on the
subject.

Russell’s wide interests developed gradually over the years. From his
grandmother he acquired a love of history and an interest in politics in all of
its forms. A Russell was expected to take an interest in political matters and to
make his opinion known. Russell wrote on a bewildering variety of public
controversies, beginning with free trade and women’s suffrage and ending
with the Kennedy assassination and the Vietham war. None of these writings
was philosophical, although he often used philosophical techniques to
demolish an opponent’s argument. In his studies at Cambridge he developed
his talents in mathematics, philosophy, and economics. His first degree was
in mathematics, which he capped with a year’s study of philosophy.
Undecided whether to pursue philosophy or economics as a career, he
finally picked the former and wrote a successful Fellowship dissertation for
Trinity College on non-Euclidean geometry, which made use of both of his
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undergraduate subjects. But he continued to read economics books, which
helped him in his researches on German social democracy, the topic of his
first book; after that, economics tends to fade from the picture. While a fellow
at Cambridge he wondered whether he had any talent for experimental
science, so he arranged to spend some time working in the Cavendish Labora-
tory, but he quickly discovered that he had no such talent. He did, however,
keep abreast with the new physics as it developed, at least until the early
1930s. After that there is no evidence that he continued to read original
articles as they came out, although right through the 1950s he continued to
read books on physics. His interest in science was not confined to physics; he
studied it widely enough to be comfortable generalizing about its method; he
adopted a version of the scientific method as his guide to philosophizing.

One question to which he applied his scientific method concerned the
nature of mind. To prepare himself to analyse mental concepts he read very
widely in the psychological literature of his day, especially the writings of the
behaviourists. At about the same time, he was becoming increasingly inter-
ested in the philosophy of education. This interest arose from the need to
provide an education for his own children. None of the available schools
seemed suitable, so he and his second wife decided to open their own school.
Running a school proved a formidable task. Russell tried to give guidance to
his teachers and others by writing on education; his books and articles
defend what is called the progressive view of education.

His school made a heavy drain on his resources, which he had to make up
by writing and lecturing for payment. During the 1920s he regularly made
lecture tours of the United States, where he was paid much better than
elsewhere. And he accepted nearly every offer to write for cash. For a long
period, to cite one remarkable example, he wrote a short article every week
for the Hearst newspapers. These little pieces usually took some catchy
topic—‘Who May Use Lipstick?” or ‘Do Dogs Think?’—and discussed it
wittily. In a few of them there is quite serious philosophical argument, but
mostly they are just fun. As the examples suggest, they range widely, and
accordingly add greatly to the sweep of Russell’s writings. What is really
impressive about them is their erudition; Russell, it seems, never forgot a
word he had read.

History, as already mentioned, was another subject for which Russell had a
lifetime fascination. Very early in the century he wrote an essay, ‘On History’,
reprinted in this book, which he opened with this ringing declaration: ‘Of all
the studies by which men acquire citizenship of the intellectual common-
wealth, no single one is so indispensable as the study of the past.” He goes on
to argue that history is important for two reasons: first, because it is true; and
second, because it enlarges the imagination and suggests feelings and courses
of action that may otherwise never fall within the reader’s experience. On
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later occasions he wrote further on the nature of history and its role in
human life. The Problem of China (1922) was his first historical study and one
fruit of the year he spent in China. In 1934 he published a political history of
the hundred years preceding the outbreak of the First World War; he called it
Freedom and Organization, 1814—1914. And later in the decade he undertook a
practical history project, the editing for publication of the papers of his
parents, Lord and Lady Amberley. The Amberley Papers was published in 1937 in
two large volumes. For an understanding of his family background it is an
indispensable document. During the war, when he was stranded in the
United States, he wrote A History of Western Philosophy (1945). It is not as reliable
a history as some of the more standard efforts, but it is a stimulating book to
read, because Russell brings his formidable critical skills to bear on the views
and arguments of his predecessors.

Russell is perhaps best known to the general public for his views on
religion, a topic which engaged his attention from boyhood onward. Reading
John Stuart Mill’s Autobiography led him to lose his belief in God. Before read-
ing Mill he thought the first-cause argument proved God’s existence, but Mill
wrote that his father had taught him that to say that God caused the world
immediately raised the question what caused God, because if everything
requires a cause then God does too. Newly bereft of religious belief, Russell
went up to Cambridge where, to his surprise and delight, he found the
majority shared his view. For a time, when his love for Lady Ottoline Morrell
was in full bloom, he professed to share her interest in mystical religion. ‘The
Essence of Religion’, included here, is a fruit of that period. After this detour,
he returned to his usual agnosticism. In 1927 he delivered his famous lecture,
‘Why I Am Not a Christian’, which shocked the theologians and T. S. Eliot. It
too is reprinted here. Delighted that he had touched a raw nerve, he followed
it with a number of other essays critical of established religion. Most of these
have been collected together, by Paul Edwards, in Why I Am Not a Christian and
Other Essays on Religion and Related Subjects (1957). Edwards includes a valuable
appendix detailing the way in which Russell was prevented in 1940 from
taking up a professorship in philosophy at the College of the City of New
York. Since the fight was led by high-ranking clerics, it seems more than
likely that it was his anti-religious writings and not his views on premarital
sexual relations in Marriage and Morals (1929) that stirred their ire.

It is nearly impossible to indicate all of the areas of human concern to
which Russell contributed his views. But the new reader should be warned
that Russell himself did not regard these popular writings as philosophical.
Indeed, he did not even think that his books on political theory were philo-
sophical. In the course of replying to his critics in The Philosophy of Bertrand Russell
(1944), edited by Paul Arthur Schilpp, he made the point that none of these
popular pieces was to be judged by philosophical standards. ‘T did not write

Xi
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Principles of Social Reconstruction in my capacity as a “philosopher”; I wrote it as a
human being who suffered from the state of the world, wished to find some
way of improving it, and was anxious to speak in plain terms to others who
had similar feelings. If I had never written technical books, this would be
obvious to everybody; and if the book is to be understood, my technical
activities must be forgotten.” Philosophy proper was concerned with prob-
lems of logical analysis; therefore much that was traditionally regarded as
philosophical turns out, on his conception, not to be so. Even ethics, which
he did write upon, was largely excluded; he did allow that some ethical
sentences present certain logical problems and to that extent ethics was
philosophical, but most of it was not. Happily for the reader, Russell did not
refrain from writing on topics he thought unphilosophical, otherwise this
book would be much thinner, and much less fun to read, than it is.

Perhaps it would be fitting if I were to conclude this introduction with a
brief tribute to Lester E. Denonn (1901-1985), one of the book’s editors,
whose name has been associated with that of Russell for the last fifty years.
Denonn was a New York attorney who specialized in tax law, but his principal
love was philosophy and especially the life and work of Russell. Before taking
his law degree he had studied philosophy, earning an MA degree, with a
thesis on the philosophical significance of Plato’s myths, from Cornell Uni-
versity in 1924. After I got to know him, he told me how it happened that he
came to collect Russell’s writings. His love of books led him to frequent the
secondhand stores in New York. One day a bookdealer told him that he
should use his time in bookstores more wisely and collect books, not just
amass them. Denonn was taken by this remark and asked for suggestions as to
what he might collect, mentioning that his resources were very limited. The
dealer suggested the works of Russell, then in his prime as a writer. When
Denonn indicated interest, the dealer told him that he had just acquired a
scrapbook into which a previous owner had mounted a number of Russell’s
published articles. If Denonn were to buy it, he would have a decent start on a
collection, since ephemeral items are always the most difficult to find.
Denonn took the bait, bought and read the articles, and was hooked on
Russell for life. From then on he never passed up the opportunity to visit
secondhand bookstores. Throughout the great depression he bought books,
circling a page number to indicate the price he paid for the book. Although
he accumulated a mass of material by and about Russell, he was never a
systematic collector. Once he had a copy of some publication, say, a paper-
back copy of Why Men Fight (the American title of Principles of Social Reconstruc-
tion), he would pass up copies of both the British and American first editions.
He also had the disconcerting habit, typical of his generation, of throwing
away dustwrappers as soon as he got a book home. In Russell’s case this was
especially serious, since he nearly always wrote his own dustwrapper blurbs.
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Despite his lack of system he did acquire many items of great scarcity, mostly
ephemeral items published only in the United States. After his death his
collection was purchased by McMaster University for the Bertrand Russell
Archives. It is now being used by Kenneth Blackwell, the archivist, in the
preparation of a bibliography of Russell’s writings, to be published within
the next few years.

Denonn'’s interest in Russell extended beyond collecting his writings. In
the 1940s he met Russell for the first of several times and wrote an article
reporting their conversation. His interest in Russell’s writings came to the
attention of Paul Arthur Schilpp, who was editing a volume on Russell for
The Library of Living Philosophers; Schilpp asked Denonn to prepare the
bibliography for the book. This bibliography, which was corrected and
expanded in later editions, served for decades as the major source for infor-
mation on Russell’s output. Even in its latest version, it lists only a fraction of
his writings, concentrating, as it might be expected to do in such a volume,
on his philosophical writings. In 1951 Denonn published The Wit and Wisdom
of Bertrand Russell, a collection of short excerpts from his works; and the follow-
ing year he brought out another such collection, Bertrand Russell’s Dictionary of
Mind, Matter and Morals, which, as its title suggests, is organized according to
concepts. These books, especially the second which had a very wide sale,
served to introduce Russell to a new set of readers. So when he joined forces
with Robert E. Egner to select the material for this book, he had been thor-
oughly over the ground to be covered and had definite ideas of what should
be included. Egner, a professional philosopher, had edited another book of
Russellian excerpts, Bertrand Russell’s Best, first published in 1958. Sixteen books
and eight articles are quoted in it, so he too had devoted much time to
studying Russell’s writings. At the time this book was prepared for publica-
tion, therefore, it would not have been possible to find two editors better
prepared for their task than these two men.

John G. Slater
University of Toronto

xiii



PREFACE BY BERTRAND RUSSELL

Professor Egner and Mr Denonn deserve my very sincere gratitude for the
labour and judgment with which they have selected the following items from
my writings, which, in the course of a long life, have become so numerous
that they must at times have induced a feeling of despair in the editors. The
persistence of personal identity which is assumed by the criminal law, and
also in the converse process of awarding honours, becomes to one who has
reached my age almost a not readily credible paradox. There are things in the
following collection which I wrote as long as fifty-seven years ago and which
read to me now almost like the work of another person. On a very great many
matters my views since I began to write on philosophy have undergone
repeated changes. In philosophy, though not in science, there are those who
make such changes a matter of reproach. This, I think, results from the
tradition which assimilates philosophy with theology rather than with sci-
ence. For my part, I should regard an unchanging system of philosophical
doctrines as proof of intellectual stagnation. A prudent man imbued with the
scientific spirit will not claim that his present beliefs are wholly true, though
he may console himself with the thought that his earlier beliefs were perhaps
not wholly false. Philosophical progress seems to me analogous to the grad-
ually increasing clarity of outline of a mountain approached through mist,
which is vaguely visible at first, but even at last remains in some degree
indistinct. What I have never been able to accept is that the mist itself conveys
valuable elements of truth. There are those who think that clarity, because it
is difficult and rare, should be suspect. The rejection of this view has been the
deepest impulse in all my philosophical work.

I am glad that Professor Egner and Mr Denonn have not confined them-
selves in their work of selection to what can be strictly called philosophy. The
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world in which I have lived has been a very rapidly changing world. The
changes have been in part such as I could welcome, but in part such as I could
only assimilate in terms borrowed from tragic drama. I could not welcome
whole-heartedly any presentation of my activities as a writer which made it
seem as though I had been indifferent to the very remarkable transformations
which it has been my good or ill fortune to experience.

I should not wish to be thought in earnest only when I am solemn. There
are many things that seem to me important to be said, but not best said in a
portentous tone of voice. Indeed, it has become increasingly evident to me
that portentousness is often, though not always, a device for warding off too
close scrutiny. I cannot believe in ‘sacred’ truths. Whatever one may believe
to be true, one ought to be able to convey without any apparatus of Sunday
sanctification. For this reason, I am glad that the editors have included some
things which might seem lacking in what is called ‘high seriousness’.

In conclusion, I should wish to thank the editors once again for having
brought together in one volume so just an epitome of my perhaps unduly
multifarious writings.

BERTRAND RUSSELL

XV



INTRODUCTION BY THE EDITORS

Lord Russell has never particularly relished being anatomized although he
readily consented to each of us attempting it by selections previously pub-
lished. We have joined in this volume, again with his kind sanction, to present
what we trust will be generally accepted as a useful, definitive sampling of
complete essays and chapters indicative of the man and his work over more
than sixty years of astounding productivity.

When we have been queried on frequent occasions as to the reason for our
own continued absorbing interest in the myriads of words that have flowed
from his fertile mind, we have uniformly responded that we deliberately
chose his works as we know of no one comparable through whose eyes one
can survey the status and progress of contemporary thought in its many
variegations. It was that idea which prompted our selection from various
fields, in many of which Lord Russell pioneered and advanced human
thought and in all of which he spoke with distinction.

Few philosophers have had a more profound influence on the course of
modern philosophy than Bertrand Russell. Perhaps no technical philosopher
has been more widely read, discussed and misunderstood. This volume is an
attempt to present within one cover the more definitive essays by Russell
from 1903, when he wrote his celebrated essay, ‘A Free Man’s Worship’, to
1959, when he wrote the frequently cited ‘The Expanding Mental Universe’.

The essays were chosen for their contribution to thinking at the time they were
written. As Russell himself'says, ‘T am in no degree ashamed of having changed
my opinions. What physicist who was active in 1900 would dream of boast-
ing that his opinions had not changed?’

There is no adequate substitute for first-hand contact with original
thought; nor is there any substitute for reading the definitive works of any
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great thinker in their entirety. Russell anthologies and collections have
appeared which show only one period in his thought. Some, for example,
reveal the views he held for a limited time (Mysticism and Logic, 1903—-1917),
while others have been concerned with emphasizing his views on particular
subjects (Why I am not a Christian, 1957). It was not our purpose to add still
another to their number.

Our aim has been to present a wide portrait of the views of one of the few
seminal thinkers of the twentieth century. There will no doubt be readers
who would have wished that we had made different selections from Russell’s
works, but this problem confronts any anthologist.

The editors of any volume on a twentieth-century philosopher are faced
with a peculiar dilemma. The recency of the period and the strong emotional
attitudes about any major figure make it almost impossible to be objective.
The historian of an earlier period need only retouch the portraits presented
to him by tradition, however distorted they may be, but the anthologist of a
contemporary must write under the scrutiny of living admirers and
detractors. We venture to submit our selections and to let Russell and his
works speak for themselves.

Before letting the reader loose upon the pages that follow, we pause to
immortalize a London cabbie who drove one of us from a pleasant visit with
Sir Stanley Unwin to a London hotel. It was the day the Wood biography of
Russell appeared and the driver noticed a copy being admiringly thumbed.

‘Is that the new Russell biography I have been reading about?’

‘Yes, and I look forward to reading it.’

‘So do I. Wonderful mechanism, isn’t he?’

And so we invite you to the pages evidencing this wonderful mechanism.

ROBERT E. EGNER
LESTER E. DENONN



EPIGRAMMATIC INSIGHTS FROM THE
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His life, for all its waywardness, had a certain consistency, reminiscent of that
of the aristocratic rebels of the early nineteenth century. His Own Obituary.

I had a letter from an Anglican bishop not long ago in which he said that all
my opinions on everything were inspired by sexual lust, and that the opinions
I expressed were among the causes of the Second World War. BBC Interview
with John Freeman. The Listener, March 19, 1959.

Boredom as a factor in human behaviour has received, in my opinion, far less
attention than it deserves. The Conquest of Happiness.

Every man would like to be God, if it were possible; some few find it difficult
to admit the impossibility. Power: A New Social Analysis.

In spite of the fundamental importance of economic facts in determining
politics and beliefs of an age or nation, I do not think that non-economic
factors can be neglected without risks of error which may be fatal in practice.
The Practice and Theory of Bolshevism.

The scepticism that I advocate amounts only to this (1) that when the experts
are agreed, the opposite opinion cannot be held to be certain; (2) that when
they are not agreed, no opinion can be regarded as certain by a non-expert;
and (3) that when they all hold that no sufficient grounds for a positive
opinion exist, the ordinary man would do well to suspend his judgment.
Sceptical Essays.
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I should make it my object to teach thinking, not orthodoxy, or even hetero-
doxy. And I should absolutely never sacrifice intellect to the fancied interest
of morals. On Education Especially in Early Childhood.

I mean by wisdom a right conception of the ends of life. This is something
which science in itself does not provide. Increase of science by itself, there-
fore, is not enough to guarantee any genuine progress, though it provides
one of the ingredients which progress requires. The Scientific Outlook.

Rational apprehension of dangers is necessary; fear is not. On Education Especially
in Early Childhood.

The main things which seem to me important on their own account, and not
merely as means to other things, are knowledge, art, instinctive happiness,
and relations of friendship or affection. The Problem of China.

Instinct, mind and spirit are all essential to a full life; each has its own
excellence and its own corruption. The Analysis of Mind.

We have, in fact, two kinds of morality side by side: one which we preach but
do not practise, and another which we practise but seldom preach. Sceptical
Essays.

No nation was ever so virtuous as each believes itself, and none was ever so
wicked as each believes the other. Justice in War-Time.

But if human conceit was staggered for a moment by its kinship with the ape,
it soon found a way to reassert itself and that way is the ‘philosophy’ of
evolution. A process which led from the amoeba to man appeared to the
philosophers to be obviously a progress—though whether the amoeba
would agree with this opinion is not known. Our Knowledge of the External World.

Philosophy should be piecemeal and provisional like science; final truth
belongs to heaven, not to this world. An Outline of Philosophy.

The opinions that are held with passion are always those for which no good
ground exists; indeed the passion is the measure of the holder’s lack of
rational conviction. Sceptical Essays.

To save the world requires faith and courage: faith in reason, and courage to
proclaim what reason shows to be true. The Prospects of Industrial Civilization.
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If it is the devil that tempts the young to enjoy themselves, is it not the same
personage that persuades the old to condemn their enjoyment? And is not
condemnation perhaps merely a form of excitement appropriate to old age?
(Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech) Human Society in Ethics and Politics.

There is something feeble and a little contemptible about a man who cannot
face the perils of life without the help of comfortable myths. Human Society in
Ethics and Politics.

There are infinite possibilities of error, and more cranks take up unfashion-
able errors than unfashionable truths. Unpopular Essays.

... the Crotonians burnt the Pythagorean school. But burning schools, or
men for that matter, has always proved singularly unhelpful in stamping out
unorthodoxy. Wisdom of the West.



1896
1897
1900
1903
1910
1910
1912
1912
1913
1914

1914
1914
1915
1916

1916
1916
1917
1918
1918

1919
1920

1921

CHRONOLOGICAL LIST OF RUSSELL’S
PRINCIPAL WORKS

German Social Democracy. (A chapter by Alys Russell.)

An Essay on the Foundations of Geometry.

A Critical Exposition of the Philosophy of Leibniz.

The Principles of Mathematics.

Principia Mathematica—Vol. I. (With A. N. Whitehead.)
Philosophical Essays.

Principia Mathematica—Vol. II. (With A. N. Whitehead.)

The Problems of Philosophy.

Principia Mathematica—Vol. III. (With A. N. Whitehead.)

Our Knowledge of the External World as a Field for Scientific Method
in Philosophy.

Scientific Method in Philosophy.

The Philosophy of Bergson. (Controversy with H. W. Carr.)

War, the Offspring of Fear.

Principles of Social Reconstruction. (Why Men Fight: A Method of
Abolishing the International Duel.)

Policy of the Entente, 1904—1914. (Part of: Justice in War-Time.)
Justice in War-Time.

Political Ideals.

Mysticism and Logic and Other Essays.

Roads to Freedom: Socialism, Anarchism and Syndicalism. (Proposed
Roads to Freedom: Socialism, Anarchism and Syndicalism.)

An Introduction to Mathematical Philosophy.

The Practice and Theory of Bolshevism. (Bolshevism in Theory and
Practice.)

The Analysis of Mind.
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1922
1923
1923
1924
1924
1924
1924
1925
1925
1926

1927
1927
1927
1928
1929
1930
1930
1931
1932
1934

1935
1935
1936
1936
1937

1938
1940
1945
1948
1949
1950
1951
1952
1953
1954
1954
1954
1956

The Problem of China.

Free Thought and Official Propaganda.

The Prospects of Industrial Civilization. (With Dora Russell.)
The ABC of Atoms.

Bolshevism and the West. (Debate with Scott Nearing.)
Icarus or the Future of Science.

How to be Free and Happy.

Logical Atomism.

The ABC of Relativity.

What I Believe

On Education Especially in Early Childhood. (Education and the Good
Life.)

Why I am not a Christian.

The Analysis of Matter.

An Outline of Philosophy. (Philosophy.)

Sceptical Essays.

Marriage and Morals.

The Conquest of Happiness.

Has Religion Made Useful Contributions to Civilization?
The Scientific Outlook.

Education and the Social Order. (Education and the Modern World.)
Freedom and Organization 1814—1914. (Freedom versus Organiz-
ation 1814-1914.)

In Praise of Idleness and Other Essays.

Religion and Science.

Which Way to Peace?

Determinism and Physics.

The Amberley Papers. The Letters and Diaries of Bertrand Russell’s
Parents. (With Patricia Russell.)

Power: A New Social Analysis.

An Inquiry into Meaning and Truth.

A History of Western Philosophy.

Human Knowledge: Its Scope and Limits.

Authority and the Individual.

Unpopular Essays.

The Impact of Science on Society.

New Hopes for a Changing World.

Satan in the Suburbs and Other Stories.

Nightmares of Eminent Persons and Other Stories.

Human Society in Ethics and Politics.

History as an Art.

Portraits from Memory and Other Essays.



1956

1957

1957
1958
1959
1959
1959
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Logic and Knowledge: Essays 1901-1950. (Edited by Robert C.
March.)

Why I am not a Christian and Other Essays on Religion and Related
Subjects. (Edited by Paul Edwards.)

Understanding History and Other Essays. (Reprint of Earlier Essays.)
The Will to Doubt. (Reprint of Earlier Essays.)

Common Sense and Nuclear Warfare.

My Philosophical Development.

Wisdom of the West.



1872
1874
1876

1883

1883

1890

1894

1895

1896

1898

1900
1905
1907
1908

CHRONOLOGY OF THE LIFE OF
BERTRAND RUSSELL

MAY 18. Born at Ravenscroft near Trelleck, Monmouthshire, England.
Death of Lady Amberley, mother of Bertrand Russell.

JANUARY. Death of Lord Amberley, father of Bertrand Russell,
followed by litigation over the will of his father. The designation
of freethinkers as guardians disaffirmed. His grandmother, Lady
Russell and Rollo Russell designated as his guardians. At Pembroke
Lodge.

First lessons in Euclid from his brother, Frank. Studied under private
tutors.

Began his philosophical speculations, particularly on religious prob-
lems. Penned his thoughts surreptitiously in a journal.

Entered Trinity College, Cambridge.

Took Moral Science Tripos. Fellowship dissertation on The Founda-
tions of Geometry. Honorary British Attaché in Paris. Marriage to Alys
Smith.

Visit to Germany. Study at the University of Berlin. Lectured to the
London School of Economics and Political Science on German Social
Democracy. Elected Fellow of Trinity College.

Visit to America with Alys Russell. Lectured at Johns Hopkins and
Bryn Mawr.

Lectured at Cambridge on Leibniz. With G. E. Moore in rebellion
against Kant and Hegel.

Attended the International Congress of Philosophy in Paris.

First success with the Theory of Descriptions.

Stood unsuccessfully for Parliament.

Made a Fellow of the Royal Society.



1910

1911
1913

1914

1915

1916

1918

1920
1921

1922

1923
1924

1925
1927

1929

CHRONOLOGY OF THE LIFE OF BERTRAND RUSSELL

Entire decade devoted to collaboration with A. N. Whitehead on
Principia Mathematica. First volume published this year. Failed of nom-
ination for Parliament by the Liberal Party because of agnostic views.
Lecturer in Mathematical Logic at Trinity College, Cambridge.
President of The Aristotelian Society. Separation from Alys Russell.
Lecture at Ecole des Hautes Sociales on The Philosophical Importance
of Mathematical Logic. Addressed the Heretics at Trinity College on
The Philosophy of Bergson.

Gave the Herbert Spencer Lecture in Philosophy at Oxford on Scien-
tific Method in Philosophy. Lectured on Our Knowledge of the
External World as Lowell Lecturer in Boston. Public speaker and
pamphleteer against World War I.

Address to the Philosophical Society of Manchester on The Ultimate
Constituents of Matter.

Fined £100 in the Everett Case because of a pamphlet criticizing a
two-year sentence of a conscientious objector. His library sold when
the fine was not paid. Bought by his friends. Loss of his lectureship at
Trinity College.

Gave a course of eight lectures in London describing his Logical
Atomism in which he acknowledges the influence of Wittgenstein
over the past four years. Sentenced to six months in Brixton Prison
because of an article in which he quoted the report of a Congres-
sional investigation into the use of American troops against strikers.
Second Division sentence changed to First Division. Wrote Introduction
to Mathematical Philosophy while in prison.

Visit to Russia.

Divorce from Alys Russell. Marriage to Dora Black. Visit to China and
Japan. Lectured on The Analysis of Mind in London and Pekin. Birth
of John, Lord Amberley.

Labour Candidate for Parliament. Gave the Moncure D. Conway
Memorial Lecture on Free Thought and Official Propaganda.

Labour Candidate for Parliament. Birth of Kate.

Lecture tour in the United States. Debate with Scott Nearing before
the League for Public Discussion on Bolshevism and the West. Lecture
to the Free Youth at Cooper Union, New York, on How to be Free and
Happy.

Tarner Lectures at Trinity College on The Analysis of Matter.

Lecture tour in the United States. Started a school at Beacon Hill near
Petersfield. Became headmaster with Dora Russell as headmistress.
Lecture at Battersea Town Hall before the South London Branch of the
National Secular Society on Why I am not a Christian.

Lecture tour in the United States. Talk to the Contemporary Thought

XXV
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1930

1931

1935
1936

1937

1938

1939

1940

1941

1942

1943

1944

1947

1948

Class at Northwestern University, Evanston, Illinois, on Three Ways to
the World.

Debate with John Cowper Powys in New York on Is Modern Marriage
a Failure?

Lecture tour in the United States. Debate with Sherwood Anderson on
Shall the Home be Abolished? Became Third Earl Russell on the death
of his brother, Frank.

Divorce from Dora Russell. Withdraws from the school.

Gave the Earl Grey Memorial Lecture at Armstrong College, Newcastle
upon Tyne, on Determinism and Physics. Marriage to Helen Patricia
Spence.

Birth of Conrad.

Lectures at Oxford on Language and Fact. To the United States where
he remained until 1944. Radio Discussion with T. V. Smith and Paul
Douglas on Taming Economic Power. Visiting Professor at The Uni-
versity of Chicago until 1939.

Radio Discussion on University of Chicago Round Table on Is Security
Increasing? Addressed the Sociology Club of The University of
Chicago on The Role of the Intellectual in the Modern World.
Lectures at The University of California in Los Angeles until 1940.
The William James Lectures at Harvard on An Inquiry into Meaning
and Truth. The Bertrand Russell Case involving the loss of his
appointment to the College of the City of New York.

Lecturer at The Barnes Foundation in Merion, Pennsylvania, on The
History of Philosophy. Spoke over cBs on the Invitation to Learning
programme with Huntington Cairns, Allan Tate and Mark Van Doren
on Hegel’s Philosophy of History. Radio talk over Station WEAF with
Rex Stout, entitled Speaking of Liberty.

Spoke over cBs on the Invitation to Learning programme with
Jacques Barzun on Descartes’s Discourse on Method and with Scott
Buchanan and Mark Van Doren on Spinoza’s Ethics. Later with Katherine
Ann Porter on Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland. Spoke on The American
Forum of the Air on What About India?

Termination of the Barnes contract. Successful suit for breach of
five-year contract.

Speaks at the Rand School, New York, over Station WEVD on
Co-operate with Russia. Returns to England. Elected to Fellowship at
Trinity College, Cambridge, for a second time. The topic of his annual
course: Non-Demonstrative Inference.

Addressed the National Book League at Friends House on Philosophy
and Politics.

Accident on flight to Norway en route to Trondheim where he was to
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lecture on The Prevention of War. Saved himself by swimming in a
heavy overcoat for ten minutes. Gave the first Reith Lectures over BBC
on Authority and the Individual.

1949 Awarded the Order of Merit. Addressed the Westminster School on
Atomic Energy and the Problems of Europe.

1950 Awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature ‘in recognition of his many-
sided and important work in which he has constantly stood forth as a
champion of humanity and freedom of thought’. Visit to Australia.

1951 Gave the Matchette Foundation Lectures at Columbia University in
New York on The Impact of Science on Society. Contributed to the
BBC Third Programme talks on The Political and Cultural Influence
(of America), The Nature and Origin of Scientific Method and Scepti-
cism and Tolerance. Death of Alys Russell.

1952 Divorce from Patricia Russell. Marriage to Edith Finch.

1955 Awarded the Silver Pears Trophy for work on behalf of World Peace.
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SOME THOUGHTS ABOUT BERTRAND RUSSELL

I owe innumerable happy hours to the reading of Russell’s works, something
which I cannot say of any other contemporary scientific writer, with the
exception of Thorstein Veblen. ALBERT EINSTEIN in The Philosophy of Bertrand
Russell—The Library of Living Philosophers.

He constitutes a fortunate example showing that a philosopher may owe his
success to clarity and cogency, to painstaking analysis and the renunciation of
the mysterious language of oracles. HANS REICHENBACH, ibid.

The flourishing condition of present-day ‘semiotic’ is a sufficient testimony
to the fertility of Russell’s ideas. MAX BLACK, ibid.

Leibniz acquired his title to nobility by flattering powerful princes and
church officials and by defending their feudal privileges; whereas Russell,
though born an aristocrat, has always defended the democratic tradition and
courageously opposed political and church authoritarianism at the cost of
the very type of worldly success which was so dear to Leibniz, PHILIP
P. WIENER, ibid.

Russell has not said the last word on these matters [philosophy of science];
but he has certainly inspired a great multitude of students to try to say a better
one. If the example of his own splendid devotion to independent thinking
counts for anything, it is safe to believe that he would not prefer to have a
different estimate placed upon his efforts, ERNEST NAGEL, ibid.

Bertrand Russell’s philosophical writings are delightful reading. Whatever
may be Russell’s place in philosophy, his literary writings certainly deserve a
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place in any anthology of English prose. By this statement I do not mean to
belittle Russell’s contribution to philosophy. No contemporary writer has
done more to stimulate interest in philosophy than Russell and we are all
indebted to him. His contribution to logic, perhaps, overshadows his contri-
butions to other branches of philosophy because of its massiveness. But he
has enriched brilliantly and suggestively every branch of philosophy. joHN
ELOF BOODIN, ibid.

I believe there is little of importance in present-day philosophizing which
is not derived from him. The post-Russellians are all propter-Russellians.
ALAN wWOOD in Russell’s Philosophy: A Study of Its Development.

His writings combine profundity with wit, trenchant thinking with literary
excellence, honesty and clarity with kindliness and wisdom. JAMES R. NEW-
MAN in The World of Mathematics—George Allen & Unwin, London. Simon and
Schuster, New York.

Russell is without question one of the most productive and most brilliant
thinkers of our age, mathematical logician, philosopher, journalist and liber-
tarian, in some ways reminiscent of his early idol, Mill, and in others of
Voltaire because of his brilliance, his scope, and his iconoclasm. MORTON
WHITE in The Age of Analysis: Twentieth Century Philosophers—Houghton Mifflin Co.

But by far the most devastating use of the sceptical weapon has come in our
own time from Bertrand Russell, who turns the Cartesian doubt against the
Cartesian ego itself. LESLIE PAUL in The English Philosophers—London, Faber &
Faber.

For while Russell is often in error on positions he assumes, and while he has
engaged in stormy and obdurate controversies with the passion of a political
rebel, he has managed always to remind men of those traditions of civility
and justice that distinguish the liberal spirit in Western civilization from the
times of Pericles to our own day. ADRIENNE KOCH in Philosophy for a Time of
Crisis: An Interpretation with Key Writings by Fifteen Great Modern Thinkers—New York,
E. P Dutton & Co., Inc., 1959.

O science metaphysical,
And very, very quizzical,
You only make this maze of life the mazier;
For boasting to illuminate
Such riddles as Will and Fate
You muddle them to hazier and hazier.
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The cause of every action
You expound with satisfaction.
Through the mind in all its corners and recesses
You say that you have travelled
And every thread unravelled
And axioms you call your learned guesses.

Right and wrong you've so dissected
And their fragments so connected,

That which we follow doesn’t seem to matter,
But the cobwebs you have wrought,
And the silly flies they have caught

It needs no broom miraculous to shatter.

You know no more than |
What is laughter, tear or sigh,
Or love, or hate, or anger or compassion;
Metaphysics then adieu,
Without you, | can do
And | think you'll very soon be out of fashion.

Written in 1897 by Lady Russell, grandmother and guardian
of Bertrand Russell, as quoted in Earl Russell’s (Bertrand
Russell’s elder brother, Frank) My Life and Adventure—London,
Cassell & Co., Ltd., 1923.



Part |

Autobiographical Asides



The clarity and succinctness one expects from the works of Russell are
well illustrated by his own reference to his attempt to advance the
demonstrative methods of mathematics and science into regions con-
ventionally assigned to vague speculation. As Russell says by way
of characteristic autobiographical aside: ‘I like precision. | like sharp
outlines. | hate misty vagueness.’

He reveals that even at the age of eleven he refused to accept what
tradition had made appear as indestructible as granite. His brother con-
sented to teach him geometry which, Russell had heard, ‘proved things’.
When his brother told him that Euclidian axioms cannot be proved, his
hopes to find some certain knowledge all but vanished.

The selections that follow whet the appetite for the complete
autobiography, the publication of which Russell has understandably
deferred.



1

MY RELIGIOUS REMINISCENCES

My parents, Lord and Lady Amberley, were considered shocking in their day
on account of their advanced opinions in politics, theology, and morals.
When my mother died in 1874 she was buried without any religious cere-
mony in the grounds of their house in the Wye Valley. My father intended to
be buried there also, but when he died in 1876 his wishes were disregarded,
and both were removed to the family vault at Chenies. By my father’s will my
brother and I were to have been in the guardianship of two friends of his who
shared his opinions, but the will was set aside and we were placed by the
Court of Chancery in the care of my grandparents. My grandfather, the
statesman, died in 1878, and it was his widow who decided the manner
of my education. She was a Scotch Presbyterian, who gradually became a
Unitarian. I was taken on alternate Sundays to the Parish Church and to the
Presbyterian Church, while at home I was taught the tenets of Unitarianism.
Eternal punishment and the literal truth of the Bible were not inculcated,
and there was no Sabbatarianism beyond a suggestion of avoiding cards on
Sunday for fear of shocking the servants. But in other respects morals were
austere, and it was held to be certain that conscience, which is the voice of
God, is an infallible guide in all practical perplexities.

My childhood was solitary, as my brother was seven years older than I was,
and I was not sent to school. Consequently I had abundant leisure for reflec-
tion, and when I was about fourteen my thoughts turned to theology. During
the four following years I rejected, successively, free will, immortality, and
belief in God, and believed that I suffered much pain in the process, though
when it was completed I found myself far happier than I had been while
I remained in doubt. I think, in retrospect, that loneliness had much more to
do with my unhappiness than theological difficulties, for throughout the
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whole time I never said a word about religion to anyone, with the brief
exception of an Agnostic tutor, who was soon sent away, presumably because
he did not discourage my unorthodoxy.

What kept me silent was mainly the fear of ridicule. At the age of fourteen
I became convinced that the fundamental principle of ethics should be the
promotion of human happiness, and at first this appeared to me so self-
evident that I supposed it must be the universal opinion. Then I discovered, to
my surprise, that it was a view regarded as unorthodox, and called Utilitarian-
ism. I announced, no doubt with a certain pleasure in the long word, that I
was a Utilitarian; but the announcement was received with derision. My
grandmother for a long time missed no opportunity of ironically submitting
ethical conundrums to me, and challenging me to solve them on Utilitarian
principles. To my surprise I discovered, in preparing the Amberley Papers,
that she had subjected an uncle of mine, in his youth, to the same treatment
on the same topic. The result in my case was a determination to keep my
thoughts to myself; no doubt in his it was similar. Ridicule, nominally amus-
ing but really an expression of hostility, was the favourite weapon—the worst
possible, short of actual cruelty, in dealing with young people. When I
became interested in philosophy—a subject which, for some reason, was
anathema—I was told that the whole subject could be summed up in the
saying: “What is mind?—No matter. What is matter?—Never mind.” At the
fifteenth or sixteenth repetition of this remark it ceased to be amusing.

Nevertheless on most topics the atmosphere was liberal. For instance,
Darwinism was accepted as a matter of course. I had at one time, when I was
thirteen, a very orthodox Swiss tutor, who, in consequence of something I
had said, stated with great earnestness: ‘If you are a Darwinian I pity you, for
one cannot be a Darwinian and a Christian at the same time.’ I did not then
believe in the incompatibility, but I was already clear that, if T had to choose, I
would choose Darwin.

Until I went to Cambridge I was almost wholly unaware of contemporary
movements of thought. I was influenced by Darwin, and then by John Stuart
Mill, but more than either by the study of dynamics; my outlook, in fact, was
more appropriate to a seventeenth- or eighteenth-century Cartesian than to a
post-Darwinian. It seemed to me that all the motions of matter were deter-
mined by physical laws, and that in all likelihood this was true of the human
body as well as of other matter. Being passionately interested in religion and
unable to speak about it, I wrote down my thoughts in Greek letters in a book
which I headed ‘Greek Exercises’, in which, to make concealment more
complete, I adopted an original system of phonetic spelling. In this book,
when I was fifteen, I wrote: “Taking free will first to consider, there is no clear
dividing line between man and the protozoon. Therefore, if we give free will
to man we must give it also to the protozoon. This is rather hard to do.
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Therefore, unless we are willing to give free will to the protozoon we must
not give it to man. This, however, is possible, but it is difficult to imagine. If,
as seems to me probable, protoplasm only came together in the ordinary
course of nature without any special Providence from God, then we and all
animals are simply kept going by chemical forces and are nothing more
wonderful than a tree (which no one pretends has free will), and if we had a
good enough knowledge of the forces acting on any one at any time, the
motives pro and con, the constitution of his brain at any time, then we could
tell exactly what he would do.’

Until the age of eighteen I continued to believe in a Deist’s God, because
the First-Cause argument seemed to me irrefutable. Then in John Stuart Mill’s
Autobiography I found that James Mill had taught him the refutation of that
argument—namely, that it gives no answer to the question “‘Who made God?’
It is curious that Mill should have had so much influence on me, for he was
my father’s and mother’s close friend and the source of many of their opin-
ions, but I did not know this until a much later date. Without being aware
that I was following in my father’s footsteps, I read, before I went to
Cambridge, Mill’s Logic and Politicdl Economy, and made elaborate notes in
which I practised the art of expressing the gist of each paragraph in a single
sentence. I was already interested in the principles of mathematics, and
was profoundly dissatisfied with his assimilation of pure mathematics to
empirical science—a view which is now universally abandoned.

Throughout adolescence I read widely, but as I depended mainly on my
grandfather’s library few of the books I read belonged to my own time. They
were a curious collection. I remember, as having been important to me,
Milman’s History of Christianity, Gibbon, Comte, Dante, Machiavelli, Swift, and
Carlyle; but above all Shelley—whom, however, though born in the same
month as my grandfather, I did not find on his shelves.

It was only at Cambridge that I became aware of the modern world—I
mean the world that was modern in the early ’nineties: Ibsen and Shaw,
Flaubert and Pater, Walt Whitman, Nietzsche, etc. But I do not think any of
these men had much influence on me, with the possible exception of Ibsen.
The men who changed my opinions at that time were two: first McTaggart in
one direction, and then, after I had become a Fellow, G. E. Moore in the
opposite direction. McTaggart made me a Hegelian, and Moore caused me to
revert to the opinions I had had before I went to Cambridge. Most of what
I learnt at Cambridge had to be painfully unlearnt later; on the whole, what
I had learnt for myself from being left alone in an old library had proved
more solid.

The influence of German idealism in England has never gone much
beyond the universities, but in them, when I was young, it was almost
completely dominant. Green and Caird converted Oxford, and Bradley and
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Bosanquet—the leading British philosophers in the 'nineties—were more in
agreement with Hegel than with anyone else, though, for some reason
unknown to me, they hardly ever mentioned him. In Cambridge Henry
Sidgwick still represented the Benthamite tradition, and James Ward was a
Kantian; but the younger men—Stout, Mackenzie, and McTaggart—were, in
varying degrees, Hegelians.

Very different attitudes towards Christian dogma were compatible with
acceptance of Hegel. In his philosophy nothing is held to be quite true, and
nothing quite false; what can be uttered has only a limited truth, and, since
men must talk, we cannot blame them for not speaking the whole truth and
nothing but the truth. The best we can do, according to Bradley, is to say
things that are ‘not intellectually corrigible’—further progress is only pos-
sible through a synthesis of thought and feeling, which, when achieved, will
lead to our saying nothing. Ideas have degrees of truth, greater or less accord-
ing to the stage at which they come in the dialectic. God has a good deal of
truth, since He comes rather late in the dialectic; but He has not complete
truth, since He is swallowed up in the Absolute Idea. The right wing among
Hegelians emphasized the truth in the concept of God, the left wing the
falsehood, and each wing was true to the Master. A German Hegelian, if he
was taking orders, remembered how much truer the concept of God is than,
e.g. that of gods; if he was becoming a civil servant, he remembered the even
greater truth of the Absolute Idea, whose earthly copy was the Prussian State.

In England teachers of philosophy who were Hegelians almost all
belonged to the left wing. ‘Religion’, says Bradley, ‘is practical, and therefore
still is dominated by the idea of the Good; and in the essence of this idea is
contained an unsolved contradiction. Religion is still forced to maintain
unreduced aspects, which, as such, cannot be united; and it exists, in short,
by a kind of perpetual oscillation and compromise.” Neither Bradley nor
Bosanquet believed in personal immortality. Mackenzie, while I was reading
philosophy, stated in a paper which I heard that ‘a personal God is, in a sense,
a contradiction in terms’: he was subsequently one of my examiners. The
attitude of these men to religion was thus not one of which the orthodox
could approve, but it was by no means one of hostility: they held religion to
be an essential ingredient in the truth, and defective only when taken as the
whole truth. The sort of view that I had previously held, ‘either there is a God
or there is not, and probably the latter’, seemed to them very crude; the
correct opinion, they would say, was that from one point of view there is a
God and from another there is not, but from the highest point of view there
neither is nor is not. Being myself naturally ‘crude’, I never succeeded in
reaching this pitch of mellowness.

McTaggart, who dominated the philosophical outlook of my generation at
Cambridge, was peculiar among Hegelians in various ways. He was more
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faithful than the others to the dialectic method, and would defend even its
details. Unlike some of the school, he was definite in asserting certain things
and denying others; he called himself an Atheist, but firmly believed in
personal immortality, of which he was convinced that he possessed a logical
demonstration. He was four years senior to me, and in my first term was
President of the Union. He and I were both so shy that when, about a
fortnight after I came up, he called on me, he had not the courage to come in
and I had not the courage to ask him in, so that he remained in the doorway
about five minutes. Soon, however, the conversation got on to philosophy,
and his shyness ceased. I found that all I had thought about ethics and logic
and metaphysics was considered to be refuted by an abstruse technique that
completely baffled me; and by this same technique it was to be proved that I
should live for ever. I found that the old thought this nonsense, but the young
thought it good sense, so I determined to study it sympathetically, and for a
time I more or less believed it. So, for a short time, did G. E. Moore. But he
found the Hegelian philosophy inapplicable to chairs and tables, and I found
it inapplicable to mathematics; so with his help I climbed out of it, and back
to common sense tempered by mathematical logic.

The intellectual temper of the 'nineties was very different from that of my
father’s youth: in some ways better, but in many ways worse. There was no
longer, among the abler young men, any preoccupation with the details of
the Christian faith; they were almost all Agnostics, and not interested in
discussions as to the divinity of Christ, or in the details of Biblical criticism. I
remember a feeling of contempt when I learned that Henry Sidgwick as a
young man, being desirous of knowing whether God exists, thought it neces-
sary, as a first step, to learn Semitic languages, which seemed to me to show
an insufficient sense of logical relevance. But I was willing, as were most of
my friends, to listen to a metaphysical argument for or against God or
immortality or free will; and it was only after acquiring a new logic that I
ceased to think such arguments worth examining.

The non-academic heroes of the 'nineties—Ibsen, Strindberg, Nietzsche,
and (for a time) Oscar Wilde—differed very greatly from those of the previ-
ous generation. The great men of the "sixties were all ‘good” men: they were
patient, painstaking, in favour of change only when a detailed and careful
investigation had persuaded them that it was necessary in some particular
respect. They advocated reforms, and in general their advocacy was success-
ful, so that the world improved very fast; but their temper was not that of
rebels. I do not mean that no great rebels existed; Marx and Dostoievsky, to
mention only two, did most of their best work in the ’sixties. But these men
were almost unknown among cultured people in their own day, and their
influence belongs to a much later date. The men who commanded respect in
England in the 'sixties—Darwin, Huxley, Newman, the authors of Essays and
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Reviews, etc.—were not fundamentally at war with society; they could meet, as
they did in the ‘Metaphysical Society’, to discuss urbanely whether there is
a God. At the end they divided; and Sir Mountstuart Grant Duff, on being
asked afterwards whether there is a God, replied: ‘Yes, we had a very good
majority.” In those days democracy ruled even over Heaven.

But in the 'nineties young men desired something more sweeping and
passionate, more bold and less bland. The impulse towards destruction and
violence which has swept over the world began in the sphere of literature.
Ibsen, Strindberg, and Nietzsche were angry men—not primarily angry
about this or that, but just angry. And so they each found an outlook on life
that justified anger. The young admired their passion, and found in it an
outlet for their own feelings of revolt against parental authority. The assertion
of freedom seemed sufficiently noble to justify violence; the violence duly
ensued, but freedom was lost in the process.

(The Rationalist Annual, 1938, published by C. A. Watts & Co., Ltd.)
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MY MENTAL DEVELOPMENT

My mother having died when I was two years old, and my father when I was
three, I was brought up in the house of my grandfather, Lord John Russell,
afterwards Earl Russell. Of my parents, Lord and Lady Amberley, I was told
almost nothing—so little that I vaguely sensed a dark mystery. It was not until
I was twenty-one that I came to know the main outlines of my parents’ lives
and opinions. I then found, with a sense of bewilderment, that I had gone
through almost exactly the same mental and emotional development as my
father had.

It was expected of my father that he should take to a political career, which
was traditional in the Russell family. He was willing, and was for a short time
in Parliament (1867—-68); but he had not the temperament or the opinions
that would have made political success possible. At the age of twenty-one he
decided that he was not a Christian, and refused to go to church on Christmas
Day. He became a disciple, and afterwards a friend, of John Stuart Mill, who,
as I discovered some years ago, was (so far as is possible in a non-religious
sense) my godfather. My parents accepted Mill’s opinions, not only such as
were comparatively popular, but also those that still shocked public senti-
ment, such as women'’s suffrage and birth control. During the general elec-
tion of 1868, at which my father was a candidate, it was discovered that, at a
private meeting of a small society, he had said that birth control was a matter
for the medical profession to consider. This let loose a campaign of vilifica-
tion and slander. A Catholic bishop declared that he advocated infanticide; he
was called in print a ‘filthy foul-mouthed rake’; on election day, cartoons
were exhibited accusing him of immorality, altering his name to “Vice-count
Amberley’, and accusing him of advocating ‘The French and American sys-
tem’.' By these means he was defeated. The student of comparative sociology
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may be interested in the similarities between rural England in 1868 and
urban New York in 1940. The available documents are collected in The
Amberley Papers, by my wife and myself. As the reader of this book will see, my
father was shy, studious, and ultra-conscientious—perhaps a prig, but the
very opposite of a rake.

My father did not give up hope of returning to politics, but never obtained
another constituency, and devoted himself to writing a big book, Andlysis of
Religious Belief, which was published after his death. He could not, in any case,
have succeeded in politics, because of his very exceptional intellectual integ-
rity; he was always willing to admit the weak points on his own side and the
strong points on that of his opponents. Moreover his health was always bad,
and he suffered from a consequent lack of physical vigour.

My mother shared my father’s opinions, and shocked the ’sixties by
addressing meetings in favour of equality for women. She refused to use the
phrase ‘women’s rights’, because, as a good Utilitarian, she rejected the
doctrine of natural rights.

My father wished my brother and me to be brought up as free-thinkers,
and appointed two free-thinkers as our guardians. The Court of Chancery,
however, at the request of my grandparents, set aside the will, and I enjoyed
the benefits of a Christian upbringing.

In 1876, when after my father’s death I was brought to the house of my
grandparents, my grandfather was eighty-three and had become very feeble.
I remember him sometimes being wheeled about out-of-doors in a bath-
chair, sometimes in his room reading Hansard (the official report of debates
in Parliament). He was invariably kind to me, and seemed never to object to
childish noise. But he was too old to influence me directly. He died in 1878,
and my knowledge of him came through his widow, my grandmother, who
revered his memory. She was a more powerful influence upon my general
outlook than anyone else, although, from adolescence onward, I disagreed
with very many of her opinions.

My grandmother was a Scotch Presbyterian, of the border family of the
Elliots. Her maternal grandfather suffered obloquy for declaring, on the basis
of the thickness of the lava on the slopes of Etna, that the world must have
been created before 4004 B.c. One of her great-grandfathers was Robertson,
the historian of Charles V.

She was a Puritan, with the moral rigidity of the Covenanters, despising
comfort, indifferent to food, hating wine, and regarding tobacco as sinful.
Although she had lived her whole life in the great world until my grand-
father’s retirement in 1866, she was completely unworldly. She had that
indifference to money which is only possible to those who have always had
enough of it. She wished her children and grandchildren to live useful and
virtuous lives, but had no desire that they should achieve what others would
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regard as success, or that they should marry ‘well’. She had the Protestant
belief in private judgement and the supremacy of the individual conscience.
On my twelfth birthday she gave me a Bible (which I still possess), and wrote
her favourite texts on the fly-leaf. One of them was ‘“Thou shalt not follow a
multitude to do evil’; another, ‘Be strong, and of a good courage; be not
afraid, neither be thou dismayed; for the Lord thy God is with thee whither-
soever thou goest’. These texts have profoundly influenced my life, and still
seemed to retain some meaning after I had ceased to believe in God.

At the age of seventy, my grandmother became a Unitarian; at the same
time, she supported Home Rule for Ireland, and made friends with Irish
Members of Parliament, who were being publicly accused of complicity in
murder. This shocked people more than now seems imaginable. She was
passionately opposed to imperialism, and taught me to think ill of the Afghan
and Zulu wars, which occurred when I was about seven. Concerning the
occupation of Egypt, however, she said little, as it was due to Mr Gladstone,
whom she admired. I remember an argument I had with my German govern-
ess, who said that the English, having once gone into Egypt, would never
come out, whatever they might promise, whereas I maintained, with much
patriotic passion, that the English never broke promises. That was sixty years
ago, and they are there still.

My grandfather, seen through the eyes of his widow, made it seem impera-
tive and natural to do something important for the good of mankind. I was
told of his introducing the Reform Bill in 1832. Shortly before he died, a
delegation of eminent Nonconformists assembled to cheer him and I was
told that fifty years earlier he had been one of the leaders in removing their
political disabilities. In his sitting-room there was a statue from Italy, pre-
sented to my grandfather by the Italian Government, with an inscription: ‘A
Lord John Russell, L'Ttalia Riconoscente’; I naturally wished to know what
this meant, and learnt, in consequence, the whole saga of Garibaldi and
Italian unity. Such things stimulated my ambition to live to some purpose.

My grandfather’s library, which became my schoolroom, stimulated me
in a different way. There were books of history, some of them very old; I
remember in particular a sixteenth-century Guicciardini. There were three
huge folio volumes called L Art de vérifier les dates. They were too heavy for me to
move, and I speculated as to their contents; I imagined something like the
tables for finding Easter in the Prayer Book. At last I became old enough to lift
one of the volumes out of the shelf, and I found, to my disgust, that the only
‘art’ involved was that of looking up the date in the book. Then there were The
Anndls of Ireland by the Four Masters, in which I read about the men who went
to Ireland before the Flood and were drowned in it; I wondered how the Four
Masters knew about them, and read no further. There were also more ordin-
ary books, such as Machiavelli and Gibbon and Swift, and a book in four

11



12

THE BASIC WRITINGS OF BERTRAND RUSSELL

volumes that I never opened: The Works of Andrew Marvell Esq. M.P. It was not till I
grew up that I discovered Marvell was a poet rather than a politician. I was
not supposed to read any of these books; otherwise I should probably not
have read any of them. The net result of them was to stimulate my interest in
history. No doubt my interest was increased by the fact that my family had
been prominent in English history since the early sixteenth century. I was
taught English history as the record of a struggle against the King for consti-
tutional liberty. William Lord Russell, who was executed under Charles II,
was held up for special admiration, and the inference was encouraged that
rebellion is often praiseworthy.

A great event in my life, at the age of eleven, was the beginning of Euclid,
which was still the accepted textbook of geometry. When I had got over my
disappointment in finding that he began with axioms, which had to be
accepted without proof, I found great delight in him. Throughout the rest of
my boyhood, mathematics absorbed a very large part of my interest. This
interest was complex: partly mere pleasure in discovering that I possessed a
certain kind of skill, partly delight in the power of deductive reasoning, partly
the restfulness of mathematical certainty; but more than any of these (while
I was still a boy) the belief that nature operates according to mathematical
laws, and that human actions, like planetary motions, could be calculated if
we had sufficient skill. By the time I was fifteen, I had arrived at a theory very
similar to that of the Cartesians. The movements of living bodies, I felt
convinced, were wholly regulated by the laws of dynamics; therefore free will
must be an illusion. But, since I accepted consciousness as an indubitable
datum, I could not accept materialism, though I had a certain hankering after
it on account of its intellectual simplicity and its rejection of ‘nonsense’. I still
believed in God, because the First-Cause argument seemed irrefutable.

Until I went to Cambridge at the age of eighteen, my life was a very
solitary one. I was brought up at home, by German nurses, German and Swiss
governesses, and finally by English tutors; I saw little of other children, and
when I did they were not important to me. At fourteen or fifteen I became
passionately interested in religion, and set to work to examine successively
the arguments for free will, immortality, and God. For a few months I had an
Agnostic tutor with whom I could talk about these problems, but he was sent
away, presumably because he was thought to be undermining my faith.
Except during these months, I kept my thoughts to myself, writing them out
in a journal in Greek letters to prevent others from reading them. I was
suffering the unhappiness natural to lonely adolescence, and I attributed my
unhappiness to loss of religious belief. For three years I thought about
religion, with a determination not to let my thoughts be influenced by my
desires. I discarded first free will, then immortality; I believed in God until I
was just eighteen, when I found in Mill’s Autobiography the sentence: ‘My
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father taught me that the question “Who made me?” cannot be answered,
since it immediately suggests the further question “Who made God?” ’ In
that moment I decided that the First-Cause argument is fallacious.

During these years I read widely, but as my reading was not directed,
much of it was futile. I read much bad poetry, especially Tennyson and Byron;
at last, at the age of seventeen, I came upon Shelley, whom no one had told
me about. He remained for many years the man I loved most among great
men of the past. I read a great deal of Carlyle, and admired Past and Present, but
not Sartor Resartus. “The Everlasting Yea” seemed to me sentimental nonsense.
The man with whom I most nearly agreed was Mill. His Political Economy;, Liberty,
and Subjection of Women influenced me profoundly. I made elaborate notes on
the whole of his Logic, but could not accept his theory that mathematical
propositions are empirical generalizations, though I did not know what else
they could be.

All this was before I went to Cambridge. Except during the three months
when I had the Agnostic tutor mentioned above, I found no one to speak to
about my thoughts. At home I concealed my religious doubts. Once I said that
I was a Utilitarian, but was met with such a blast of ridicule that I never again
spoke of my opinions at home.

Cambridge opened to me a new world of infinite delight. For the first time
I found that, when I uttered my thoughts, they seemed to be accepted as
worth considering. Whitehead, who had examined me for entrance scholar-
ships, had mentioned me to various people a year or two senior to me, with
the result that within a week I met a number who became my life-long
friends. Whitehead, who was already a Fellow and Lecturer, was amazingly
kind, but was too much my senior to be a close personal friend until some
years later. I found a group of contemporaries, who were able, rather earnest,
hard-working, but interested in many things outside their academic work—
poetry, philosophy, politics, ethics, indeed the whole world of mental adven-
ture. We used to stay up discussing till very late on Saturday nights, meet for a
late breakfast on Sunday, and then go for an all-day walk. Able young men
had not yet adopted the pose of cynical superiority which came in some
years later, and was first made fashionable in Cambridge by Lytton Strachey.
The world seemed hopeful and solid; we all felt convinced that nineteenth-
century progress would continue, and that we ourselves should be able to
contribute something of value. For those who have been young since 1914 it
must be difficult to imagine the happiness of those days.

Among my friends at Cambridge were McTaggart, the Hegelian phil-
osopher; Lowes Dickinson, whose gentle charm made him loved by all who
knew him; Charles Sanger, a brilliant mathematician at college, afterwards a
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barrister, known in legal circles as the editor of Jarman on Wills; two
brothers, Crompton and Theodore Llewelyn Davies, sons of a Broad Church
clergyman most widely known as one of ‘Davies and Vaughan’, who trans-
lated Plato’s Republic. These two brothers were the youngest and ablest of a
family of seven, all remarkably able; they had also a quite unusual capacity for
friendship, a deep desire to be of use to the world, and unrivalled wit.
Theodore, the younger of the two, was still in the earlier stages of a brilliant
career in the government service when he was drowned in a bathing acci-
dent. I have never known any two men so deeply loved by so many friends.
Among those of whom I saw most were the three brothers Trevelyan, great-
nephews of Macaulay. Of these the oldest became a Labour politician and
resigned from the Labour Government because it was not sufficiently social-
istic; the second became a poet and published, among other things, an
admirable translation of Lucretius; the third, George, achieved fame as an
historian. Somewhat junior to me was G. E. Moore, who later had a great
influence upon my philosophy.

The set in which I lived was very much influenced by McTaggart, whose
wit recommended his Hegelian philosophy. He taught me to consider British
empiricism ‘crude’, and I was willing to believe that Hegel (and in a lesser
degree Kant) had a profundity not to be found in Locke, Berkeley, and Hume,
or in my former pope, Mill. My first three years at Cambridge, I was too
busy with mathematics to read Kant or Hegel, but in my fourth year I concen-
trated on philosophy. My teachers were Henry Sidgwick, James Ward, and
G. E Stout. Sidgwick represented the British point of view, which I believed
myself to have seen through; I therefore thought less of him at that time than
I did later. Ward, for whom I had a very great personal affection, set forth a
Kantian system, and introduced me to Lotze and Sigwart. Stout, at that time,
thought very highly of Bradley; when Appearance and Redlity was published,
he said it had done as much as is humanly possible in ontology. He and
McTaggart between them caused me to become a Hegelian; I remember the
precise moment, one day in 1894, as I was walking along Trinity Lane, when
I'saw in a flash (or thought I saw) that the ontological argument is valid. I had
gone out to buy a tin of tobacco; on my way back, I suddenly threw it up in
the air, and exclaimed as I caught it: ‘Great Scott, the ontological argument is
sound.’ I read Bradley at this time with avidity, and admired him more than
any other recent philosopher.

After leaving Cambridge in 1894, I spent a good deal of time in foreign
countries. For some months in 1894, I was honorary attaché at the British
Embassy in Paris, where I had to copy out long dispatches attempting to
persuade the French Government that a lobster is not a fish, to which the
French Government would reply that it was a fish in 1713, at the time of the
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Treaty of Utrecht. I had no desire for a diplomatic career, and left the Embassy
in December 1894. I then married, and spent most of 1895 in Berlin, study-
ing economics and German Social Democracy. The Ambassador’s wife being
a cousin of mine, my wife and I were invited to dinner at the Embassy; but
she mentioned that we had gone to a Socialist meeting, and after this the
Embassy closed its doors to us. My wife was a Philadelphia Quaker, and in
1896 we spent three months in America. The first place we visited was Walt
Whitman’s house in Camden, N.J.; she had known him well, and I greatly
admired him. These travels were useful in curing me of a certain Cambridge
provincialism; in particular, I came to know the work of Weierstrass, whom
my Cambridge teachers had never mentioned. After these travels, we settled
down in a workman’s cottage in Sussex, to which we added a fairly large
workroom. I had at that time enough money to live simply without earning,
and I was therefore able to devote all my time to philosophy and mathemat-
ics, except the evenings, when we read history aloud.

In the years from 1894 to 1898, I believed in the possibility of proving by
metaphysics various things about the universe that religious feeling made me
think important. I decided that, if T had sufficient ability, I would devote my
life to philosophy. My fellowship dissertation, on the foundations of geom-
etry, was praised by Ward and Whitehead; if it had not been, I should have
taken up economics, at which I had been working in Berlin. I remember a
spring morning when I walked in the Tiergarten, and planned to write a
series of books in the philosophy of the sciences, growing gradually more
concrete as I passed from mathematics to biology; I thought I would also
write a series of books on social and political questions, growing gradually
more abstract. At last I would achieve a Hegelian synthesis in an encyclo-
paedic work dealing equally with theory and practice. The scheme was
inspired by Hegel, and yet something of it survived the change in my phil-
osophy. The moment had had a certain importance: I can still, in memory,
feel the squelching of melting snow beneath my feet, and smell the damp
earth that promised the end of winter.

During 1898, various things caused me to abandon both Kant and Hegel. I
read Hegel’s Greater Logic, and thought, as I still do, that all he says about
mathematics is muddle-headed nonsense. I came to disbelieve Bradley’s
arguments against relations, and to distrust the logical bases of monism.
I disliked the subjectivity of the “Transcendental Aesthetic’. But these motives
would have operated more slowly than they did, but for the influence of
G. E. Moore. He also had had a Hegelian period, but it was briefer than mine.
He took the lead in rebellion, and I followed, with a sense of emancipation.
Bradley argued that everything common sense believes in is mere appearance;
we reverted to the opposite extreme, and thought that everything is real that
common sense, uninfluenced by philosophy or theology, supposes real. With
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a sense of escaping from prison, we allowed ourselves to think that grass is
green, that the sun and stars would exist if no one was aware of them, and
also that there is a pluralistic timeless world of Platonic ideas. The world,
which had been thin and logical, suddenly became rich and varied and solid.
Mathematics could be quite true, and not merely a stage in dialectic. Some-
thing of this point of view appeared in my Philosophy of Leibniz. This book owed
its origin to chance. McTaggart, who would, in the normal course, have
lectured on Leibniz at Cambridge in 1898, wished to visit his family in New
Zealand, and I was asked to take his place for this course. For me, the accident
was a fortunate one.

The most important year in my intellectual life was the year 1900, and
the most important event in this year was my visit to the International
Congress of Philosophy in Paris. Ever since I had begun Euclid at the age of
eleven, I had been troubled about the foundations of mathematics; when,
later, I came to read philosophy, I found Kant and the empiricists equally
unsatisfactory. I did not like the synthetic a priori, but yet arithmetic did
not seem to consist of empirical generalizations. In Paris in 1900, I was
impressed by the fact that, in all discussions, Peano and his pupils had a
precision which was not possessed by others. I therefore asked him to give
me his works, which he did. As soon as I had mastered his notation, I saw
that it extended the region of mathematical precision backwards towards
regions which had been given over to philosophical vagueness. Basing
myself on him, I invented a notation for relations. Whitehead, fortunately,
agreed as to the importance of the method, and in a very short time we
worked out together such matters as the definitions of series, cardinals, and
ordinals, and the reduction of arithmetic to logic. For nearly a year, we had
a rapid series of quick successes. Much of the work had already been done
by Frege, but at first we did not know this. The work that ultimately became
my contribution to Principia Mathematica presented itself to me, at first, as a
parenthesis in the refutation of Kant.

In June 1901, this period of honeymoon delight came to an end. Cantor
had a proof that there is no greatest cardinal; in applying this proof to the
universal class, I was led to the contradiction about classes that are not mem-
bers of themselves. It soon became clear that this is only one of an infinite
class of contradictions. I wrote to Frege, who replied with the utmost gravity
that ‘die Arithmetik ist ins Schwanken geraten’. At first, I hoped the matter was trivial
and could be easily cleared up; but early hopes were succeeded by something
very near to despair. Throughout 1903 and 1904, I pursued will-o’-the-
wisps and made no progress. At last, in the spring of 1905, a different
problem, which proved soluble, gave the first glimmer of hope. The problem
was that of descriptions, and its solution suggested a new technique.

Scholastic realism was a metaphysical theory, but every metaphysical
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theory has a technical counterpart. I had been a realist in the scholastic or
Platonic sense; I had thought that cardinal integers, for instance, have a time-
less being. When integers were reduced to classes of classes, this being was
transferred to classes. Meinong, whose work interested me, applied the
arguments of realism to descriptive phrases. Everyone agrees that ‘the golden
mountain does not exist’ is a true proposition. But it has, apparently, a
subject, ‘the golden mountain’, and if this subject did not designate some
object, the proposition would seem to be meaningless. Meinong inferred that
there is a golden mountain, which is golden and a mountain, but does not
exist. He even thought that the existent golden mountain is existent, but does
not exist. This did not satisfy me, and the desire to avoid Meinong’s unduly
populous realm of being led me to the theory of descriptions. What was of
importance in this theory was the discovery that, in analysing a significant
sentence, one must not assume that each separate word or phrase has signifi-
cance on its own account. ‘The golden mountain’ can be part of a significant
sentence, but is not significant in isolation. It soon appeared that class-
symbols could be treated like descriptions, i.e. as non-significant parts of
significant sentences. This made it possible to see, in a general way, how a
solution of the contradictions might be possible. The particular solution
offered in Principia Mathematica had various defects, but at any rate it showed
that the logician is not presented with a complete impasse.

The theory of descriptions, and the attempt to solve the contradictions,
had led me to pay attention to the problem of meaning and significance. The
definition of ‘meaning’ as applied to words and ‘significance’ as applied to
sentences is a complex problem, which I tried to deal with in The Andlysis of
Mind (1921) and An Inquiry into Meaning and Truth (1940). It is a problem that
takes one into psychology and even physiology. The more I have thought
about it, the less convinced I have become of the complete independence of
logic. Seeing that logic is a much more advanced and exact science than
psychology, it is clearly desirable, as far as possible, to delimit the problems
that can be dealt with by logical methods. It is here that I have found Occam’s
razor useful.

Occam’s razor, in its original form, was metaphysical: it was a principle of
parsimony as regards ‘entities’. I still thought of it in this way while Principia
Mathematica was being written. In Plato, cardinal integers are timeless entities;
they are equally so in Frege’s Grundgesetze der Arithmetik. The definition of car-
dinals as classes of classes, and the discovery that class-symbols could be
‘incomplete symbols’, persuaded me that cardinals as entities are unneces-
sary. But what had really been demonstrated was something quite independ-
ent of metaphysics, which is best stated in terms of ‘minimum vocabularies’.
I mean by a ‘minimum vocabulary’ one in which no word can be defined
in terms of the others. All definitions are theoretically superfluous, and
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therefore the whole of any science can be expressed by means of a minimum
vocabulary for that science. Peano reduced the special vocabulary of arith-
metic to three terms; Frege and Principia Mathematica maintained that even these
are unnecessary, and that a minimum vocabulary for mathematics is the same
as for logic. This problem is a purely technical one, and is capable of a precise
solution.

There is need, however, of great caution in drawing inferences from
minimum vocabularies. In the first place, there are usually, if not always, a
number of different minimum vocabularies for a given subject-matter; for
example, in the theory of truth-functions we may take ‘not-p or not-q’ or
‘not-p and not-q” as undefined, and there is no reason to prefer one choice to
the other. Then again there is often a question as to whether what seems to be
a definition is not really an empirical proposition. Suppose, for instance, I
define ‘red’ as ‘those visual sensations which are caused by wave lengths of
such and such a range of frequencies’. If we take this as what the word ‘red’
means, no proposition containing the word can have been known before the
undulatory theory of light was known and wave lengths could be measured;
and yet the word ‘red” was used before these discoveries had been made. This
makes it clear that in all everyday statements containing the word ‘red’ this
word does not have the meaning assigned to it in the above definition.
Consider the question: ‘Can everything that we know about colours be
known to a blind man?” With the above definition, the answer is yes; with
a definition derived from everyday experience, the answer is no. This prob-
lem shows how the new logic, like the Aristotelian, can lead to a narrow
scholasticism.

Nevertheless, there is one kind of inference which, I think, can be drawn
from the study of minimum vocabularies. Take, as one of the most important
examples, the traditional problem of universals. It seems fairly certain that no
vocabulary can dispense wholly with words that are more or less of the sort
called ‘universals’. These words, it is true, need never occur as nouns; they
may occur only as adjectives or verbs. Probably we could be content with one
such word, the word ‘similar’, and we should never need the word ‘similar-
ity’. But the fact that we need the word ‘similar’ indicates some fact about the
world, and not only about language. What fact it indicates about the world,
I do not know.

Another illustration of the uses of minimum vocabularies is as regards
historical events. To express history, we must have a means of speaking of
something which has only happened once, like the death of Caesar. An undue
absorption in logic, which is not concerned with history, may cause this
need to be overlooked. Spatio-temporal relativity has made it more difficult
to satisfy this need than it was in a Newtonian universe, where points and
instants supplied particularity.
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Thus, broadly speaking, minimum vocabularies are more instructive when
they show a certain kind of term to be indispensable than when they show
the opposite.

In some respects, my published work, outside mathematical logic, does
not at all completely represent my beliefs or my general outlook. Theory of
knowledge, with which I have been largely concerned, has a certain essential
subjectivity; it asks ‘how do I know what I know?’ and starts inevitably from
personal experience. Its data are egocentric, and so are the earlier stages of its
argumentation. I have not, so far, got beyond the earlier stages, and have
therefore seemed more subjective in outlook than in fact I am. I am not a
solipsist, nor an idealist; I believe (though without good grounds) in the
world of physics as well as in the world of psychology. But it seems clear that
whatever is not experienced must, if known, be known by inference. I find
that the fear of solipsism has prevented philosophers from facing this prob-
lem, and that either the necessary principles of inference have been left vague,
or else the distinction between what is known by experience and what is
known by inference has been denied. If I ever have the leisure to undertake
another serious investigation of a philosophical problem, I shall attempt to
analyse the inferences from experience to the world of physics, assuming
them capable of validity, and seeking to discover what principles of inference,
if true, would make them valid. Whether these principles, when discovered,
are accepted as true, is a matter of temperament; what should not be a matter
of temperament should be the proof that acceptance of them is necessary if
solipsism is to be rejected.

I come now to what I have attempted to do in connection with social
questions. I grew up in an atmosphere of politics, and was expected by my
elders to take up a political career. Philosophy, however, interested me more
than politics, and when it appeared that I had some aptitude for it, I decided
to make it my main work. This pained my grandmother, who alluded to my
investigation of the foundations of geometry as ‘the life you have been lead-
ing’, and said in shocked tones: ‘O Bertie, I hear you are writing another book.’
My political interests, though secondary, nevertheless remained very strong.
In 1895, when in Berlin, I made a study of German Social Democracy, which
I liked as being opposed to the Kaiser, and disliked as (at that time) embody-
ing Marxist orthodoxy. For a time, under the influence of Sidney Webb, I
became an imperialist, and even supported the Boer War. This point of view,
however, I abandoned completely in 1901; from that time onwards, I felt an
intense dislike of the use of force in human relations, though I always admit-
ted that it is sometimes necessary. When Joseph Chamberlain, in 1903,
turned against free trade, I wrote and spoke against him, my objections to his
proposals being those of an internationalist. I took an active part in the
agitation for Women’s Suffrage. In 1910, Principia Mathematica being practically
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finished, I wished to stand for Parliament, and should have done so if
the Selection Committee had not been shocked to discover that I was a
free-thinker.

The First World War gave a new direction to my interests. The war, and the
problem of preventing future wars, absorbed me, and the books that I wrote
on this and cognate subjects caused me to become known to a wider pub-
lic. During the war I had hoped that the peace would embody a rational
determination to avoid future great wars; this hope was destroyed by the
Versailles Treaty. Many of my friends saw hope in Soviet Russia, but when
I went there in 1920 I found nothing that I could like or admire. I was then
invited to China, where I spent nearly a year. I loved the Chinese, but it was
obvious that the resistance to hostile militarisms must destroy much of what
was best in their civilization. They seemed to have no alternative except to be
conquered or to adopt many of the vices of their enemies. But China did one
thing for me that the East is apt to do for Europeans who study it with
sensitive sympathy: it taught me to think in long stretches of time, and not to
be reduced to despair by the badness of the present. Throughout the increas-
ing gloom of the past twenty years, this habit has helped to make the world
less unendurable than it would otherwise have been.

In the years after my return from China, the birth of my two older children
caused me to become interested in early education, to which, for some time,
I devoted most of my energy. I have been supposed to be an advocate of
complete liberty in schools, but this, like the view that I am an anarchist, is a
mistake. I think a certain amount of force is indispensable, in education as in
government; but I also think that methods can be found which will greatly
diminish the necessary amount of force. This problem has both political and
private aspects. As a rule, children or adults who are happy are likely to have
fewer destructive passions, and therefore to need less restraint, than those
who are unhappy. But I do not think that children can be made happy by
being deprived of guidance, nor do I think that a sense of social obligation
can be fostered if complete idleness is permitted. The question of discipline
in childhood, like all other practical questions, is one of degree. Profound
unhappiness and instinctive frustration is apt to produce a deep grudge
against the world, issuing, sometimes by a very roundabout road, in cruelty
and violence. The psychological and social problems involved first occupied
my attention during the war of 1914—18; I was especially struck by the fact
that, at first, most people seemed to enjoy the war. Clearly this was due to a
variety of social ills, some of which were educational. But while individual
parents can do much for their individual children, large-scale educational
reform must depend upon the state, and therefore upon prior political and
economic reforms. The world, however, was moving more and more in
the direction of war and dictatorship, and I saw nothing useful that I could do
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in practical matters. I therefore increasingly reverted to philosophy, and to
history in relation to ideas.

History has always interested me more than anything else except phil-
osophy and mathematics. I have never been able to accept any general schema
of historical development, such as that of Hegel or that of Marx. Nevertheless,
general trends can be studied, and the study is profitable in relation to the
present. I found much help in understanding the nineteenth century from
studying the effect of liberal ideas in the period from 1814 to 1914.” The two
types of liberalism, the rational and the romantic, represented by Bentham
and Rousseau respectively, have continued, ever since, their relations of
alternate alliance and conflict.

The relation of philosophy to social conditions has usually been ignored
by professional philosophers. Marxists are interested in philosophy as an effect,
but do not recognize it as a cause. Yet plainly every important philosophy is
both. Plato is in part an effect of the victory of Sparta in the Peloponnesian
war, and is also in part among the causes of Christian theology. To treat him
only in the former aspect is to make the growth of the medieval church
inexplicable. I am at present writing a history of western philosophy from
Thales to the present day, in which every important system is treated equally
as an effect and as a cause of social conditions.

My intellectual journeys have been, in some respects, disappointing. When
I was young I hoped to find religious satisfaction in philosophy; even after
I had abandoned Hegel, the eternal Platonic world gave me something non-
human to admire. I thought of mathematics with reverence, and suffered
when Wittgenstein led me to regard it as nothing but tautologies. I have
always ardently desired to find some justification for the emotions inspired
by certain things that seemed to stand outside human life and to deserve
feelings of awe. I am thinking in part of very obvious things, such as the
starry heavens and a stormy sea on a rocky coast; in part of the vastness of the
scientific universe, both in space and time, as compared to the life of man-
kind; in part of the edifice of impersonal truth, especially truth which, like
that of mathematics, does not merely describe the world that happens to
exist. Those who attempt to make a religion of humanism, which recognizes
nothing greater than man, do not satisfy my emotions. And yet I am unable to
believe that, in the world as known, there is anything that I can value outside
human beings, and, to a much lesser extent, animals. Not the starry heavens,
but their effects on human percipients, have excellence; to admire the uni-
verse for its size is slavish and absurd; impersonal non-human truth appears
to be a delusion. And so my intellect goes with the humanists, though my
emotions violently rebel. In this respect, the ‘consolations of philosophy’ are
not for me.

In more purely intellectual ways, on the contrary, I have found as much
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satisfaction in philosophy as anyone could reasonably have expected. Many
matters which, when I was young, baffled me by the vagueness of all that had
been said about them, are now amenable to an exact technique, which
makes possible the kind of progress that is customary in science. Where
definite knowledge is unattainable, it is sometimes possible to prove that it is
unattainable, and it is usually possible to formulate a variety of exact hypoth-
eses, all compatible with the existing evidence. Those philosophers who have
adopted the methods derived from logical analysis can argue with each other,
not in the old aimless way, but co-operatively, so that both sides can concur
as to the outcome. All this is new during my lifetime; the pioneer was Frege,
but he remained solitary until his old age. This extension of the sphere of
reason to new provinces is something that I value very highly. Philosophic
rationality may be choked in the shocks of war and the welter of new per-
secuting superstitions, but one may hope that it will not be lost utterly or for
more than a few centuries. In this respect, my philosophic life has been a
happy one.
(The Philosophy of Bertrand Russell, ed. Paul Arthur Schilpp, Library of
Living Philosophers, New York: Tudor Publishing Co., 1951.)

NOTES

1 My parents, when in America, had studied such experiments as the Oneida community.
They were therefore accused of attempting to corrupt the purity of English family life by
introducing un-English transatlantic vices.

2 Freedom and Organization, 1814-1914 (1934).
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ADAPTATION: AN
AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL EPITOME

For those who are too young to remember the world before 1914, it must be
difficult to imagine the contrast for a man of my age between childhood
memories and the world of the present day. I try, though with indifferent
success, to accustom myself to a world of crumbling empires, Communism,
atom bombs, Asian self-assertion, and aristocratic downfall. In this strange
insecure world where no one knows whether he will be alive tomorrow, and
where ancient states vanish like morning mists, it is not easy for those who,
in youth, were accustomed to ancient solidities to believe that what they are
now experiencing is a reality and not a transient nightmare. Very little
remains of institutions and ways of life that when I was a child appeared as
indestructible as granite. I grew up in an atmosphere impregnated with trad-
ition. My parents died before I can remember, and I was brought up by
my grandparents. My grandfather was born in the early days of the French
Revolution and was in Parliament while Napoleon was still Emperor. As a
Whig who followed Fox, he thought the English hostility to the French
Revolution and Napoleon excessive, and he visited the exiled Emperor in
Elba. It was he who, in 1832, introduced the Reform Bill which started
England on the road towards democracy. He was Prime Minister during the
Mexican War and during the revolutions of 1848. In common with the
whole Russell family, he inherited the peculiar brand of aristocratic liberal-
ism which characterized the Revolution of 1688 in which his ancestor played
an important part. I was taught a kind of theoretic republicanism which was
prepared to tolerate a monarch so long as he recognized that he was an
employee of the people and subject to dismissal if he proved unsatisfactory.
My grandfather, who was no respecter of persons, used to explain this point
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of view to Queen Victoria, and she was not altogether sympathetic. She did,
however, give him the house in Richmond Park in which I spent all my youth.
I imbibed certain political principles and expectations, and have on the whole
retained the former in spite of being compelled to reject the latter. There was
to be ordered progress throughout the world, no revolutions, a gradual cessa-
tion of war, and an extension of parliamentary government to all those
unfortunate regions which did not yet enjoy it. My grandmother used to
laugh about a conversation she had had with the Russian Ambassador: she
said to him, ‘Perhaps some day you will have a parliament in Russia’, and he
replied, ‘God forbid, my dear Lady John.” The Russian Ambassador of today
might give the same answer if he changed the first word. The hopes of that
period seem now a little absurd. There was to be democracy, but it was
assumed that the people would always be ready to follow the advice of wise
and experienced aristocrats. There was to be a disappearance of imperialism,
but the subject races in Asia and Africa, whom the British would voluntarily
cease to govern, would have learnt the advantage of a bi-cameral legislature
composed of Whigs and Tories in about equal numbers, and would repro-
duce in torried zones the parliamentary duels of Disraeli and Gladstone
which were at their most brilliant at the time when I imbibed my dominant
political prejudices. The idea of any insecurity to British power never entered
anybody’s head. Britannia ruled the waves, and that was that. There was, it is
true, Bismarck, whom I was taught to consider a rascal; but it was thought
that the civilizing influences of Goethe and Schiller would prevent the
Germans from being permanently led into wrong paths by this uncivilized
farmer. It was true also that there had been violence in the not-so-distant past.
The French in their Revolution had committed excesses which one must
deplore, while urging, at the same time, that reactionaries had grossly exag-
gerated them and that they would not have occurred at all but for the foolish
hostility of the rest of Europe to progressive opinions in France. It might
perhaps be admitted also that Cromwell had gone too far in cutting off the
king’s head but, broadly speaking, anything done against kings was to be
applauded—unless, indeed, it were done by priests, like Becket, in which
case one sided with the king. The atmosphere in the house was one of puritan
piety and austerity. There were family prayers at eight o’clock every morning.
Although there were eight servants, food was always of Spartan simplicity,
and even what there was, if it was at all nice, was considered too good for
children. For instance, if there was apple tart and rice pudding, I was only
allowed the rice pudding. Cold baths all the year round were insisted upon,
and I had to practise the piano from seven-thirty to eight every morning
although the fires were not yet lit. My grandmother never allowed herself to
sit in an armchair until the evening. Alcohol and tobacco were viewed with
disfavour although stern convention compelled them to serve a little wine to
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guests. Only virtue was prized, virtue at the expense of intellect, health,
happiness, and every mundane good.

I rebelled against this atmosphere first in the name of intellect. I was a
solitary, shy, priggish youth. I had no experience of the social pleasures of
boyhood and did not miss them. But I liked mathematics, and mathematics
was suspect because it has no ethical content. I came also to disagree with the
theological opinions of my family, and as I grew up I became increasingly
interested in philosophy, of which they profoundly disapproved. Every time
the subject came up they repeated with unfailing regularity, “‘What is mind?
No matter. What is matter? Never mind.” After some fifty or sixty repetitions,
this remark ceased to amuse me.

When at the age of eighteen I went up to Cambridge, I found myself
suddenly and almost bewilderingly among people who spoke the sort of
language that was natural to me. If I said anything that I really thought they
neither stared at me as if I were a lunatic nor denounced me as if I were a
criminal. I had been compelled to live in a morbid atmosphere where an
unwholesome kind of morality was encouraged to such an extent as to
paralyse intelligence. And to find myself in a world where intelligence was
valued and clear thinking was thought to be a good thing caused me
an intoxicating delight. It is sometimes said that those who have had an
unconventional education will find a difficulty in adjusting themselves to the
world. I had no such experience. The environment in which I found myself
at Cambridge fitted me like a glove. In the course of my first term I made
lifelong friends and I never again had to endure the almost unbearable loneli-
ness of my adolescent years. My first three years at Cambridge were given to
mathematics and my fourth year to philosophy. I came in time to think ill of
the philosophy that I had been taught, but the learning of it was a delight and
it opened to me new and fascinating problems which I hoped to be able to
solve. I was especially attracted to problems concerning the foundations of
mathematics. I wished to believe that some knowledge is certain and I
thought that the best hope of finding certain knowledge was in mathematics.
At the same time it was obvious to me that the proofs of mathematical
propositions which my teachers had offered me were fallacious. I hoped
that better proofs were forthcoming. Subsequent study showed me that my
hopes were partly justified. But it took me nearly twenty years to find all
the justification that seemed possible and even that fell far short of my
youthful hopes.

When I had finished my student years at Cambridge, I had to decide
whether to devote my life to philosophy or to politics. Politics had been the
habitual pursuit of my family since the sixteenth century, and to think of
anything else was viewed as a kind of treachery to my ancestors. Everything
was done to show that my path would be smooth if I chose politics. John
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Morley, who was Irish Secretary, offered me a post. Lord Dufferin, who was
British Ambassador in Paris, gave me a job at our Embassy there. My family
brought pressure to bear upon me in every way they could think of. For a
time I hesitated, but in the end the lure of philosophy proved irresistible. This
was my first experience of conflict, and I found it painful. I have since had so
much conflict that many people have supposed that I must like it. I should,
however, have much preferred to live at peace with everybody. But over and
over again profound convictions have forced me into disagreements, even
where I least desired them. After I had decided on philosophy, however,
everything went smoothly for a long time. I lived mainly in an academic
atmosphere where the pursuit of philosophy was not regarded as an eccentric
folly. All went well until 1914. But when the First World War broke out, I
thought it was a folly and a crime on the part of every one of the Powers
involved on both sides.  hoped that England might remain neutral and, when
this did not happen, I continued to protest. I found myself isolated from most
of my former friends and, what I minded even more, estranged from the
current of the national life. I had to fall back upon sources of strength that
I hardly knew myself to possess. But something that if I had been religious
I should have called the Voice of God, compelled me to persist. Neither then
nor later did I think dal war wrong. It was that war, not all war, that I con-
demned. The Second World War I thought necessary, not because I had
changed my opinions on war, but because the circumstances were different.
In fact all that made the second war necessary was an outcome of the first
war. We owe to the first war and its aftermath Russian Communism, Italian
Fascism and German Nazism. We owe to the first war the creation of a
chaotic unstable world where there is every reason to fear that the Second
World War was not the last, where there is the vast horror of Russian
Communism to be combated, where Germany, France and what used to be
the Austro-Hungarian Empire have all fallen lower in the scale of civilization,
where there is every prospect of chaos in Asia and Africa, where the prospect
of vast and horrible carnage inspires daily and hourly terror. All these evils
have sprung with the inevitability of Greek tragedy out of the First World War.
Consider by way of contrast what would have happened if Britain had
remained neutral in that war. The war would have been short. It would have
ended in victory for Germany. America would not have been dragged in.
Britain would have remained strong and prosperous. Germany would not
have been driven into Nazism, Russia, though it would have had a revolution,
would in all likelihood have not had the Communist Revolution, since it
could not in a short war have been reduced to the condition of utter chaos
which prevailed in 1917. The Kaiser’s Germany, although war propaganda
on our side represented it as atrocious, was in fact only swashbuckling and a
little absurd. I had lived in the Kaiser’s Germany and I knew that progressive
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forces in that country were very strong and had every prospect of ultimate
success. There was more freedom in the Kaiser’s Germany than there is now
in any country outside Britain and Scandinavia. We were told at the time that
it was a war for freedom, a war for democracy and a war against militarism.
As a result of that war freedom has vastly diminished and militarism has
vastly increased. As for democracy, its future is still in doubt. I cannot think
that the world would now be in anything like the bad state in which it is if
English neutrality in the first war had allowed a quick victory to Germany. On
these grounds I have never thought that I was mistaken in the line that I took
at that time. I also do not regret having attempted throughout the war years to
persuade people that the Germans were less wicked than official propaganda
represented them as being, for a great deal of the subsequent evil resulted
from the severity of the Treaty of Versailles and this severity would not have
been possible but for the moral horror with which Germany was viewed. The
Second World War was a totally different matter. Very largely as a result of our
follies, Nazi Germany had to be fought if human life was to remain tolerable.
If the Russians seek world dominion it is to be feared that war with them will
be supposed equally necessary. But all this dreadful sequence is an outcome
of the mistakes of 1914 and would not have occurred if those mistakes had
been avoided.
(Portraits from Memory, London: Allen & Unwin; New York:
Simon & Schuster, 1956.)
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WHY | TOOK TO PHILOSOPHY

The motives which have led men to become philosophers have been of
various kinds. The most respectable motive was the desire to understand the
world. In early days, while philosophy and science were indistinguishable,
this motive predominated. Another motive which was a potent incentive in
early times was the illusoriness of the senses. Such questions as: where is the
rainbow? Are things really what they seem to be in sunshine or in moon-
light? In more modern forms of the same problem—are things really what
they look like to the naked eye or what they look like through a microscope?
Such puzzles, however, very soon came to be supplemented by a larger
problem. When the Greeks began to be doubtful about the Gods of Olympus,
some of them sought in philosophy a substitute for traditional beliefs.
Through the combination of these two motives there arose a twofold
movement in philosophy: on the one hand, it was thought to show that
much which passes for knowledge in everyday life is not real knowledge;
and on the other hand, that there is a deeper philosophical truth which,
according to most philosophers, is more consonant than our everyday
beliefs with what we should wish the universe to be. In almost all phil-
osophy doubt has been the goad and certainty has been the goal. There has
been doubt about the senses, doubt about science, and doubt about the-
ology. In some philosophers one of these has been more prominent, in
others another. Philosophers have also differed widely as to the answers they
have suggested to these doubts and even as to whether any answers are
possible.

All the traditional motives combined to lead me to philosophy, but there
were two that specially influenced me. The one which operated first and
continued longest was the desire to find some knowledge that could be
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accepted as certainly true. The other motive was the desire to find some
satisfaction for religious impulses.

I think the first thing that led me towards philosophy (though at that time
the word ‘philosophy’ was still unknown to me) occurred at the age of
eleven. My childhood was mainly solitary as my only brother was seven years
older than I was. No doubt as a result of much solitude I became rather
solemn, with a great deal of time for thinking but not much knowledge for
my thoughtfulness to exercise itself upon. I had, though I was not yet aware
of it, the pleasure in demonstrations which is typical of the mathematical
mind. After I grew up I found others who felt as I did on this matter. My
friend G. H. Hardy, who was professor of pure mathematics, enjoyed this
pleasure in a very high degree. He told me once that if he could find a proof
that I was going to die in five minutes he would of course be sorry to lose
me, but this sorrow would be quite outweighed by pleasure in the proof.
I entirely sympathized with him and was not at all offended. Before I began
the study of geometry somebody had told me that it proved things and this
caused me to feel delight when my brother said he would teach it to me.
Geometry in those days was still ‘Euclid’. My brother began at the beginning
with the definitions. These I accepted readily enough. But he came next to the
axioms. ‘These’, he said, ‘can’t be proved, but they have to be assumed before
the rest can be proved.” At these words my hopes crumbled. I had thought it
would be wonderful to find something that one could PROVE, and then it
turned out that this could only be done by means of assumptions of which
there was no proof. I looked at my brother with a sort of indignation and
said: ‘But why should I admit these things if they can’t be proved?” He
replied: “Well, if you won'’t, we can’t go on.” I thought it might be worth
while to learn the rest of the story, so I agreed to admit the axioms for the
time being. But I remained full of doubt and perplexity as regards a region in
which I had hoped to find indisputable clarity. In spite of these doubts,
which at most times I forgot, and which I usually supposed capable of some
answer not yet known to me, I found great delight in mathematics—much
more delight, in fact, than in any other study. I liked to think of the applica-
tions of mathematics to the physical world, and I hoped that in time there
would be a mathematics of human behaviour as precise as the mathematics of
machines. I hoped this because I liked demonstrations, and at most times
this motive outweighed the desire, which I also felt, to believe in free will.
Nevertheless I never quite overcame my fundamental doubts as to the validity
of mathematics.

When I began to learn higher mathematics, fresh difficulties assailed me.
My teachers offered me proofs which I felt to be fallacious and which, as I
learnt later, had been recognized as fallacious. I did not know then, or for
some time after I had left Cambridge, that better proofs had been found by
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German mathematicians. I therefore remained in a receptive mood for the
heroic measures of Kant’s philosophy. This suggested a large new survey
from which such difficulties as had troubled me looked niggling and
unimportant. All this I came later on to think wholly fallacious, but that was
only after I had allowed myself to sink deep in the mire of metaphysical
muddles. I was encouraged in my transition to philosophy by a certain dis-
gust with mathematics, resulting from too much concentration and too
much absorption in the sort of skill that is needed in examinations. The
attempt to acquire examination technique had led me to think of mathemat-
ics as consisting of artful dodges and ingenious devices and as altogether too
much like a cross-word puzzle. When, at the end of my first three years at
Cambridge, I emerged from my last mathematical examination I swore that
I would never look at mathematics again and sold all my mathematical books.
In this mood the survey of philosophy gave me all the delight of a new
landscape on emerging from a valley.

It had not been only in mathematics that I sought certainty. Like Descartes
(whose work was still unknown to me) I thought that my own existence was,
to me, indubitable. Like him, I felt it possible to suppose that the outer world
is nothing but a dream. But even if it be, it is a dream that is really dreamt, and
the fact that I experience it remains unshakably certain. This line of thought
occurred to me first when I was sixteen, and I was glad when I learnt later
that Descartes had made it the basis of his philosophy.

At Cambridge my interest in philosophy received a stimulus from another
motive. The scepticism which had led me to doubt even mathematics had
also led me to question the fundamental dogmas of religion, but I ardently
desired to find a way of preserving at least something that could be called
religious belief. From the age of fifteen to the age of eighteen I spent a great
deal of time and thought on religious belief. I examined fundamental dogmas
one by one, hoping with all my heart to find some reason for accepting them.
I wrote my thoughts in a notebook which I still possess. They were, of course,
crude and youthful, but for the moment I saw no answer to the Agnosticism
which they suggested. At Cambridge I was made aware of whole systems of
thought of which I had previously been ignorant and I abandoned for a time
the ideas which I had worked out in solitude. At Cambridge I was introduced
to the philosophy of Hegel who, in the course of nineteen abstruse volumes,
professed to have proved something which would do quite well as an
emended and sophisticated version of traditional beliefs. Hegel thought of
the universe as a closely knit unity. His universe was like a jelly in the fact
that, if you touched any one part of it, the whole quivered; but it was unlike a
jelly in the fact that it could not really be cut up into parts. The appearance of
consisting of parts, according to him, was a delusion. The only reality was the
Absolute, which was his name for God. In this philosophy I found comfort
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for a time. As presented to me by its adherents, especially McTaggart, who
was then an intimate friend of mine, Hegel’s philosophy had seemed both
charming and demonstrable. McTaggart was a philosopher some six years
senior to me and throughout his life an ardent disciple of Hegel. He influ-
enced his contemporaries very considerably, and I for a time fell under his
sway. There was a curious pleasure in making oneself believe that time and
space are unreal, that matter is an illusion, and that the world really consists
of nothing but mind. In a rash moment, however, I turned from the disciples
to the Master and found in Hegel himself a farrago of confusions and what
seemed to me little better than puns. I therefore abandoned his philosophy.
For a time I found satisfaction in a doctrine derived, with modification,
from Plato. According to Plato’s doctrine, which I accepted only in a watered-
down form, there is an unchanging timeless world of ideas of which the
world presented to our senses is an imperfect copy. Mathematics, according
to this doctrine, deals with the world of ideas and has in consequence an
exactness and perfection which is absent from the everyday world. This kind
of mathematical mysticism, which Plato derived from Pythagoras, appealed
to me. But in the end I found myself obliged to abandon this doctrine also,
and I have never since found religious satisfaction in any philosophical
doctrine that I could accept.
(Portraits from Memory, London: Allen & Unwin; New York:
Simon & Schuster, 1956.)
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The Nobel Prize Winning Man
of Letters

(Essayist and Short Story Writer)



Few Nobel Prize winners in literature have set forth so revealing an
account of how they write as we have here. Russell ever displays a mas-
tery of detail and a precision of presentation that leaves no doubt of his
position whether one agrees or disagrees. The clarity of thinking of an
ever lucubrating mind is apparent in all he has done. The characteristic
style follows naturally. Recognition through the Nobel Prize thus came
as no surprise.

While Russell asserts that he no longer thinks well of his most popular
essay, ‘A Free Man’s Worship’, no Russell anthology would be complete
without it and an anthology of the best twentieth-century prose would be
hard put to justify its exclusion. We also sample some of his other essays
and two of his short stories. It was late in his life that he caught all
unawares by their publication.



HOW | WRITE

I cannot pretend to know how writing ought to be done, or what a wise critic
would advise me to do with a view to improving my own writing. The most
that I can do is to relate some things about my own attempts.

Until I was twenty-one, I wished to write more or less in the style of John
Stuart Mill. I liked the structure of his sentences and his manner of develop-
ing a subject. I had, however, already a different ideal, derived, I suppose,
from mathematics. I wished to say everything in the smallest number of
words in which it could be said clearly. Perhaps, I thought, one should
imitate Baedeker rather than any more literary model. I would spend hours
trying to find the shortest way of saying something without ambiguity, and
to this aim I was willing to sacrifice all attempts at aesthetic excellence.

At the age of twenty-one, however, I came under a new influence, that
of my future brother-in-law, Logan Pearsall Smith. He was at that time
exclusively interested in style as opposed to matter. His gods were Flaubert
and Walter Pater, and I was quite ready to believe that the way to learn how to
write was to copy their technique. He gave me various simple rules, of which
I remember only two: ‘Put a comma every four words’, and ‘never use “and”
except at the beginning of a sentence.” His most emphatic advice was that one
must always re-write. I conscientiously tried this, but found that my first draft
was almost always better than my second. This discovery has saved me an
immense amount of time. I do not, of course, apply it to the substance, but
only to the form. When I discover an error of an important kind, I re-write
the whole. What I do not find is that I can improve a sentence when I am
satisfied with what it means.

Very gradually I have discovered ways of writing with a minimum of
worry and anxiety. When I was young each fresh piece of serious work used
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to seem to me for a time—perhaps a long time—to be beyond my powers.
I would fret myself into a nervous state from fear that it was never going to
come right. I would make one unsatisfying attempt after another, and in the
end have to discard them all. At last I found that such fumbling attempts were
a waste of time. It appeared that after first contemplating a book on some
subject, and after giving serious preliminary attention to it, I needed a period
of subconscious incubation which could not be hurried and was, if anything,
impeded by deliberate thinking. Sometimes I would find, after a time, that
I had made a mistake, and that I could not write the book I had had in mind.
But often I was more fortunate. Having, by a time of very intense concentra-
tion, planted the problem in my subconsciousness, it would germinate
underground until, suddenly, the solution emerged with blinding clarity, so
that it only remained to write down what had appeared as if in a revelation.

The most curious example of this process, and the one which led me
subsequently to rely upon it, occurred at the beginning of 1914.1had under-
taken to give the Lowell Lectures at Boston, and had chosen as my subject
‘Our Knowledge of the External World’. Throughout 1913 I thought about
this topic. In term time in my rooms at Cambridge, in vacations in a quiet inn
on the upper reaches of the Thames, I concentrated with such intensity that
I sometimes forgot to breathe and emerged panting as from a trance. But all
to no avail. To every theory that I could think of T could perceive fatal objec-
tions. At last, in despair, I went off to Rome for Christmas, hoping that a
holiday would revive my flagging energy. I got back to Cambridge on the last
day of 1913, and although my difficulties were still completely unresolved
I arranged, because the remaining time was short, to dictate as best as I could
to a stenographer. Next morning, as she came in at the door, I suddenly saw
exactly what I had to say, and proceeded to dictate the whole book without a
moment’s hesitation.

I do not want to convey an exaggerated impression. The book was very
imperfect, and I now think that it contains serious errors. But it was the best
that I could have done at that time, and a more leisurely method (within the
time at my disposal) would almost certainly have produced something worse.
Whatever may be true of other people, this is the right method for me.
Flaubert and Pater, I have found, are best forgotten so far as I am concerned.

Although what I now think about how to write is not so very different
from what I thought at the age of eighteen, my development has not been by
any means rectilinear. There was a time, in the first years of this century,
when I had more florid and rhetorical ambitions. This was the time when
I wrote A Free Man’s Worship, a work of which I do not now think well. At that
time I was steeped in Milton’s prose, and his rolling periods reverberated
through the caverns of my mind. I cannot say that I no longer admire them,
but for me to imitate them involves a certain insincerity. In fact, all imitation
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is dangerous. Nothing could be better in style than the Prayer Book and the
Authorized Version of the Bible, but they express a way of thinking and
feeling which is different from that of our time. A style is not good unless it
is an intimate and almost involuntary expression of the personality of the
writer, and then only if the writer’s personality is worth expressing. But
although direct imitation is always to be deprecated, there is much to be
gained by familiarity with good prose, especially in cultivating a sense for
prose rhythm.

There are some simple maxims—not perhaps quite so simple as those
which my brother-in-law Logan Pearsall Smith offered me—which I think
might be commended to writers of expository prose. First: never use a long
word if a short word will do. Second: if you want to make a statement with a
great many qualifications, put some of the qualifications in separate sen-
tences. Third: do not let the beginning of your sentence lead the reader to an
expectation which is contradicted by the end. Take, say, such a sentence as the
following, which might occur in a work on sociology: ‘Human beings are
completely exempt from undesirable behaviour-patterns only when certain
prerequisites, not satisfied except in a small percentage of actual cases, have,
through some fortuitous concourse of favourable circumstances, whether
congenital or environmental, chanced to combine in producing an individual
in whom many factors deviate from the norm in a socially advantageous
manner.’ Let us see if we can translate this sentence into English. I suggest the
following: ‘All men are scoundrels, or at any rate almost all. The men who are
not must have had unusual luck, both in their birth and in their upbringing.’
This is shorter and more intelligible, and says just the same thing. But I am
afraid any professor who used the second sentence instead of the first would
get the sack.

This suggests a word of advice to such of my hearers as may happen to be
professors. I am allowed to use plain English because everybody knows that
I could use mathematical logic if T chose. Take the statement: ‘Some people
marry their deceased wives’ sisters.’ I can express this in language which only
becomes intelligible after years of study, and this gives me freedom. I suggest
to young professors that their first work should be written in a jargon only to
be understood by the erudite few. With that behind them, they can ever after
say what they have to say in a language ‘understanded of the people’. In these
days, when our very lives are at the mercy of the professors, I cannot but
think that they would deserve our gratitude if they adopted my advice.

(Portraits from Memory, London: Allen & Unwin; New York:
Simon & Schuster, 1956.)
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A FREE MAN’S WORSHIP

To Dr Faustus in his study Mephistophelis told the history of the Creation,
saying:

‘The endless praises of the choirs of angels had begun to grow wearisome;
for, after all, did he not deserve their praise? Had he not given them endless
joy? Would it not be more amusing to obtain underserved praise, to be
worshipped by beings whom he tortured? He smiled inwardly, and resolved
that the great drama should be performed.

‘For countless ages the hot nebula whirled aimlessly through space. At
length it began to take shape, the central mass threw off planets, the planets
cooled, boiling seas and burning mountains heaved and tossed, from black
masses of cloud hot sheets of rain deluged the barely solid crust. And now the
first germ of life grew in the depths of the ocean, and developed rapidly in
the fructifying warmth into vast forest trees, huge ferns springing from the
damp mould, sea monsters breeding, fighting, devouring, and passing away.
And from the monsters, as the play unfolded itself, Man was born, with the
power of thought, the knowledge of good and evil, and the cruel thirst for
worship. And Man saw that all is passing in this mad, monstrous world, that
all is struggling to snatch, at any cost, a few brief moments of life before
Death’s inexorable decree. And Man said: “There is a hidden purpose, could
we but fathom it, and the purpose is good; for we must reverence something,
and in the visible world there is nothing worthy of reverence.” And Man
stood aside from the struggle, resolving that God intended harmony to come
out of chaos by human efforts. And when he followed the instincts which
God had transmitted to him from his ancestry of beasts of prey, he called it
Sin, and asked God to forgive him. But he doubted whether he could be justly
forgiven, until he invented a divine Plan by which God’s wrath was to have
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been appeased. And seeing the present was bad, he made it yet worse, that
thereby the future might be better. And he gave God thanks for the strength
that enabled him to forgo even the joys that were possible. And God smiled;
and when he saw that Man had become perfect in renunciation and worship,
he sent another sun through the sky, which crashed into Man’s sun; and all
returned again to nebula.

‘ “Yes,” he murmured, “it was a good play; I will have it performed
again.”’

Such, in outline, but even more purposeless, more void of meaning, is the
world which Science presents for our belief. Amid such a world, if anywhere,
our ideals henceforward must find a home. That Man is the product of causes
which had no prevision of the end they were achieving; that his origin, his
growth, his hopes and fears, his loves and his beliefs, are but the outcome of
accidental collocations of atoms; that no fire, no heroism, no intensity of
thought and feeling, can preserve an individual life beyond the grave; that all
the labours of the ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all the noonday
brightness of human genius, are destined to extinction in the vast death of
the solar system, and that the whole temple of Man’s achievement must
inevitably be buried beneath the debris of a universe in ruins—all these
things, if not quite beyond dispute, are yet so nearly certain, that no phil-
osophy which rejects them can hope to stand. Only within the scaffolding of
these truths, only on the firm foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul’s
habitation henceforth be safely built.

How;, in such an alien and inhuman world, can so powerless a creature as
Man preserve his aspirations untarnished? A strange mystery it is that Nature,
omnipotent but blind, in the revolutions of her secular hurryings through the
abysses of space, has brought forth at last a child, subject still to her power,
but gifted with sight, with knowledge of good and evil, with the capacity of
judging all the works of his unthinking Mother. In spite of Death, the mark
and seal of the parental control, Man is yet free, during his brief years, to
examine, to criticize, to know, and in imagination to create. To him alone, in
the world with which he is acquainted, this freedom belongs; and in this lies
his superiority to the resistless forces that control his outward life.

The savage, like ourselves, feels the oppression of his impotence before the
powers of Nature; but having in himself nothing that he respects more than
Power, he is willing to prostrate himself before his gods, without inquiring
whether they are worthy of his worship. Pathetic and very terrible is the long
history of cruelty and torture, of degradation and human sacrifice, endured
in the hope of placating the jealous gods: surely, the trembling believer
thinks, when what is most precious has been freely given, their lust for blood
must be appeased, and more will not be required. The religion of Moloch—
as such creeds may be generically called—is in essence the cringing
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submission of the slave, who dare not, even in his heart, allow the thought
that his master deserves no adulation. Since the independence of ideals is
not yet acknowledged, Power may be freely worshipped, and receive an
unlimited respect, despite its wanton infliction of pain.

But gradually, as morality grows bolder, the claim of the ideal world
begins to be felt; and worship, if it is not to cease, must be given to gods of
another kind than those created by the savage. Some, though they feel the
demands of the ideal, will still consciously reject them, still urging that naked
Power is worthy of worship. Such is the attitude inculcated in God’s answer to
Job out of the whirlwind: the divine power and knowledge are paraded, but
of the divine goodness there is no hint. Such also is the attitude of those who,
in our own day, base their morality upon the struggle for survival, maintain-
ing that the survivors are necessarily the fittest. But others, not content with
an answer so repugnant to the moral sense, will adopt the position which we
have become accustomed to regard as specially religious, maintaining that, in
some hidden manner, the world of fact is really harmonious with the world
of ideals. Thus Man creates God, all-powerful and all-good, the mystic unity
of what is and what should be.

But the world of fact, after all, is not good; and, in submitting our judge-
ment to it, there is an element of slavishness from which our thoughts must
be purged. For in all things it is well to exalt the dignity of Man, by freeing
him as far as possible from the tyranny of non-human Power. When we have
realized that Power is largely bad, that Man, with his knowledge of good and
evil, is but a helpless atom in a world which has no such knowledge, the
choice is again presented to us: Shall we worship Force, or shall we worship
Goodness? Shall our God exist and be evil, or shall he be recognized as the
creation of our own conscience?

The answer to this question is very momentous, and affects profoundly
our whole morality. The worship of Force, to which Carlyle and Nietzsche
and the creed of Militarism have accustomed us, is the result of failure to
maintain our own ideals against a hostile universe: it is itself a prostrate
submission to evil, a sacrifice of our best to Moloch. If strength indeed is to
be respected, let us respect rather the strength of those who refuse that false
‘recognition of facts’ which fails to recognize that facts are often bad. Let us
admit that, in the world we know, there are many things that would be better
otherwise, and that the ideals to which we do and must adhere are not
realized in the realm of matter. Let us preserve our respect for truth, for
beauty, for the ideal of perfection which life does not permit us to attain,
though none of these things meet with the approval of the unconscious
universe. If Power is bad, as it seems to be, let us reject it from our hearts. In
this lies Man’s true freedom: in determination to worship only the God
created by our own love of the good, to respect only the heaven which
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inspires the insight of our best moments. In action, in desire, we must submit
perpetually to the tyranny of outside forces; but in thought, in aspiration, we
are free, free from our fellow men, free from the petty planet on which our
bodies impotently crawl, free even, while we live, from the tyranny of death.
Let us learn, then, that energy of faith which enables us to live constantly in
the vision of the good; and let us descend, in action, into the world of fact,
with that vision always before us.

When first the opposition of fact and ideal grows fully visible, a spirit of
fiery revolt, of fierce hatred of the gods, seems necessary to the assertion of
freedom. To defy with Promethean constancy a hostile universe, to keep its
evil always in view, always actively hated, to refuse no pain that the malice of
Power can invent, appears to be the duty of all who will not bow before the
inevitable. But indignation is still a bondage, for it compels our thoughts to
be occupied with an evil world; and in the fierceness of desire from which
rebellion springs there is a kind of self-assertion which it is necessary for the
wise to overcome. Indignation is a submission of our thoughts, but not of
our desires; the Stoic freedom in which wisdom consists is found in the
submission of our desires, but not of our thoughts. From the submission of
our desires springs the virtue of resignation; from the freedom of our
thoughts springs the whole world of art and philosophy, and the vision of
beauty by which, at last, we half reconquer the reluctant world. But the vision
of beauty is possible only to unfettered contemplation, to thoughts not
weighted by the load of eager wishes; and thus Freedom comes only to those
who no longer ask of life that is shall yield them any of those personal goods
that are subject to the mutations of Time.

Although the necessity of renunciation is evidence of the existence of evil,
yet Christianity, in preaching it, has shown a wisdom exceeding that of the
Promethean philosophy of rebellion. It must be admitted that, of the things
we desire, some, though they prove impossible, are yet real goods; others,
however, as ardently longed for, do not form part of a fully purified ideal. The
belief that what must be renounced is bad, though sometimes false, is far less
often false than untamed passion supposes; and the creed of religion, by
providing a reason for proving that it is never false, has been the means of
purifying our hopes by the discovery of many austere truths.

But there is in resignation a further good element: even real goods, when
they are unattainable, ought not to be fretfully desired. To every man comes,
sooner or later, the great renunciation. For the young, there is nothing
unattainable; a good thing desired with the whole force of a passionate will,
and yet impossible, is to them not credible. Yet, by death, by illness, by
poverty, or by the voice of duty, we must learn, each one of us, that the world
was not made for us, and that, however beautiful may be the things we crave,
Fate may nevertheless forbid them. It is the part of courage, when misfortune

41



42

THE BASIC WRITINGS OF BERTRAND RUSSELL

comes, to bear without repining the ruin of our hopes, to turn away our
thoughts from vain regrets. This degree of submission to Power is not only
just and right: it is the very gate of wisdom.

But passive renunciation is not the whole of wisdom; for not by renunci-
ation alone can we build a temple for the worship of our own ideals. Haunt-
ing foreshadowings of the temple appear in the realm of imagination, in
music, in architecture, in the untroubled kingdom of reason, and in the
golden sunset magic of lyrics, where beauty shines and glows, remote from
the touch of sorrow, remote from the fear of change, remote from the failures
and disenchantments of the world of fact. In the contemplation of these
things the vision of heaven will shape itself in our hearts, giving at once a
touchstone to judge the world about us, and an inspiration by which to
fashion to our needs whatever is not incapable of serving as a stone in the
sacred temple.

Except for those rare spirits that are born without sin, there is a cavern of
darkness to be traversed before that temple can be entered. The gate of the
cavern is despair, and its floor is paved with the gravestones of abandoned
hopes. There Self must die; there the eagerness, the greed of untamed desire
must be slain, for only so can the soul be free from the empire of Fate. But out
of the cavern the Gate of Renunciation leads again to the daylight of wisdom,
by whose radiance a new insight, a new joy, a new tenderness, shine forth to
gladden the pilgrim’s heart.

When, without the bitterness of impotent rebellion, we have learnt both to
resign ourselves to the outward rule of Fate and to recognize that the non-
human world is unworthy of our worship, it becomes possible at last so to
transform and refashion the unconscious universe, so to transmute it in the
crucible of imagination, that a new image of shining gold replaces the old
idol of clay. In all the multiform facts of the world—in the visual shapes of
trees and mountains and clouds, in the events of the life of Man, even in the
very omnipotence of Death—the insight of creative idealism can find the
reflection of a beauty which its own thoughts first made. In this way mind
asserts its subtle mastery over the thoughtless forces of Nature. The more evil
the material with which it deals, the more thwarting to untrained desire, the
greater is its achievement in inducing the reluctant rock to yield up its hidden
treasures, the prouder its victory in compelling the opposing forces to swell
the pageant of its triumph. Of all the arts, Tragedy is the proudest, the most
triumphant; for it builds its shining citadel in the very centre of the enemy’s
country, on the very summit of his highest mountain; from its impregnable
watch-towers, his camps and arsenals, his columns and forts, are all revealed;
within its walls the free life continues, while the legions of Death and Pain
and Despair, and all the servile captains of tyrant Fate, afford the burghers of
that dauntless city new spectacles of beauty. Happy those sacred ramparts,
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thrice happy the dwellers on that all-seeing eminence. Honour to those brave
warriors who, through countless ages of warfare, have preserved for us the
priceless heritage of liberty, and have kept undefiled by sacrilegious invaders
the home of the unsubdued.

But the beauty of Tragedy does but make visible a quality which, in more
or less obvious shapes, is present always and everywhere in life. In the spec-
tacle of Death, in the endurance of intolerable pain, and in the irrevocableness
of a vanished past, there is a sacredness, an overpowering awe, a feeling of the
vastness, the depth, the inexhaustible mystery of existence, in which, as by
some strange marriage of pain, the sufferer is bound to the world by bonds
of sorrow. In these moments of insight, we lose all eagerness of temporary
desire, all struggling and striving for petty ends, all care for the little trivial
things that, to a superficial view, make up the common life of day by day; we
see, surrounding the narrow raft illumined by the flickering light of human
comradeship, the dark ocean on whose rolling waves we toss for a brief hour;
from the great night without, a chill blast breaks in upon our refuge; all the
loneliness of humanity amid hostile forces is concentrated upon the indi-
vidual soul, which must struggle alone, with what of courage it can com-
mand, against the whole weight of a universe that cares nothing for its hopes
and fears. Victory, in this struggle with the powers of darkness, is the true
baptism into the glorious company of heroes, the true initiation into the
over-mastering beauty of human existence. From that awful encounter of the
soul with the outer world, renunciation, wisdom, and charity are born; and
with their birth a new life begins. To take into the inmost shrine of the soul
the irresistible forces whose puppets we seem to be—Death and change, the
irrevocableness of the past, and the powerlessness of Man before the blind
hurry of the universe from vanity to vanity—to feel these things and know
them is to conquer them.

This is the reason why the Past has such magical power. The beauty of its
motionless and silent pictures is like the enchanted purity of late autumn,
when the leaves, though one breath would make them fall, still glow against
the sky in golden glory. The Past does not change or strive; like Duncan, after
life’s fitful fever it sleeps well; what was eager and grasping, what was petty
and transitory, has faded away, the things that were beautiful and eternal
shine out of it like stars in the night. Its beauty, to a soul not worthy of it is
unendurable; but to a soul which has conquered Fate it is the key of religion.

The life of Man, viewed outwardly, is but a small thing in comparison with
the forces of Nature. The slave is doomed to worship Time and Fate and
Death, because they are greater than anything he finds in himself, and because
all his thoughts are of things which they devour. But, great as they are, to
think of them greatly, to feel their passionless splendour, is greater still. And
such thought makes us free men; we no longer bow before the inevitable in
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Oriental subjection, but we absorb it, and make it a part of ourselves. To
abandon the struggle for private happiness, to expel all eagerness of tempor-
ary desire, to burn with passion for eternal things—this is emancipation, and
this is the free man’s worship. And this liberation is effected by a contempla-
tion of Fate; for Fate itself is subdued by the mind which leaves nothing to be
purged by the purifying fire of Time.

United with his fellow men by the strongest of all ties, the tie of a common
doom, the free man finds that a new vision is with him always, shedding over
every daily task the light of love. The life of Man is a long march through the
night, surrounded by invisible foes, tortured by weariness and pain, towards
a goal that few can hope to reach, and where none may tarry long. One by
one, as they march, our comrades vanish from our sight, seized by the silent
orders of omnipotent Death. Very brief is the time in which we can help
them, in which their happiness or misery is decided. Be it ours to shed
sunshine on their path, to lighten their sorrows by the balm of sympathy, to
give them the pure joy of a never-tiring affection, to strengthen failing cour-
age, to instil faith in hours of despair. Let us not weigh in grudging scales
their merits and demerits, but let us think only of their need—of the sorrows,
the difficulties, perhaps the blindnesses, that make the misery of their lives;
let us remember that they are fellow-sufferers in the same darkness, actors in
the same tragedy with ourselves. And so, when their day is over, when their
good and their evil have become eternal by the immortality of the past, be it
ours to feel that, where they suffered, where they failed, no deed of ours was
the cause; but wherever a spark of the divine fire kindled in their hearts, we
were ready with encouragement, with sympathy, with brave words in which
high courage glowed.

Brief and powerless is Man’s life; on him and all his race the slow, sure
doom falls pitiless and dark. Blind to good and evil, reckless of destruction,
omnipotent matter rolls on its relentless way; for Man, condemned today to
lose his dearest, tomorrow himself to pass through the gate of darkness, it
remains only to cherish, ere yet the blow fall, the lofty thoughts that ennoble
his little day; disdaining the coward terrors of the slave of Fate, to worship at
the shrine that his own hands have built; undismayed by the empire of
chance, to preserve a mind free from the wanton tyranny that rules his
outward life; proudly defiant of the irresistible forces that tolerate, for a
moment, his knowledge and his condemnation, to sustain alone, a weary but
unyielding Atlas, the world that his own ideals have fashioned despite the
trampling march of unconscious power.

(The Independent Review, December 1903, subsequently reprinted in
Mysticism and Logic, London: Allen & Unwin, 1917; New York:
Simon & Schuster, 1929.)
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AN OUTLINE OF
INTELLECTUAL RUBBISH

Man is a rational animal—so at least I have been told. Throughout a long life,
I have looked diligently for evidence in favour of this statement, but so far
I have not had the good fortune to come across it, though I have searched in
many countries spread over three continents. On the contrary, I have seen the
world plunging continually further into madness. I have seen great nations,
formerly leaders of civilization, led astray by preachers of bombastic non-
sense. I have seen cruelty, persecution, and superstition increasing by leaps
and bounds, until we have almost reached the point where praise of rational-
ity is held to mark a man as an old fogy regrettably surviving from a bygone
age. All this is depressing, but gloom is a useless emotion. In order to escape
from it, I have been driven to study the past with more attention than I had
formerly given to it, and have found, as Erasmus found, that folly is perennial
and yet the human race has survived. The follies of our own times are easier
to bear when they are seen against the background of past follies. In what
follows I shall mix the sillinesses of our day with those of former centuries.
Perhaps the result may help in seeing our own times in perspective, and as
not much worse than other ages that our ancestors lived through without
ultimate disaster.

Aristotle, so far as I know, was the first man to proclaim explicitly that man
is a rational animal. His reason for this view was one which does not now
seem very impressive; it was, that some people can do sums. He thought that
there are three kinds of soul: the vegetable soul, possessed by all living things,
both plants and animals, and concerned only with nourishment and growth;
the animal soul, concerned with locomotion, and shared by man with the
lower animals; and finally the rational soul, or intellect, which is the Divine
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mind, but in which men participate to a greater or less degree in propor-
tion to their wisdom. It is in virtue of the intellect that man is a rational
animal. The intellect is shown in various ways, but most emphatically by
mastery of arithmetic. The Greek system of numerals was very bad, so that
the multiplication table was quite difficult, and complicated calculations
could only be made by very clever people. Nowadays, however, calculating
machines do sums better than even the cleverest people, yet no one con-
tends that these useful instruments are immortal, or work by divine inspir-
ation. As arithmetic has grown easier, it has come to be less respected. The
consequence is that, though many philosophers continue to tell us what
fine fellows we are, it is no longer on account of our arithmetical skill that
they praise us.

Since the fashion of the age no longer allows us to point to calculating boys
as evidence that man is rational and the soul, at least in part, immortal, let us
look elsewhere. Where shall we look first? Shall we look among eminent
statesmen, who have so triumphantly guided the world into its present condi-
tion? Or shall we choose the men of letters? Or the philosophers? All these
have their claims, but I think we should begin with those whom all right-
thinking people acknowledge to be the wisest as well as the best of men,
namely the clergy. If they fail to be rational, what hope is there for us lesser
mortals? And alas—though I say it with all due respect—there have been
times when their wisdom has not been very obvious, and, strange to say,
these were especially the times when the power of the clergy was greatest.

The Ages of Faith, which are praised by our neoscholastics, were the time
when the clergy had things all their own way. Daily life was full of miracles
wrought by saints and wizardry perpetrated by devils and necromancers.
Many thousands of witches were burnt at the stake. Men'’s sins were punished
by pestilence and famine, by earthquake, flood, and fire. And yet, strange to
say, they were even more sinful than they are nowadays. Very little was known
scientifically about the world. A few learned men remembered Greek proofs
that the earth is round, but most people made fun of the notion that there are
antipodes. To suppose that there are human beings at the antipodes was
heresy. It was generally held (though modern Catholics take a milder view)
that the immense majority of mankind are damned. Dangers were held to
lurk at every turn. Devils would settle on the food that monks were about to
eat, and would take possession of the bodies of incautious feeders who
omitted to make the sign of the Cross before each mouthful. Old-fashioned
people still say ‘bless you’ when one sneezes, but they have forgotten the
reason for the custom. The reason was that people were thought to sneeze out
their souls, and before their souls could get back lurking demons were apt to
enter the un-souled body; but if any one said ‘God bless you’, the demons
were frightened off.
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Throughout the last four hundred years, during which the growth of
science has gradually shown men how to acquire knowledge of the ways of
nature and mastery over natural forces, the clergy have fought a losing battle
against science, in astronomy and geology, in anatomy and physiology, in
biology and psychology and sociology. Ousted from one position, they have
taken up another. After being worsted in astronomy, they did their best to
prevent the rise of geology; they fought against Darwin in biology, and at the
present time they fight against scientific theories of psychology and educa-
tion. At each stage, they try to make the public forget their earlier obscurant-
ism, in order that their present obscurantism may not be recognized for what
itis. Let us note a few instances of irrationality among the clergy since the rise
of science, and then inquire whether the rest of mankind are any better.

When Benjamin Franklin invented the lightning-rod, the clergy, both in
England and America, with the enthusiastic support of George I1I, condemned
it as an impious attempt to defeat the will of God. For, as all right-thinking
people were aware, lightning is sent by God to punish impiety or some other
grave sin—the virtuous are never struck by lightning. Therefore if God wants
to strike anyone, Benjamin Franklin ought not to defeat His design; indeed, to
do so is helping criminals to escape. But God was equal to the occasion, if we
are to believe the eminent Dr Price, one of the leading divines of Boston.
Lightning having been rendered ineffectual by the ‘iron points invented by
the sagacious Dr Franklin’, Massachusetts was shaken by earthquakes, which
Dr Price perceived to be due to God’s wrath at the ‘iron points’. In a sermon
on the subject he said: ‘In Boston are more erected than elsewhere in New
England, and Boston seems to be more dreadfully shaken. Oh! there is no
getting out of the mighty hand of God.” Apparently, however, Providence
gave up all hope of curing Boston of its wickedness, for, though lightning-
rods became more and more common, earthquakes in Massachusetts have
remained rare. Nevertheless, Dr Price’s point of view, or something very like
it, was still held by one of the most influential men of recent times. When,
at one time, there were several bad earthquakes in India, Mahatma Gandhi
solemnly warned his compatriots that these disasters had been sent as a
punishment for their sins.

Even in my own native island this point of view still exists. During the
1914—18 war, the British Government did much to stimulate the production
of food at home. In 1916, when things were not going well, a Scottish
clergyman wrote to the newspapers to say that military failure was due to
the fact that, with government sanction, potatoes had been planted on the
Sabbath. However, disaster was averted, owing to the fact that the Germans
disobeyed dll the Ten Commandments, and not only one of them.

Sometimes, if pious men are to be believed, God’s mercies are curiously
selective. Toplady, the author of Rock of Ages, moved from one vicarage to
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another; a week after the move, the vicarage he had formerly occupied burnt
down, with great loss to the new vicar. Thereupon Toplady thanked God; but
what the new vicar did is not known. Borrow;, in his Bible in Spain, records how
without mishap he crossed a mountain pass infested by bandits. The next
party to cross, however, were set upon, robbed, and some of them murdered;
when Borrow heard of this, he, like Toplady, thanked God.

Although we are taught the Copernican astronomy in our textbooks, it has
not yet penetrated to our religion or our morals, and has not even succeeded
in destroying belief in astrology. People still think that the Divine Plan has
special reference to human beings, and that a special Providence not only
looks after the good, but also punishes the wicked. I am sometimes shocked
by the blasphemies of those who think themselves pious—for instance, the
nuns who never take a bath without wearing a bathrobe all the time. When
asked why, since no man can see them, they reply ‘Oh, but you forget the
good God.” Apparently they conceive of the Deity as a Peeping Tom, whose
omnipotence enables Him to see through bathroom walls, but who is foiled
by bathrobes. This view strikes me as curious.

The whole conception of ‘sin’ is one which I find very puzzling, doubtless
owing to my sinful nature. If ‘sin’ consisted in causing needless suffering, I
could understand; but on the contrary, sin often consists in avoiding needless
suffering. Some years ago, in the English House of Lords, a Bill was introduced
to legalize euthanasia in cases of painful and incurable disease. The patient’s
consent was to be necessary, as well as several medical certificates. To me, in
my simplicity, it would seem natural to require the patient’s consent, but the
late Archbishop of Canterbury, the English official expert on sin, explained
the erroneousness of such a view. The patient’s consent turns euthanasia into
suicide, and suicide is sin. Their Lordships listened to the voice of authority,
and rejected the Bill. Consequently, to please the Archbishop—and his God, if
he reports truly—victims of cancer still have to endure months of wholly
useless agony, unless their doctors or nurses are sufficiently humane to risk a
charge of murder. I find difficulty in the conception of a God who gets
pleasure from contemplating such tortures; and if there were a God capable of
such wanton cruelty, I should certainly not think Him worthy of worship. But
that only proves how sunk I am in moral depravity.

I am equally puzzled by the things that are sin and by the things that are
not. When the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals asked the
Pope for his support, he refused it, on the ground that human beings owe no
duty to the lower animals, and that ill-treating animals is not sinful. This is
because animals have no souls. On the other hand, it is wicked to marry your
deceased wife’s sister—so at least the Church teaches—however much you
and she may wish to marry. This is not because of any unhappiness that
might result, but because of certain texts in the Bible.
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The resurrection of the body, which is an article of the Apostles’ Creed, is a
dogma which has various curious consequences. There was an author not
very many years ago, who had an ingenious method of calculating the date of
the end of the world. He argued that there must be enough of the necessary
ingredients of a human body to provide everybody with the requisites at the
Last Day. By carefully calculating the available raw material, he decided that it
would all have been used up by a certain date. When that date comes, the
world must end, since otherwise the resurrection of the body would become
impossible. Unfortunately, I have forgotten what the date was, but I believe it
is not very distant.

St Thomas Aquinas, the official philosopher of the Catholic Church, dis-
cussed lengthily and seriously a very grave problem, which, I fear, modern
theologians unduly neglect. He imagines a cannibal who has never eaten
anything but human flesh, and whose father and mother before him had like
propensities. Every particle of his body belongs rightfully to someone else.
We cannot suppose that those who have been eaten by cannibals are to go
short through all eternity. But, if not, what is left for the cannibal? How is he
to be properly roasted in hell, if all his body is restored to its original owners?
This is a puzzling question, as the Saint rightly perceives.

In this connection the orthodox have a curious objection to cremation,
which seems to show an insufficient realization of God’s omnipotence. It is
thought that a body which has been burnt will be more difficult for Him
to collect together again than one which has been put underground and
transformed into worms. No doubt collecting the particles from the air and
undoing the chemical work of combustion would be somewhat laborious,
but it is surely blasphemous to suppose such a work impossible for the Deity.
I conclude that the objection to cremation implies grave heresy. But I doubt
whether my opinion will carry much weight with the orthodox.

It was only very slowly and reluctantly that the Church sanctioned the
dissection of corpses in connection with the study of medicine. The pioneer
in dissection was Vesalius, who was Court physician to the Emperor Charles V.
His medical skill led the Emperor to protect him, but after the Emperor was
dead he got into trouble. A corpse which he was dissecting was said to have
shown signs of life under the knife, and he was accused of murder. The
Inquisition was induced by King Philip II to take a lenient view, and only
sentenced him to a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. On the way home he was
shipwrecked and died of exhaustion. For centuries after this time, medical
students at the Papal University in Rome were only allowed to operate on lay
figures, from which the sexual parts were omitted.

The sacredness of corpses is a widespread belief. It was carried furthest by
the Egyptians, among whom it led to the practice of mummification. It still
exists in full force in China. A French surgeon who was employed by the
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Chinese to teach Western medicine, relates that his demand for corpses to
dissect was received with horror, but he was assured that he could have
instead an unlimited supply of live criminals. His objection to this alternative
was totally unintelligible to his Chinese employers.

Although there are many kinds of sin, seven of which are deadly, the most
fruitful field for Satan’s wiles is sex. The orthodox Catholic doctrine on this
subject is to be found in St Paul, St Augustine, and St Thomas Aquinas. It is
best to be celibate, but those who have not the gift of continence may marry.
Intercourse in marriage is not sin, provided it is motivated by desire for
offspring. All intercourse outside marriage is sin, and so is intercourse within
marriage if any measures are adopted to prevent conception. Interruption of
pregnancy is sin, even if, in medical opinion, it is the only way of saving the
mother’s life; for medical opinion is fallible, and God can always save a life by
miracle if He sees fit. (This view is embodied in the law of Connecticut.)
Venereal disease is God’s punishment for sin. It is true that, through a guilty
husband, this punishment may fall on an innocent woman and her children,
but this is a mysterious dispensation of Providence which it would be
impious to question. We must also not inquire why venereal disease was not
divinely instituted until the time of Columbus. Since it is the appointed
penalty for sin, all measures for its avoidance are also sin—except, of course,
a virtuous life. Marriage is nominally indissoluble, but many people who
seem to be married are not. In the case of influential Catholics, some ground
for nullity can often be found, but for the poor there is no such outlet, except
perhaps in cases of impotence. Persons who divorce and remarry are guilty of
adultery in the sight of God.

The phrase ‘in the sight of God’ puzzles me. One would suppose that God
sees everything, but apparently this is a mistake. He does not see Reno, for
you cannot be divorced in the sight of God. Register offices are a doubtful
point. I notice that respectable people, who would not call on anybody who
lives in open sin, are quite willing to call on people who have had only a civil
marriage; so apparently God does see register offices.

Some eminent men think even the doctrine of the Catholic Church deplor-
ably lax where sex is concerned. Tolstoy and Mahatma Gandhi, in their old age,
laid it down that dall sexual intercourse is wicked, even in marriage and with a
view to offspring. The Manicheans thought likewise, relying upon men’s
native sinfulness to supply them with a continually fresh crop of disciples. This
doctrine, however, is heretical, though it is equally heretical to maintain that
marriage is as praiseworthy as celibacy. Tolstoy thinks tobacco almost as bad as
sex; in one of his novels, a man who is contemplating murder smokes a
cigarette first in order to generate the necessary homicidal fury. Tobacco,
however, is not prohibited in the Scriptures, though, as Samuel Butler points
out, St Paul would no doubt have denounced it if he had known of it.
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It is odd that neither the Church nor modern public opinion condemns
petting, provided it stops short at a certain point. At what point sin begins is a
matter as to which casuists differ. One eminently orthodox Catholic divine
laid it down that a confessor may fondle a nun’s breasts, provided he does it
without evil intent. But I doubt whether modern authorities would agree
with him on this point.

Modern morals are a mixture of two elements: on the one hand, rational
precepts as to how to live together peaceably in a society, and on the other
hand traditional taboos derived originally from some ancient superstition,
but proximately from sacred books, Christian, Mohammedan, Hindu, or
Buddhist. To some extent the two agree; the prohibition of murder and theft,
for instance, is supported both by human reason and by Divine command.
But the prohibition of pork or beef has only scriptural authority, and that
only in certain religions. It is odd that modern men, who are aware of what
science has done in the way of bringing new knowledge and altering the
conditions of social life, should still be willing to accept the authority of texts
embodying the outlook of very ancient and very ignorant pastoral or agri-
cultural tribes. It is discouraging that many of the precepts whose sacred
character is thus uncritically acknowledged should be such as to inflict much
wholly unnecessary misery. If men’s kindly impulses were stronger, they
would find some way of explaining that these precepts are not to be taken
literally, any more than the command to ‘sell all that thou hast and give to
the poor’.

There are logical difficulties in the notion of sin. We are told that sin
consists in disobedience to God’s commands, but we are also told that God is
omnipotent. If He is, nothing contrary to His will can occur; therefore when
the sinner disobeys His commands, He must have intended this to happen.
St Augustine boldly accepts this view, and asserts that men are led to sin by a
blindness with which God afflicts them. But most theologians, in modern
times, have felt that, if God causes men to sin, it is not fair to send them to
hell for what they cannot help. We are told that sin consists in acting contrary
to God’s will. This, however, does not get rid of the difficulty. Those who,
like Spinoza, take God’s omnipotence seriously, deduce that there can be no
such thing as sin. This leads to frightful results. What! said Spinoza’s con-
temporaries, was it not wicked of Nero to murder his mother? Was it not
wicked of Adam to eat the apple? Is one action just as good as another?
Spinoza wriggles, but does not find any satisfactory answer. If everything
happens in accordance with God’s will, God must have wanted Nero to
murder his mother; therefore, since God is good, the murder must have been
a good thing. From this argument there is no escape.

On the other hand, those who are in earnest in thinking that sin is dis-
obedience to God are compelled to say that God is not omnipotent, This gets
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out of all the logical puzzles, and is the view adopted by a certain school of
liberal theologians. It has, however, its own difficulties. How are we to know
what really is God’s will? If the forces of evil have a certain share of power,
they may deceive us into accepting as Scripture what is really their work. This
was the view of the Gnostics, who thought that the Old Testament was the
work of an evil spirit.

As soon as we abandon our own reason, and are content to rely upon
authority, there is no end to our troubles. Whose authority? The Old
Testament? The New Testament? The Koran? In practice, people choose the
book considered sacred by the community in which they are born, and out
of that book they choose the parts they like, ignoring the others. At one
time, the most influential text in the Bible was: ‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch
to live.” Nowadays, people pass over this text, in silence if possible; if
not, with an apology. And so, even when we have a sacred book, we still
choose as truth whatever suits our own prejudices. No Catholic, for instance,
takes seriously the text which says that a bishop should be the husband of
one wife.

People’s beliefs have various causes. One is that there is some evidence
for the belief in question. We apply this to matters of fact, such as ‘what is
so-and-so’s telephone number?’ or “who won the World Series?” But as soon
as it comes to anything more debatable, the causes of belief become less
defensible. We believe, first and foremost, what makes us feel that we are fine
fellows. Mr Homo, if he has a good digestion and a sound income, thinks to
himself how much more sensible he is than his neighbour so-and-so, who
married a flighty wife and is always losing money. He thinks how superior
his city is to the one fifty miles away: it has a bigger Chamber of Commerce
and a more enterprising Rotary Club, and its mayor has never been in prison.
He thinks how immeasurably his country surpasses all others. If he is an
Englishman, he thinks of Shakespeare and Milton, or of Newton and Darwin,
or of Nelson and Wellington, according to his temperament. If he is a
Frenchman, he congratulates himself on the fact that for centuries France has
led the world in culture, fashions, and cookery. If he is a Russian, he reflects
that he belongs to the only nation which is truly international. If he is a
Yugoslav, he boasts of his nation’s pigs; if a native of the Principality of
Monaco, he boasts of leading the world in the matter of gambling.

But these are not the only matters on which he has to congratulate himself.
For is he not an individual of the species homo sapiens? Alone among animals he
has an immortal soul, and is rational; he knows the difference between good
and evil, and has learnt the multiplication table. Did not God make him in His
own image? And was not everything created for man’s convenience? The sun
was made to light the day, and the moon to light the night—though the
moon, by some oversight, only shines during half the nocturnal hours. The
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raw fruits of the earth were made for human sustenance. Even the white tails
of rabbits, according to some theologians, have a purpose, namely to make it
easier for sportsmen to shoot them. There are, it is true, some inconveni-
ences: lions and tigers are too fierce, the summer is too hot, and the winter
too cold. But these things only began after Adam ate the apple; before that, all
animals were vegetarians, and the season was always spring. If only Adam had
been content with peaches and nectarines, grapes and pears and pineapples,
these blessings would still be ours.

Self-importance, individual or generic, is the source of most of our religious
beliefs. Even sin is a conception derived from self-importance. Borrow relates
how he met a Welsh preacher who was always melancholy. By sympathetic
questioning he was brought to confess the source of his sorrow: that at the
age of seven he had committed the sin against the Holy Ghost. ‘My dear
fellow,” said Borrow, ‘don’t let that trouble you; I know dozens of people in
like case. Do not imagine yourself cut off from the rest of mankind by this
occurrence; if you inquire, you will find multitudes who suffer from the
same misfortune.” From that moment, the man was cured. He had enjoyed
feeling singular, but there was no pleasure in being one of a herd of sinners.
Most sinners are rather less egotistical; but theologians undoubtedly enjoy
the feeling that Man is the special object of God’s wrath, as well as of His love.
After the Fall, so Milton assures us—

The Sun
Had first his precept so to move, so shine,
As might affect the Earth with cold and heat
Scarce tolerable, and from the North to call
Decrepit Winter, from the South to bring
Solstitial summer’s heat.

However disagreeable the results may have been, Adam could hardly help
feeling flattered that such vast astronomical phenomena should be brought
about to teach him a lesson. The whole of theology, in regard to hell no less
than to heaven, takes it for granted that Man is what is of most importance in
the universe of created beings. Since all theologians are men, this postulate
has met with little opposition.

Since evolution became fashionable, the glorification of Man has taken a
new form. We are told that evolution has been guided by one great Purpose:
through the millions of years when there were only slime, or trilobites,
throughout the ages of dinosaurs and giant ferns, of bees and wild flowers,
God was preparing the Great Climax. At last, in the fullness of time, He
produced Man, including such specimens as Nero and Caligula, Hitler and
Mussolini, whose transcendent glory justified the long painful process. For
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my part, I find even eternal damnation less incredible, and certainly less
ridiculous, than this lame and impotent conclusion which we are asked to
admire as the supreme effort of Omnipotence. And if God is indeed omnipo-
tent, why could He not have produced the glorious result without such a
long and tedious prologue?

Apart from the question whether Man is really so glorious as the theo-
logians of evolution say he is, there is the further difficulty that life on this
planet is almost certainly temporary. The earth will grow cold, or the atmos-
phere will gradually fly off, or there will be an insufficiency of water, or, as
Sir James Jeans genially prophesies, the sun will burst and all the planets will
be turned into gas. Which of those will happen first, no one knows; but in
any case the human race will ultimately die out. Of course, such an event is of
little importance from the point of view of orthodox theology, since men are
immortal, and will continue to exist in heaven and hell when none are left on
earth. But in that case why bother about terrestrial developments? Those who
lay stress on the gradual progress from the primitive slime to Man attach an
importance to this mundane sphere which should make them shrink from
the conclusion that all life on earth is only a brief interlude between the
nebula and the eternal frost, or perhaps between one nebula and another. The
importance of Man, which is the one indispensable dogma of the theo-
logians, receives no support from a scientific view of the future of the solar
system.

There are many other sources of false belief besides self-importance. One
of these is love of the marvellous. I knew at one time a scientifically minded
conjurer, who used to perform his tricks before a small audience, and then
get them, each separately, to write down what they had seen happen. Almost
always they wrote down something much more astonishing than the reality,
and usually something which no conjurer could have achieved; yet they all
thought they were reporting truly what they had seen with their own eyes.
This sort of falsification is still more true of rumours. A tells B that last night
he saw Mr—, the eminent prohibitionist, slightly the worse for liquor; B tells
C that A saw the good man reeling drunk, C tells D that he was picked up
unconscious in the ditch, D tells E that he is well known to pass out every
evening. Here, it is true, another motive comes in, namely malice. We like to
think ill of our neighbours, and are prepared to believe the worst on very
little evidence. But even where there is no such motive, what is marvellous is
readily believed unless it goes against some strong prejudice. All history until
the eighteenth century is full of prodigies and wonders which modern his-
torians ignore, not because they are less well attested than facts which the
historians accept, but because modern taste among the learned prefers what
science regards as probable. Shakespeare relates how on the night before
Caesar was killed,
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A common slave—you know him well by sight—
Held up his left hand, which did flame and burn
Like twenty torches join’d; and yet his hand,
Not sensible of fire, remain’d unscorch’d.
Besides—I have not since put up my sword—
Against the Capitol | met a lion,

Who glar'd upon me, and went surly by,
Without annoying me; and there were drawn
Upon a heap a hundred ghastly women,
Transformed with their fear, who swore they saw
Men all in fire walk up and down the streets.

Shakespeare did not invent these marvels; he found them in reputable histor-
ians, who are among those upon whom we depend for our knowledge
concerning Julius Caesar. This sort of thing always used to happen at the
death of a great man or the beginning of an important war. Even so recently
as 1914 the ‘angels of Mons’ encouraged the British troops. The evidence for
such events is very seldom first-hand, and modern historians refuse to accept
it—except, of course, where the event is one that has religious importance.

Every powerful emotion has its own myth-making tendency. When the
emotion is peculiar to an individual, he is considered more or less mad if he
gives credence to such myths as he has invented. But when an emotion is
collective, as in war, there is no one to correct the myths that naturally arise.
Consequently in all times of great collective excitement unfounded rumours
obtain wide credence. In September 1914 almost everybody in England
believed that Russian troops had passed through England on the way to the
Western Front. Everybody knew someone who had seen them, though no
one had seen them himself.

This myth-making faculty is often allied with cruelty. Ever since the
Middle Ages, the Jews have been accused of practising ritual murder. There is
not an iota of evidence for this accusation, and no sane person who has
examined it believes it. Nevertheless it persists. I have met White Russians
who were convinced of its truth, and among many Nazis it was accepted
without question. Such myths give an excuse for the infliction of torture, and
the unfounded belief in them is evidence of the unconscious desire to find
some victim to persecute.

There was, until the end of the eighteenth century, a theory that insanity is
due to possession by devils. It was inferred that any pain suffered by the
patient is also suffered by the devils, so that the best cure is to make the
patient suffer so much that the devils will decide to abandon him. The insane,
in accordance with this theory, were savagely beaten. This treatment was tried
on King George III when he was mad, but without success. It is a curious and
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painful fact that almost all the completely futile treatments that have been
believed in during the long history of medical folly have been such as caused
acute suffering to the patient. When anaesthetics were discovered pious
people considered them an attempt to evade the will of God. It was pointed
out, however, that when God extracted Adam’s rib He put him into a deep
sleep. This proved that anaesthetics are all right for men; women, however,
ought to suffer, because of the curse of Eve. In the West votes for women
proved this doctrine mistaken, but in Japan, to this day, women in childbirth
are not allowed any alleviation through anaesthetics. As the Japanese do not
believe in Genesis, this piece of sadism must have some other justification.

The fallacies about ‘race’ and ‘blood’, which have always been popular, and
which the Nazis embodied in their official creed, have no objective justifica-
tion; they are believed solely because they minister to self-esteem and to the
impulse towards cruelty. In one form or another, these beliefs are as old as
civilization; their forms change, but their essence remains. Herodotus tells
how Cyrus was brought up by peasants, in complete ignorance of his royal
blood; at the age of twelve, his kingly bearing towards other peasant boys
revealed the truth. This is a variant of an old story which is found in all
Indo-European countries. Even quite modern people say that ‘blood will tell’.
It is no use for scientific physiologists to assure the world that there is
no difference between the blood of a Negro and the blood of a white man.
The American Red Cross, in obedience to popular prejudice, at first, when
America became involved in the last war, decreed that no Negro blood should
be used for blood transfusion. As a result of an agitation, it was conceded
that Negro blood might be used, but only for Negro patients. Similarly, in
Germany, the Aryan soldier who needed blood transfusion was carefully
protected from the contamination of Jewish blood.

In the matter of race, there are different beliefs in different societies. Where
monarchy is firmly established, kings are of a higher race than their subjects.
Until very recently, it was universally believed that men are congenitally
more intelligent than women; even so enlightened a man as Spinoza decides
against votes for women on this ground. Among white men, it is held that
white men are by nature superior to men of other colours, and especially to
black men; in Japan, on the contrary, it is thought that yellow is the best
colour. In Haiti, when they make statues of Christ and Satan, they make Christ
black and Satan white. Aristotle and Plato considered Greeks so innately
superior to barbarians that slavery is justified so long as the master is Greek
and the slave barbarian. The American legislators who made the immigration
laws consider the Nordics superior to Slavs or Latins or any other white
men. But the Nazis, under the stress of war, were led to the conclusion that
there are hardly any true Nordics outside Germany; the Norwegians, except
Quisling and his few followers, had been corrupted by intermixture with



AN OUTLINE OF INTELLECTUAL RUBBISH

Finns and Lapps and such. Thus politics are a clue to descent. The biologically
pure Nordic love Hitler, and if you did not love Hitler, that was proof of
tainted blood.

All this is, of course, pure nonsense, known to be such by everyone who
has studied the subject. In schools in America, children of the most diverse
origins are subjected to the same educational system, and those whose busi-
ness it is to measure intelligence quotients and otherwise estimate the native
ability of students are unable to make any such racial distinctions as are
postulated by the theorists of race. In every national or racial group there are
clever children and stupid children. It is not likely that, in the United States,
coloured children will develop as successfully as white children, because of
the stigma of social inferiority; but in so far as congenital ability can be
detached from environmental influence, there is no clear distinction among
different groups. The whole conception of superior races is merely a myth
generated by the overweening self-esteem of the holders of power. It may be
that, some day, better evidence will be forthcoming; perhaps, in time, educa-
tors will be able to prove (say) that Jews are on the average more intelligent
than Gentiles. But as yet no such evidence exists, and all talk of superior races
must be dismissed as nonsense.

There is a special absurdity in applying racial theories to the various popu-
lations of Europe. There is not in Europe any such thing as a pure race.
Russians have an admixture of Tartar blood, Germans are largely Slavonic,
France is a mixture of Celts, Germans, and people of Mediterranean race, Italy
the same with the addition of the descendants of slaves imported by the
Romans. The English are perhaps the most mixed of all. There is no evidence
that there is any advantage in belonging to a pure race. The purest races now
in existence are the Pygmies, the Hottentots, and the Australian aborigines;
the Tasmanians, who were probably even purer, are extinct. They were not the
bearers of a brilliant culture. The ancient Greeks, on the other hand, emerged
from an amalgamation of northern barbarians and an indigenous population;
the Athenians and Ionians, who were the most civilized, were also the most
mixed. The supposed merits of racial purity are, it would seem, wholly
imaginary.

Superstitions about blood have many forms that have nothing to do with
race. The objection to homicide seems to have been, originally, based on the
ritual pollution caused by the blood of the victim. God said to Cain: ‘The
voice of thy brother’s blood crieth unto me from the ground.” According to
some anthropologists, the mark of Cain was a disguise to prevent Abel’s
blood from finding him; this appears also to be the original reason for
wearing mourning. In many ancient communities no difference was made
between murder and accidental homicide; in either case equally ritual ablu-
tion was necessary. The feeling that blood defiles still lingers, for example in
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the Churching of Women and in taboos connected with menstruation. The
idea that a child is of his father’s ‘blood’ has the same superstitious origin. So
far as actual blood is concerned, the mother’s enters into the child, but not
the father’s. If blood were as important as is supposed, matriarchy would be
the only proper way of tracing descent.

In Russia, where, under the influence of Karl Marx, people since the revo-
lution have been classified by their economic origin, difficulties have arisen
not unlike those of German race theorists over the Scandinavian Nordics.
There were two theories that had to be reconciled: on the one hand, proletar-
ians were good and other people were bad; on the other hand, Communists
were good and other people were bad. The only way of effecting a reconcili-
ation was to alter the meaning of words. A ‘proletarian’ came to mean a
supporter of the government; Lenin, though born a noble, was reckoned a
member of the proletariat. On the other hand, the word ‘kulak’, which was
supposed to mean a rich peasant, came to mean any peasant who opposed
collectivization. This sort of absurdity always arises when one group of
human beings is supposed to be inherently better than another. In America,
the highest praise that can be bestowed on an eminent coloured man after he
is safely dead is to say ‘he was a white man’. A courageous woman is called
‘masculine’; Macbeth, praising his wife's courage, says:

Bring forth men children only,
For thy undaunted mettle should compose
Nothing but males.

All these ways of speaking come of unwillingness to abandon foolish
generalizations.

In the economic sphere there are many widespread superstitions.

Why do people value gold and precious stones? Not simply because of
their rarity: there are a number of elements called ‘rare earths’ which are
much rarer than gold, but no one will give a penny for them except a few
men of science. There is a theory, for which there is much to be said, that
gold and gems were valued originally on account of their supposed magical
properties. The mistakes of governments in modern times seem to show that
this belief still exists among the sort of men who are called ‘practical’. At the
end of the 191418 war, it was agreed that Germany should pay vast sums to
England and France, and they in turn should pay vast sums to the United
States. Everyone wanted to be paid in money rather than goods; the ‘practical’
men failed to notice that there is not that amount of money in the world.
They also failed to notice that money is no use unless it is used to buy goods.
As they would not use it in this way, it did no good to anyone. There was
supposed to be some mystic virtue about gold that made it worth while to
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dig it up in the Transvaal and put it underground again in bank vaults in
America. In the end, of course, the debtor countries had no more money,
and, since they were not allowed to pay in goods, they went bankrupt. The
great depression was the direct result of the surviving belief in the magical
properties of gold. This superstition now seems dead, but no doubt others
will replace it.

Politics is largely governed by sententious platitudes which are devoid of
truth.

One of the most widespread popular maxims is, ‘human nature cannot be
changed’. No one can say whether this is true or not without first defining
‘human nature’. But as used it is certainly false. When Mr A utters the maxim,
with an air of portentous and conclusive wisdom, what he means is that all
men everywhere will always continue to behave as they do in his own home
town. A little anthropology will dispel this belief. Among the Tibetans, one
wife has many husbands, because men are too poor to support a whole wife;
yet family life, according to travellers, is no more unhappy than elsewhere.
The practice of lending one’s wife to a guest is very common among uncivil-
ized tribes. The Australian aborigines, at puberty, undergo a very painful
operation which, throughout the rest of their lives, greatly diminishes sexual
potency. Infanticide, which might seem contrary to human nature, was
almost universal before the rise of Christianity, and is recommended by Plato
to prevent over-population. Private property is not recognized among some
savage tribes. Even among highly civilized people, economic considerations
will override what is called ‘human nature’. In Moscow, where there is an
acute housing shortage, when an unmarried woman is pregnant, it often
happens that a number of men contend for the legal right to be considered
the father of the prospective child, because whoever is judged to be the father
acquires the right to share the woman’s room, and half a room is better than
no roof.

In fact, adult ‘human nature’ is extremely variable, according to the cir-
cumstances of education. Food and sex are very general requirements, but the
hermits of the Thebaid eschewed sex altogether and reduced food to the
lowest point compatible with survival. By diet and training, people can be
made ferocious or meek, masterful or slavish, as may suit the educator. There
is no nonsense so arrant that it cannot be made the creed of the vast majority
by adequate governmental action. Plato intended his Republic to be founded
on a myth which he admitted to be absurd, but he was rightly confident that
the populace could be induced to believe it. Hobbes, who thought it import-
ant that people should reverence the government, however unworthy it
might be, meets the argument that it might be difficult to obtain general
assent to anything so irrational by pointing out that people have been
brought to believe in the Christian religion, and, in particular, in the dogma
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of transubstantiation. If he had been alive in 1940, he would have found
ample confirmation of his contention in the devotion of German youth to the
Nazis.

The power of governments over men'’s beliefs has been very great ever since
the rise of large States. The great majority of Romans became Christian after
the Roman Emperors had been converted. In the parts of the Roman Empire
that were conquered by the Arabs, most people abandoned Christianity for
Islam. The division of Western Europe into Protestant and Catholic regions
was determined by the attitude of governments in the sixteenth century. But
the power of governments over belief in the present day is vastly greater than
at any earlier time. A belief, however untrue, is important when it dominates
the actions of large masses of men. In this sense, the beliefs inculcated before
the last war by the Japanese, Russian, and German governments were import-
ant. Since they were completely divergent, they could not all be true, though
they could well all be false. Unfortunately, they were such as to inspire men
with an ardent desire to kill one another, even to the point of almost com-
pletely inhibiting the impulse of self-preservation. No one can deny, in face
of the evidence, that it is easy, given military power, to produce a population
of fanatical lunatics. It would be equally easy to produce a population of sane
and reasonable people, but many governments do not wish to do so, since
such people would fail to admire the politicians who are at the head of these
governments.

There is one peculiarly pernicious application of the doctrine that human
nature cannot be changed. This is the dogmatic assertion that there will
always be wars, because we are so constituted that we feel a need of them.
What is true is that a man who has had the kind of diet and education that
most men have will wish to fight when provoked. But he will not actually
fight unless he has a chance of victory. It is very annoying to be stopped by a
policeman, but we do not fight him because we know that he has the over-
whelming forces of the State at his back. People who have no occasion for
war do not make any impression of being psychologically thwarted. Sweden
has had no war since 1814, but the Swedes are one of the happiest and most
contented nations in the world. The only cloud upon their national happiness
is fear of being involved in the next war. If political organization were such as
to make war obviously unprofitable, there is nothing in human nature that
would compel its occurrence, or make average people unhappy because of its
not occurring. Exactly the same arguments that are now used about the
impossibility of preventing war were formerly used in defence of duelling,
yet few of us feel thwarted because we are not allowed to fight duels.

I am persuaded that there is absolutely no limit to the absurdities that can,
by government action, come to be generally believed. Give me an adequate
army, with power to provide it with more pay and better food than falls to the
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lot of the average man, and I will undertake, within thirty years, to make the
majority of the population believe that two and two are three, that water
freezes when it gets hot and boils when it gets cold, or any other nonsense
that might seem to serve the interest of the State. Of course, even when these
beliefs had been generated, people would not put the kettle in the refriger-
ator when they wanted it to boil. That cold makes water boil would be a
Sunday truth, sacred and mystical, to be professed in awed tones, but not to
be acted on in daily life. What would happen would be that any verbal denial
of the mystic doctrine would be made illegal, and obstinate heretics would be
‘frozen’ at the stake. No person who did not enthusiastically accept the
official doctrine would be allowed to teach or to have any position of power.
Only the very highest officials, in their cups, would whisper to each other
what rubbish it all is; then they would laugh and drink again. This is hardly a
caricature of what happens under some modern governments.

The discovery that man can be scientifically manipulated, and that gov-
ernments can turn large masses this way or that as they choose, is one of the
causes of our misfortunes. There is as much difference between a collection
of mentally free citizens and a community moulded by modern methods of
propaganda as there is between a heap of raw materials and a battleship.
Education, which was at first made universal in order that all might be able to
read and write, has been found capable of serving quite other purposes. By
instilling nonsense it unifies populations and generates collective enthusiasm.
If all governments taught the same nonsense, the harm would not be so great.
Unfortunately each has its own brand, and the diversity serves to produce
hostility between the devotees of different creeds. If there is ever to be peace
in the world, governments will have to agree either to inculcate no dogmas,
or all to inculcate the same. The former, I fear, is a Utopian ideal, but perhaps
they could agree to teach collectively that all public men, everywhere, are
completely virtuous and perfectly wise. Perhaps, after the next war, the sur-
viving politicians may find it prudent to combine on some such programme.

But if conformity has its dangers, so has nonconformity.

Some ‘advanced thinkers’ are of opinion that any one who differs from the
conventional opinion must be in the right. This is a delusion; if it were not,
truth would be easier to come by than it is. There are infinite possibilities of
error, and more cranks take up unfashionable errors than unfashionable
truths. I met once an electrical engineer whose first words to me were: ‘How
do you do. There are two methods of faith-healing, the one practised by
Christ and the one practised by most Christian Scientists. I practise the
method practised by Christ.” Shortly afterwards, he was sent to prison for
making out fraudulent balance-sheets. The law does not look kindly on the
intrusion of faith into this region. [ knew also an eminent lunacy doctor who
took to philosophy, and taught a new logic which, as he frankly confessed, he
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had learnt from his lunatics. When he died he left a will founding a profes-
sorship for the teaching of his new scientific methods, but unfortunately he
left no assets. Arithmetic proved recalcitrant to lunatic logic. On one occasion
a man came to ask me to recommend some of my books, as he was interested
in philosophy. I did so, but he returned next day saying that he had been
reading one of them, and had found only one statement he could understand,
and that one seemed to him false. I asked him what it was, and he said it
was the statement that Julius Caesar is dead. When I asked him why he did
not agree, he drew himself up and said: ‘Because I am Julius Caesar.” These
examples may suffice to show that you cannot make sure of being right by
being eccentric.

Science, which has always had to fight its way against popular beliefs, now
has one of its most difficult battles in the sphere of psychology.

People who think they know all about human nature are always hopelessly
at sea when they have to do with any abnormality. Some boys never learn to
be what, in animals, is called ‘house-trained’. The sort of person who won’t
stand any nonsense deals with such cases by punishment; the boy is beaten,
and when he repeats the offence he is beaten worse. All medical men who
have studied the matter know that punishment only aggravates the trouble.
Sometimes the cause is physical, but usually it is psychological, and only
curable by removing some deepseated and probably unconscious grievance.
But most people enjoy punishing anyone who irritates them, and so the
medical view is rejected as fancy nonsense. The same sort of thing applies to
men who are exhibitionists; they are sent to prison over and over again, but
as soon as they come out they repeat the offence. A medical man who special-
ized in such ailments assured me that the exhibitionist can be cured by the
simple device of having trousers that button up the back instead of the front.
But this method is not tried because it does not satisfy people’s vindictive
impulses.

Broadly speaking, punishment is likely to prevent crimes that are sane in
origin, but not those that spring from some psychological abnormality.
This is now partially recognized; we distinguish between plain theft, which
springs from what may be called rational self-interest, and kleptomania,
which is a mark of something queer. And homicidal maniacs are not treated
like ordinary murderers. But sexual aberrations rouse so much disgust that it
is still impossible to have them treated medically rather than punitively.
Indignation, though on the whole a useful social force, becomes harmful
when it is directed against the victims of maladies that only medical skill
can cure.

The same sort of thing happens as regards whole nations. During the
191418 war, very naturally, people’s vindictive feelings were aroused against
the Germans, who were severely punished after their defeat. During the
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Second World War it was argued that the Versailles Treaty was ridiculously
mild, since it failed to teach a lesson; this time, we were told, there must be
real severity. To my mind, we should have been more likely to prevent a
repetition of German aggression if we had regarded the rank and file of
the Nazis as we regard lunatics than by thinking of them as merely and
simply criminals. Lunatics, of course, have to be restrained. But lunatics are
restrained from prudence, not as a punishment, and so far as prudence per-
mits we try to make them happy. Everybody recognizes that a homicidal
maniac will only become more homicidal if he is made miserable. There
were, of course, many men among the Nazis who were plain criminals, but
there must also have been many who were more or less mad. If Germany is to
be successfully incorporated in Western Europe, there must be a complete
abandonment of all attempt to instil a feeling of special guilt. Those who are
being punished seldom learn to feel kindly towards the men who punish
them. And so long as the Germans hate the rest of mankind peace will be
precarious.

When one reads of the beliefs of savages, or of the ancient Babylonians and
Egyptians, they seem surprising by their capricious absurdity. But beliefs that
are just as absurd are still entertained by the uneducated even in the most
modern and civilized societies. I have been gravely assured, in America, that
people born in March are unlucky and people born in May are peculiarly
liable to corns. I do not know the history of these superstitions, but probably
they are derived from Babylonian or Egyptian priestly lore. Beliefs begin in
the higher social strata, and then, like mud in a river, sink gradually down-
wards in the educational scale; they may take 3,000 or 4,000 years to sink all
the way. In America you may find your coloured maid making some remark
that comes straight out of Plato—mnot the parts of Plato that scholars quote,
but the parts where he utters obvious nonsense, such as that men who do not
pursue wisdom in this life will be born again as women. Commentators on
great philosophers always politely ignore their silly remarks.

Aristotle, in spite of his reputation, is full of absurdities. He says that
children should be conceived in the winter, when the wind is in the north,
and that if people marry too young the children will be female. He tells us
that the blood of females is blacker than that of males; that the pig is the only
animal liable to measles; that an elephant suffering from insomnia should
have its shoulders rubbed with salt, olive-oil, and warm water; that women
have fewer teeth than men, and so on. Nevertheless, he is considered by the
great majority of philosophers a paragon of wisdom.

Superstitions about lucky and unlucky days are almost universal. In ancient
times they governed the actions of generals. Among ourselves the prejudice
against Friday and the number 13 is very active, sailors do not like to sail on a
Friday, and many hotels have no 13th floor. The superstitions about Friday

63



64

THE BASIC WRITINGS OF BERTRAND RUSSELL

and 13 were once believed by those reputed wise; now such men regard
them as harmless follies. But probably 2,000 years hence many beliefs of the
wise of our day will have come to seem equally foolish. Man is a credulous
animal, and must believe something; in the absence of good grounds for belief,
he will be satisfied with bad ones.

Belief'in ‘nature’ and what is ‘natural’ is a source of many errors. It used to
be, and to some extent still is, powerfully operative in medicine. The human
body, left to itself, has a certain power of curing itself; small cuts usually heal,
colds pass off, and even serious diseases sometimes disappear without med-
ical treatment. But aids to nature are very desirable, even in these cases. Cuts
may turn septic if not disinfected, colds may turn to pneumonia, and serious
diseases are only left without treatment by explorers and travellers in remote
regions, who have no option. Many practices which have come to seem
‘natural’ were originally ‘unnatural’, for instance clothing and washing.
Before men adopted clothing they must have found it impossible to live in
cold climates. Where there is not a modicum of cleanliness, populations
suffer from various diseases, such as typhus, from which Western nations
have become exempt. Vaccination was (and by some still is) objected to
as ‘unnatural’. But there is no consistency in such objections, for no one
supposes that a broken bone can be mended by ‘natural’ behaviour. Eating
cooked food is ‘unnatural’; so is heating our houses. The Chinese philosopher
Lao-tse, whose traditional date is about 600 B.C., objected to roads and
bridges and boats as ‘unnatural’, and in his disgust at such mechanistic
devices left China and went to live among the Western barbarians. Every
advance in civilization has been denounced as unnatural while it was recent.

The commonest objection to birth control is that it is against ‘nature’. (For
some reason we are not allowed to say that celibacy is against nature; the only
reason I can think of is that it is not new.) Malthus saw only three ways
of keeping down the population: moral restraint, vice, and misery. Moral
restraint, he admitted, was not likely to be practised on a large scale.
‘Vice’, i.e. birth control, he, as a clergyman, viewed with abhorrence. There
remained misery. In his comfortable parsonage, he contemplated the misery
of the great majority of mankind with equanimity, and pointed out the
fallacies of the reformers who hoped to alleviate it. Modern theological
opponents of birth control are less honest. They pretend to think that God
will provide, however many mouths there may be to feed. They ignore the
fact that He has never done so hitherto, but has left mankind exposed to
periodical famines in which millions died of hunger. They must be deemed
to hold—if they are saying what they believe—that from this moment
onwards God will work a continual miracle of loaves and fishes which He
has hitherto thought unnecessary. Or perhaps they will say that suffering
here below is of no importance; what matters is the hereafter. By their own
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theology, most of the children whom their opposition to birth control will
cause to exist will go to hell. We must suppose, therefore, that they oppose
the amelioration of life on earth because they think it a good thing that many
millions should suffer eternal torment. By comparison with them, Malthus
appears merciful.

Women, as the object of our strongest love and aversion, rouse complex
emotions which are embodied in proverbial ‘wisdom’.

Almost everybody allows himself or herself some entirely unjustifiable
generalization on the subject of Woman. Married men, when they generalize
on that subject, judge by their wives; women judge by themselves. It would
be amusing to write a history of men’s views on women. In antiquity, when
male supremacy was unquestioned and Christian ethics were still unknown,
women were harmless but rather silly, and a man who took them seriously
was somewhat despised. Plato thinks it a grave objection to the drama that the
playwright has to imitate women in creating his female roles. With the com-
ing of Christianity woman took on a new part, that of the temptress; but at
the same time she was also found capable of being a saint. In Victorian days
the saint was much more emphasized than the temptress; Victorian men
could not admit themselves susceptible to temptation. The superior virtue of
women was made a reason for keeping them out of politics, where, it was
held, a lofty virtue is impossible. But the early feminists turned the argument
round, and contended that the participation of women would ennoble polit-
ics. Since this has turned out to be an illusion, there has been less talk of
women’s superior virtue, but there are still a number of men who adhere to
the monkish view of woman as the temptress. Women themselves, for the
most part, think of themselves as the sensible sex, whose business it is to
undo the harm that comes of men’s impetuous follies. For my part I distrust
all generalizations about women, favourable and unfavourable, masculine and
feminine, ancient and modern; all alike, I should say, result from paucity of
experience.

The deeply irrational attitude of each sex towards women may be seen in
novels, particularly in bad novels. In bad novels by men, there is the woman
with whom the author is in love, who usually possesses every charm, but is
somewhat helpless, and requires male protection; sometimes, however, like
Shakespeare’s Cleopatra, she is an object of exasperated hatred, and is thought
to be deeply and desperately wicked. In portraying the heroine, the male
author does not write from observation, but merely objectifies his own emo-
tions. In regard to his other female characters, he is more objective, and may
even depend upon his notebook; but when he is in love, his passion makes a
mist between him and the object of his devotion. Women novelists, also, have
two kinds of women in their books. One is themselves, glamorous and kind,
an object of lust to the wicked and of love to the good, sensitive, high-souled,
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and constantly misjudged. The other kind is represented by all other women,
and is usually portrayed as petty, spiteful, cruel, and deceitful. It would seem
that to judge women without bias is not easy either for men or for women.

Generalizations about national characteristics are just as common and just
as unwarranted as generalizations about women. Until 1870, the Germans
were thought of as a nation of spectacled professors, evolving everything out
of their inner consciousness, and scarcely aware of the outer world, but since
1870 this conception has had to be very sharply revised. Frenchmen seem
to be thought of by most Americans as perpetually engaged in amorous
intrigue; Walt Whitman, in one of his catalogues, speaks of ‘the adulterous
French couple on the sly settee’. Americans who go to live in France are
astonished, and perhaps disappointed, by the intensity of family life. Before
the Russian Revolution, the Russians were credited with a mystical Slav soul,
which, while it incapacitated them for ordinary sensible behaviour, gave
them a kind of deep wisdom to which more practical nations could not hope
to attain. Suddenly everything was changed: mysticism was taboo, and only
the most earthly ideals were tolerated. The truth is that what appears to one
nation as the national character of another depends upon a few prominent
individuals, or upon the class that happens to have power. For this reason,
all generalizations on this subject are liable to be completely upset by any
important political change.

To avoid the various foolish opinions to which mankind are prone, no
superhuman genius is required. A few simple rules will keep you, not from all
error, but from silly error.

If the matter is one that can be settled by observation, make the observation
yourself. Aristotle could have avoided the mistake of thinking that women
have fewer teeth than men by the simple device of asking Mrs Aristotle to
keep her mouth open while he counted. He did not do so because he thought
he knew. Thinking that you know when in fact you don’t is a fatal mistake, to
which we are all prone. I believe myself that hedgehogs eat black beetles,
because I have been told that they do; but if I were writing a book on the
habits of hedgehogs, I should not commit myself until I had seen one enjoy-
ing this unappetizing diet. Aristotle, however, was less cautious. Ancient and
medieval authors knew all about unicorns and salamanders; not one of them
thought it necessary to avoid dogmatic statements about them because he had
never seen one of them.

Many matters, however, are less easily brought to the test of experience. If,
like most of mankind, you have passionate convictions on many such matters,
there are ways in which you can make yourself aware of your own bias.
If an opinion contrary to your own makes you angry, that is a sign that you
are subconsciously aware of having no good reason for thinking as you
do. If someone maintains that two and two are five, or that Iceland is on
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the equator, you feel pity rather than anger, unless you know so little of
arithmetic or geography that his opinion shakes your own contrary convic-
tion. The most savage controversies are those about matters as to which there
is no good evidence either way. Persecution is used in theology, not in
arithmetic, because in arithmetic there is knowledge, but in theology there is
only opinion. So whenever you find yourself getting angry about a difference
of opinion, be on your guard; you will probably find, on examination, that
your belief is going beyond what the evidence warrants.

A good way of ridding yourself of certain kinds of dogmatism is to become
aware of opinions held in social circles different from your own. When I was
young, I lived much outside my own country—in France, Germany, Italy,
and the United States. [ found this very profitable in diminishing the intensity
of insular prejudice. If you cannot travel, seek out people with whom you
disagree, and read a newspaper belonging to a party that is not yours. If the
people and the newspaper seem mad, perverse, and wicked, remind yourself
that you seem so to them. In this opinion both parties may be right, but they
cannot both be wrong. This reflection should generate a certain caution.

Becoming aware of foreign customs, however, does not always have a
beneficial effect. In the seventeenth century, when the Manchus conquered
China, it was the custom among the Chinese for the women to have small
feet, and among the Manchus for the men to wear pigtails. Instead of each
dropping their own foolish custom, they each adopted the foolish custom of
the other, and the Chinese continued to wear pigtails until they shook off the
dominion of the Manchus in the revolution of 1911.

For those who have enough psychological imagination, it is a good plan
to imagine an argument with a person having a different bias. This has
one advantage, and only one, as compared with actual conversation with
opponents; this one advantage is that the method is not subject to the same
limitations of time and space. Mahatma Gandhi deplored railways and steam-
boats and machinery; he would have liked to undo the whole of the indus-
trial revolution. You may never have an opportunity of actually meeting
anyone who holds this opinion, because in Western countries most people
take the advantage of modern technique for granted. But if you want to make
sure that you are right in agreeing with the prevailing opinion, you will find
it a good plan to test the arguments that occur to you by considering what
Gandhi might have said in refutation of them. I have sometimes been led
actually to change my mind as a result of this kind of imaginary dialogue,
and, short of this, I have frequently found myself growing less dogmatic
and cocksure through realizing the possible reasonableness of a hypothetical
opponent.

Be very wary of opinions that flatter your self-esteem. Both men and
women, nine times out of ten, are firmly convinced of the superior excellence
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of their own sex. There is abundant evidence on both sides. If you are a man,
you can point out that most poets and men of science are male; if you are a
woman, you can retort that so are most criminals. The question is inherently
insoluble, but self-esteem conceals this from most people. We are all, what-
ever part of the world we come from, persuaded that our own nation is
superior to all others. Seeing that each nation has its characteristic merits and
demerits, we adjust our standard of values so as to make out that the merits
possessed by our nation are the really important ones, while its demerits are
comparatively trivial. Here, again, the rational man will admit that the ques-
tion is one to which there is no demonstrably right answer. It is more difficult
to deal with the self-esteem of man as man, because we cannot argue out the
matter with some non-human mind. The only way I know of dealing with
this general human conceit is to remind ourselves that man is a brief episode
in the life of a small planet in a little corner of the universe, and that, for
aught we know, other parts of the cosmos may contain beings as superior to
ourselves as we are to jelly-fish.

Other passions besides self-esteem are common sources of error; of these
perhaps the most important is fear. Fear sometimes operates directly, by
inventing rumours of disaster in war-time, or by imagining objects of terror,
such as ghosts; sometimes it operates indirectly, by creating belief in some-
thing comforting, such as the elixir of life, or heaven for ourselves and hell
for our enemies. Fear has many forms—fear of death, fear of the dark, fear of
the unknown, fear of the herd, and that vague generalized fear that comes to
those who conceal from themselves their more specific terrors. Until you
have admitted your own fears to yourself, and have guarded yourself by a
difficult effort of will against their myth-making power, you cannot hope to
think truly about many matters of great importance, especially those with
which religious beliefs are concerned. Fear is the main source of superstition,
and one of the main sources of cruelty. To conquer fear is the beginning of
wisdom, in the pursuit of truth as in the endeavour after a worthy manner
of life.

There are two ways of avoiding fear: one is by persuading ourselves that we
are immune from disaster, and the other is by the practice of sheer courage.
The latter is difficult, and to everybody becomes impossible at a certain point.
The former has therefore always been more popular. Primitive magic has the
purpose of securing safety, either by injuring enemies, or by protecting
oneself by talismans, spells, or incantations. Without any essential change,
belief in such ways of avoiding danger survived throughout the many centur-
ies of Babylonian civilization, spread from Babylon throughout the Empire
of Alexander, and was acquired by the Romans in the course of their absorp-
tion of Hellenistic culture. From the Romans it descended to medieval
Christendom and Islam. Science has now lessened the belief in magic, but
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many people place more faith in mascots than they are willing to avow, and
sorcery, while condemned by the Church, is still officially a possible sin.

Magic, however, was a crude way of avoiding terrors, and, moreover, not a
very effective way, for wicked magicians might always prove stronger than
good ones. In the fifteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, dread of
witches and sorcerers led to the burning of hundreds of thousands convicted
of these crimes. But newer beliefs, particularly as to the future life, sought
more effective ways of combating fear. Socrates on the day of his death (if
Plato is to be believed) expressed the conviction that in the next world he
would live in the company of the gods and heroes, and surrounded by just
spirits who would never object to his endless argumentation. Plato, in his
Republic, laid it down that cheerful views of the next world must be enforced
by the State, not because they were true, but to make soldiers more willing to
die in battle. He would have none of the traditional myths about Hades,
because they represented the spirits of the dead as unhappy.

Orthodox Christianity, in the Ages of Faith, laid down very definite rules
for salvation. First, you must be baptized; then, you must avoid all theological
error; last, you must, before dying, repent of your sins and receive absolution.
All this would not save you from purgatory, but it would ensure your ultim-
ate arrival in heaven. It was not necessary to know theology. An eminent
cardinal stated authoritatively that the requirements of orthodoxy would be
satisfied if you murmured on your death-bed: ‘T believe all that the Church
believes; the Church believes all that I believe.” These very definite directions
ought to have made Catholics sure of finding the way to heaven. Nevertheless,
the dread of hell persisted, and has caused, in recent times, a great softening
of the dogmas as to who will be damned. The doctrine, professed by many
modern Christians, that everybody will go to heaven, ought to do away with
the fear of death, but in fact this fear is too instinctive to be easily vanquished.
F. W. H. Myers, whom spiritualism had converted to belief in a future life,
questioned a woman who had lately lost her daughter as to what she sup-
posed had become of her soul. The mother replied: ‘Oh well, I suppose she is
enjoying eternal bliss, but I wish you wouldn’t talk about such unpleasant
subjects.” In spite of all that theology can do, heaven remains, to most people,
an ‘unpleasant subject’.

The most refined religions, such as those of Marcus Aurelius and Spinoza,
are still concerned with the conquest of fear. The Stoic doctrine was simple: it
maintained that the only true good is virtue, of which no enemy can deprive
me; consequently, there is no need to fear enemies. The difficulty was that no
one could really believe virtue to be the only good, not even Marcus Aurelius,
who, as Emperor, sought not only to make his subjects virtuous, but to
protect them against barbarians, pestilences, and famines. Spinoza taught a
somewhat similar doctrine. According to him, our true good consists in
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indifference to our mundane fortunes. Both these men sought to escape from
fear by pretending that such things as physical suffering are not really evil.
This is a noble way of escaping from fear, but is still based upon false belief.
And if genuinely accepted, it would have the bad effect of making men
indifferent, not only to their own sufferings, but also to those of others.

Under the influence of great fear, almost everybody becomes superstitious.
The sailors who threw Jonah overboard imagined his presence to be the
cause of the storm which threatened to wreck their ship. In a similar spirit
the Japanese, at the time of the Tokyo earthquake, took to massacring
Koreans and Liberals. When the Romans won victories in the Punic wars, the
Carthaginians became persuaded that their misfortunes were due to a certain
laxity which had crept into the worship of Moloch. Moloch liked having
children sacrificed to him, and preferred them aristocratic; but the noble
families of Carthage had adopted the practice of surreptitiously substituting
plebeian children for their own offspring. This, it was thought, had displeased
the god, and at the worst moments even the most aristocratic children were
duly consumed in the fire. Strange to say, the Romans were victorious in spite
of this democratic reform on the part of their enemies.

Collective fear stimulates herd instinct, and tends to produce ferocity
towards those who are not regarded as members of the herd. So it was in the
French Revolution, when dread of foreign armies produced the reign of
terror. The Soviet Government would have been less fierce if it had met with
less hostility in its first years. Fear generates impulses of cruelty, and therefore
promotes such superstitious beliefs as seem to justify cruelty. Neither a man
nor a crowd nor a nation can be trusted to act humanely or to think sanely
under the influence of a great fear. And for this reason poltroons are more
prone to cruelty than brave men, and are also more prone to superstition.
When I say this, I am thinking of men who are brave in all respects, not only
in facing death. Many a man will have the courage to die gallantly, but will
not have the courage to say, or even to think, that the cause for which he is
asked to die is an unworthy one. Obloquy is, to most men, more painful than
death; that is one reason why, in times of collective excitement, so few men
venture to dissent from the prevailing opinion. No Carthaginian denied
Moloch, because to do so would have required more courage than was
required to face death in battle.

But we have been getting too solemn. Superstitions are not always dark and
cruel; often they add to the gaiety of life. I received once a communication
from the god Osiris, giving me his telephone number; he lived, at that time,
in a suburb of Boston. Although I did not enrol myself among his worship-
pers, his letter gave me pleasure. I have frequently received letters from men
announcing themselves as the Messiah, and urging me not to omit to men-
tion this important fact in my lectures. During prohibition in America, there
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was a sect which maintained that the communion service ought to be
celebrated in whisky, not in wine; this tenet gave them a legal right to a
supply of hard liquor, and the sect grew rapidly. There is in England a sect
which maintains that the English are the lost ten tribes; there is a stricter sect,
which maintains that they are only the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh.
Whenever I encounter a member of either of these sects, I profess myself an
adherent of the other, and much pleasant argumentation results. I like also the
men who study the Great Pyramid, with a view to deciphering its mystical
lore. Many great books have been written on this subject, some of which have
been presented to me by their authors. It is a singular fact that the Great
Pyramid always predicts the history of the world accurately up to the date of
publication of the book in question, but after that date it becomes less reli-
able. Generally the author expects, very soon, wars in Egypt, followed by
Armageddon and the coming of Antichrist, but by this time so many people
have been recognized as Antichrist that the reader is reluctantly driven to
scepticism.

I admire especially a certain prophetess who lived beside a lake in northern
New York State about the year 1820. She announced to her numerous follow-
ers that she possessed the power of walking on water, and that she proposed
to do so at 11 o’clock on a certain morning. At the stated time, the faithful
assembled in their thousands beside the lake. She spoke to them saying: ‘Are
you all entirely persuaded that I can walk on water?” With one voice they
replied: “We are.” ‘In that case’, she announced, ‘there is no need for me to do
so.” And they all went home much edified.

Perhaps the world would lose some of its interest and variety if such beliefs
were wholly replaced by cold science. Perhaps we may allow ourselves to be
glad of the Abecedarians, who were so called because, having rejected all
profane learning, they thought it wicked to learn the ABc. And we may enjoy
the perplexity of the South American Jesuit who wondered how the sloth
could have travelled, since the Flood, all the way from Mount Ararat to
Peru—a journey which its extreme tardiness of locomotion rendered almost
incredible. A wise man will enjoy the goods of which there is a plentiful
supply, and of intellectual rubbish he will find an abundant diet, in our own
age as in every other.

(Haldeman-Julius Publications, Kansas, 1943, subsequently
reprinted in Unpopular Essays. London: Allen & Unwin;
New York: Simon & Schuster, 1950.)
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THE METAPHYSICIAN’S
NIGHTMARE: RETRO ME SATANAS

My poor friend Andrei Bumblowski, formerly Professor of Philosophy in a
now extinct university of Central Europe, appeared to me to suffer from a
harmless kind of lunacy. I am myself a person of robust common sense; I hold
that the intellect must not be taken as a guide in life, but only as affording
pleasant argumentative games and ways of annoying less agile opponents.
Bumblowski, however, did not take this view; he allowed his intellect to lead
him whither it would, and the results were odd. He seldom argued, and to
most of his friends the grounds of his opinions remained obscure. What was
known was that he consistently avoided the word ‘not” and all its synonyms.
He would not say ‘this egg is not fresh’, but ‘chemical changes have occurred
in this egg since it was laid". He would not say ‘I cannot find that book’, but
‘the books I have found are other than that book’. He would not say ‘thou shalt
not kill’, but ‘thou shalt cherish life’. His life was unpractical, but innocent,
and I felt for him a considerable affection. It was doubtless this affection
which at last unlocked his lips, and led him to relate to me the following very
remarkable experience, which I give in his own words:

ETE S

I had at one time a very bad fever of which I almost died. In my fever I had
a long consistent delirium. I dreamt that I was in Hell, and that Hell is a place
full of all those happenings that are improbable but not impossible. The
effects of this are curious. Some of the damned, when they first arrive below,
imagine that they will beguile the tedium of eternity by games of cards. But
they find this impossible, because, whenever a pack is shuffled, it comes out
in perfect order, beginning with the Ace of Spades and ending with the King
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of Hearts. There is a special department of Hell for students of probability. In
this department there are many typewriters and many monkeys. Every time
that a monkey walks on a typewriter, it types by chance one of Shakespeare’s
sonnets. There is another place of torment for physicists. In this there are
kettles and fires, but when the kettles are put on the fires, the water in them
freezes. There are also stuffy rooms. But experience has taught the physicists
never to open a window because, when they do, all the air rushes out and
leaves the room a vacuum. There is another region for gourmets. These men
are allowed the most exquisite materials and the most skilful chefs. But when
a beefsteak is served up to them, and they take a confident mouthful, they
find that it tastes like a rotten egg; whereas, when they try to eat an egg, it
tastes like a bad potato.

There is a peculiarly painful chamber inhabited solely by philosophers
who have refuted Hume. These philosophers, though in Hell, have not
learned wisdom. They continue to be governed by their animal propensity
towards induction. But every time that they have made an induction, the next
instance falsifies it. This, however, happens only during the first hundred
years of their damnation. After that, they learn to expect that an induction
will be falsified, and therefore it is not falsified until another century of
logical torment has altered their expectation. Throughout all eternity surprise
continues, but each time at a higher logical level.

Then there is the Inferno of the orators who have been accustomed while
they lived to sway great multitudes by their eloquence. Their eloquence is
undimmed and the multitudes are provided, but strange winds blow the
sounds about so that the sounds heard by the multitudes, instead of being
those uttered by the orators, are only dull and heavy platitudes.

At the very centre of the infernal kingdom is Satan, to whose presence
only the more distinguished among the damned are admitted. The improb-
abilities become greater and greater as Satan is approached, and He Himself
is the most complete improbability imaginable. He is pure Nothing, total
non-existence, and yet continually changing.

I, because of my philosophical eminence, was early given audience with
the Prince of Darkness. I had read of Satan as der Geist der stets verneint, the Spirit
of Negation. But on entering the Presence I realized with a shock that Satan
has a negative body as well as a negative mind. Satan’s body is, in fact, a pure
and complete vacuum, empty not only of particles of matter but also of
particles of light. His prolonged emptiness is secured by a climax of improb-
ability: whenever a particle approaches His outer surface, it happens by
chance to collide with another particle which stops it from penetrating
the empty region. The empty region, since no light ever penetrates it, is
absolutely black—mnot more or less black, like the things to which we loosely
ascribe this word, but utterly, completely and infinitely black. It has a shape,
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and the shape is that which we are accustomed to ascribe to Satan: horns,
hooves, tail and all. All the rest of Hell is filled with murky flame, and against
this background Satan stands out in awful majesty. He is not immobile.
On the contrary, the emptiness of which He is constituted is in perpetual
motion. When anything annoys Him, He swinges the horror of His folded
tail like an angry cat. Sometimes He goes forth to conquer new realms. Before
going forth, He clothes Himself in shining white armour, which completely
conceals the nothingness within. Only His eyes remain unclothed, and from
His eyes piercing rays of nothingness shoot forth seeking what they may
conquer. Wherever they find negation, wherever they find prohibition, wher-
ever they find a cult of not-doing, there they enter into the inmost substance
of those who are prepared to receive Him. Every negation emanates from
Him and returns with a harvest of captured frustrations. The captured frustra-
tions become part of Him, and swell His bulk until He threatens to fill all space.
Every moralist whose morality consists of ‘don’ts’, every timid man who ‘lets
I dare not wait upon I would’, every tyrant who compels his subjects to live
in fear, becomes in time a part of Satan.

He is surrounded by a chorus of sycophantic philosophers who have sub-
stituted pandiabolism for pantheism. These men maintain that existence is
only apparent; non-existence is the only true reality. They hope in time to
make the non-existence of appearance appear, for in that moment what we
now take to be existence will be seen to be in truth only an outlying portion
of the diabolic essence. Although these metaphysicians showed much
subtlety, I could not agree with them. I had been accustomed while on earth
to oppose tyrannous authority, and this habit remained with me in Hell.
I began to argue with the metaphysical sycophants:

‘What you say is absurd,’ I expostulated. “You proclaim that non-existence
is the only reality. You pretend that this black hole which you worship exists.
You are trying to persuade me that the non-existent exists. But this is a
contradiction: and, however hot the flames of Hell may become, I will never
so degrade my logical being as to accept a contradiction.’

At this point the President of the sycophants took up the argument: “You
go too fast, my friend,” he said. “You deny that the non-existent exists? But
what is this to which you deny existence? If the non-existent is nothing, any
statement about it is nonsense. And so is your statement that it does not exist.
I am afraid you have paid too little attention to the logical analysis of sen-
tences, which ought to have been taught you when you were a boy. Do you
not know that every sentence has a subject, and that, if the subject were
nothing, the sentence would be nonsense? So, when you proclaim, with
virtuous heat, that Satan—who is the non-existent—does not exist, you are
plainly contradicting yourself.’

“You’, I replied, ‘have no doubt been here for some time and continue
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to embrace somewhat antiquated doctrines. You prate of sentences having
subjects, but all that sort of talk is out of date. When I say that Satan,
who is the non-existent, does not exist, I mention neither Satan nor the
non-existent, but only the word “Satan” and the word “non-existent”. Your
fallacies have revealed to me a great truth. The great truth is that the word
“not” is superfluous. Henceforth I will not use the word “not”.’

At this all the assembled metaphysicians burst into a shout of laughter.
‘Hark how the fellow contradicts himself,” they said when the paroxysm of
merriment had subsided. ‘Hark at his great commandment which is to avoid
negation. He will NoT use the word “not”, forsooth!’

Though I was nettled, I kept my temper. I had in my pocket a dictionary. I
scratched out all the words expressing negation and said: ‘My speech shall be
composed entirely of the words that remain in this dictionary. By the help of
these words that remain, I shall be able to describe everything in the universe.
My descriptions will be many, but they will all be of things other than Satan.
Satan has reigned too long in this infernal realm. His shining armour was real
and inspired terror, but underneath the armour there was only a bad linguistic
habit. Avoid the word “not”, and His empire is at an end.’

Satan, as the argument proceeded, lashed His tail with ever-increasing
fury, and savage rays of darkness shot from His cavernous eyes. But at the last,
when I denounced Him as a bad linguistic habit, there was a vast explosion,
the air rushed in from all sides, and the horrid shape vanished. The murky air
of Hell, which had been due to inspissated rays of nothingness, cleared as if
by magic. What had seemed to be monkeys at the typewriters were suddenly
seen to be literary critics. The kettles boiled, the cards were jumbled, a fresh
breeze blew in at the windows, and the beefsteaks tasted like beefsteaks. With
a sense of exquisite liberation, I awoke. I saw that there had been wisdom
in my dream, however it might have worn the guise of delirium. From that
moment the fever abated, but the delirium—as you may think it—has
remained.

(Nightmares of Eminent Persons, London: John Lane, The Bodley Head,
1954, Allen & Unwin, 1960; New York: Simon & Schuster,
1955.)
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Part |11

The Philosopher of Language



Closely related to the advances made in contemporary thought in the
fields of logic and mathematical philosophy are the increasingly import-
ant strides made in semantics and the philosophy of language. Russell
has played a prominent and pivotal part in this advance, although he is
not in accord with some of the lengths to which the analytic philos-
ophers have gone. He has stressed the importance of recognizing lan-
guage relations other than merely that of subject-predicate and the
sharp distinction between the ‘is’ of predication and the ‘is’ of identity.
He has been a pioneer in analysing the meaning of meaning. As such
whatever he has added to the philosophy of language has been of great
moment.



LANGUAGE

The subject of language is one which has not been studied with sufficient
care in traditional philosophy. It was taken for granted that words exist to
express ‘thoughts’, and generally also that ‘thoughts’ have ‘objects” which are
what the words ‘mean’. It was thought that, by means of language, we could
deal directly with what it ‘means’, and that we need not analyse with any care
either of the two supposed properties of words, namely that of ‘expressing’
thoughts and that of ‘meaning’ things. Often when philosophers intended to
be considering the objects meant by words they were in fact considering only
the words, and when they were considering words they made the mistake of
supposing, more or less unconsciously, that a word is a single entity, not, as it
really is, a set of more or less similar events. The failure to consider language
explicitly has been a cause of much that was bad in traditional philosophy.
I think myself that ‘meaning’ can only be understood if we treat language as a
bodily habit, which is learnt just as we learn football or bicycling. The only
satisfactory way to treat language, to my mind, is to treat it in this way, as
Dr Watson does. Indeed, I should regard the theory of language as one of the
strongest points in favour of behaviourism.

Man has various advantages over the beasts, for example, fire, clothing,
agriculture, and tools—not the possession of domestic animals, for ants have
them. But more important than any of these is language. It is not known how
or when language arose, nor why chimpanzees do not speak. I doubt if it is
even known whether writing or speech is the older form of language. The
pictures made in caves by the Cro-Magnon men may have been intended to
convey a meaning, and may have been a form of writing. It is known that
writing developed out of pictures, for that happened in historical times; but it
is not known to what extent pictures had been used in prehistoric times as a
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means of giving information or commands. As for spoken language, it differs
from the cries of animals in being not merely an expression of emotion.
Animals have cries of fear, cries expressing pleasure in the discovery of food,
and so on, and by means of these cries they influence each other’s actions.
But they do not appear to have any means of expressing anything except
emotions, and then only emotions which they are actually feeling. There is
no evidence that they possess anything analogous to narrative. We may say,
therefore, without exaggeration, that language is a human prerogative, and
probably the chief habit in which we are superior to the ‘dumb’ animals.

There are three matters to be considered in beginning the study of language.
First: what words are, regarded as physical occurrences; secondly, what are
the circumstances that lead us to use a given word; thirdly, what are the
effects of our hearing or seeing a given word. But as regards the second and
third of these questions, we shall find ourselves led on from words to sen-
tences and thus confronted with fresh problems, perhaps demanding rather
the methods of Gestaltpsychologie.

Ordinary words are of four kinds: spoken, heard, written, and read. It is of
course largely a matter of convention that we do not use words of other
kinds. There is the deaf-and-dumb language; a Frenchman’s shrug of the
shoulders is a word; in fact, any kind of externally perceptible bodily move-
ment may become a word, if social usage so ordains. But the convention
which has given the supremacy to speaking is one which has a good ground,
since there is no other way of producing a number of perceptibly different
bodily movements so quickly or with so little muscular effort. Public speak-
ing would be very tedious if statesmen had to use the deaf-and-dumb lan-
guage, and very exhausting if all words involved as much muscular effort as a
shrug of the shoulders. I shall ignore all forms of language except speaking,
hearing, writing, and reading, since the others are relatively unimportant and
raise no special psychological problems.

A spoken word consists of a series of movements in the larynx and the
mouth, combined with breath. Two closely similar series of such movements
may be instances of the same word, though they may also not be, since two
words with different meanings may sound alike; but two such series which
are not closely similar cannot be instances of the same word. (I am confining
myself to one language.) Thus a single spoken word, say ‘dog’, is a certain set
of closely similar series of bodily movements, the set having as many mem-
bers as there are occasions when the word ‘dog’ is pronounced. The degree
of similarity required in order that the occurrence should be an instance of
the word ‘dog’ cannot be specified exactly. Some people say ‘dawg’, and this
must certainly be admitted. A German might say ‘tok’, and then we should
begin to be doubtful. In marginal cases, we cannot be sure whether a word
has been pronounced or not. A spoken word is a form of bodily behaviour
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without sharp boundaries, like jumping or hopping or running. Is a man
running or walking? In a walking-race the umpire may have great difficulty
in deciding. Similarly there may be cases where it cannot be decided whether
a man has said ‘dog’ or ‘dock’. A spoken word is thus at once general and
somewhat vague.

We usually take for granted the relation between a word spoken and a
word heard. ‘Can you hear what I say?’ we ask, and the person addressed
says ‘yes’. This is of course a delusion, a part of the naive realism of our
unreflective outlook on the world. We never hear what is said; we hear
something having a complicated causal connection with what is said. There is
first the purely physical process of sound-waves from the mouth of the
speaker to the ear of the hearer, then a complicated process in the ear and
nerves, and then an event in the brain, which is related to our hearing of the
sound in a manner to be investigated later, but is at any rate simultaneous
with our hearing of the sound. This gives the physical causal connection
between the word spoken and the word heard. There is, however, also
another connection of a more psychological sort. When a man utters a word,
he also hears it himself, so that the word spoken and the word heard become
intimately associated for anyone who knows how to speak. And a man who
knows how to speak can also utter any word he hears in his own language, so
that the association works equally well both ways. It is because of the intim-
acy of this association that the plain man identifies the word spoken with the
word heard, although in fact the two are separated by a wide gulf.

In order that speech may serve its purpose, it is not necessary, as it is not
possible, that heard and spoken words should be identical, but it is necessary
that when a man utters different words the heard words should be different,
and when he utters the same word on two occasions the heard word should
be approximately the same on the two occasions. The first of these depends
upon the sensitiveness of the ear and its distance from the speaker; we cannot
distinguish between two rather similar words if we are too far off from the
man who utters them. The second condition depends upon uniformity in
the physical conditions, and is realized in all ordinary circumstances. But if
the speaker were surrounded by instruments which were resonant to certain
notes but not to certain others, some tones of voice might carry and others
might be lost. In that case, if he uttered the same word with two different
intonations, the hearer might be quite unable to recognize the sameness.
Thus the efficacy of speech depends upon a number of physical conditions.
These, however, we will take for granted, in order to come as soon as possible
to the more psychological parts of our topic.

Written words differ from spoken words in being material structures.
A spoken word is a process in the physical world, having an essential
time-order; a written word is a series of pieces of matter, having an essential
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space-order. As to what we mean by ‘matter’, that is a question with which
we shall have to deal at length at a later stage. For the present it is enough to
observe that the material structures which constitute written words, unlike
the processes that constitute spoken words, are capable of enduring for a long
time—sometimes for thousands of years. Moreover, they are not confined to
one neighbourhood, but can be made to travel about the world. These are the
two great advantages of writing over speech. This, at least, has been the case
until recently. But with the coming of radio writing has begun to lose its
pre-eminence: one man can now speak to multitudes spread over a whole
country. Even in the matter of permanence, speech may become the equal of
writing. Perhaps, instead of legal documents, we shall have gramophone
records, with voice signatures by the parties to the contract. Perhaps, as in
Wells’s When the Sleeper Awakes, books will no longer be printed but merely
arranged for the gramophone. In that case the need for writing may almost
cease to exist. However, let us return from these speculations to the world of
the present day.

The word read, as opposed to the written or printed word, is just as
evanescent as the word spoken or heard. Whenever a written word, exposed
to light, is in a suitable spatial relation to a normal eye, it produces a certain
complicated effect upon the eye; the part of this process which occurs outside
the eye is investigated by the science of light, whereas the part that occurs
in the eye belongs to physiological optics. There is then a further process, first
in the optic nerve and afterwards in the brain; the process in the brain is
simultaneous with vision. What further relation it has to vision is a question
as to which there has been much philosophical controversy; we shall return
to it at a later stage. The essence of the matter, as regards the causal efficacy of
writing, is that the act of writing produces quasi-permanent material struc-
tures which, throughout the whole of their duration, produce closely similar
results upon all suitably placed normal eyes; and as in the case of speaking,
different written words lead to different read words, and the same word
written twice leads to the same read word—again with obvious limitations.

So much for the physical side of language, which is often unduly neg-
lected. I come now to the psychological side, which is what really concerns
us in this chapter.

The two questions we have to answer, apart from the problems raised by
sentences as opposed to words, are: First, what sort of behaviour is stimu-
lated by hearing a word? And secondly, what sort of occasion stimulates us
to the behaviour that consists in pronouncing a word? I put the questions in
this order because children learn to react to the words of others before they
learn to use words themselves. It might be objected that, in the history of the
race, the first spoken word must have preceded the first heard word, at least
by a fraction of a second. But this is not very relevant, nor is it certainly true.
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A noise may have meaning to the hearer, but not to the utterer; in that case it
is a heard word but not a spoken word. (I shall explain what I mean by
‘meaning’ shortly.) Friday’s footprint had ‘meaning’ for Robinson Crusoe
but not for Friday. However that may be, we shall do better to avoid the
very hypothetical parts of anthropology that would be involved, and take up
the learning of language as it can be observed in the human infant of the
present day. And in the human infant as we know him, definite reactions to
the words of others come much earlier than the power of uttering words
himself.

A child learns to understand words exactly as he learns any other process of
bodily association. If you always say ‘bottle’ when you give a child his bottle,
he presently reacts to the word ‘bottle’, within limits, as he formerly reacted
to the bottle. This is merely an example of the law of association. When the
association has been established, parents say that the child ‘understands’ the
word ‘bottle’, or knows what the word ‘means’. Of course the word does not
have dll the effects that the actual bottle has. It does not exert gravitation, it
does not nourish, it cannot bump on to the child’s head. The effects which
are shared by the word and the thing are those which depend upon the law
of association or ‘conditioned reflexes’ or ‘learned reactions’. These may be
called ‘associative’ effects or ‘mnemic’ effects—the latter name being derived
from Semon’s book Mneme,' in which he traces all phenomena analogous to
memory to a law which is, in effect, not very different from the law of
association or ‘conditioned reflexes’.

It is possible to be a little more precise as to the class of effects concerned.
A physical object is a centre from which a variety of causal chains emanate. If
the object is visible to John Smith, one of the causal chains emanating from it
consists first of light-waves (or light-quanta) which travel from the object to
John Smith’s eye, then of events in his eye and optic nerve, then of events in
his brain, and then (perhaps) of a reaction on his part. Now mnemic effects
belong only to events in living tissue; therefore only those effects of the bottle
which happen either inside John Smith’s body, or as a result of his reaction to
the bottle, can become associated with his hearing the word ‘bottle’. And
even then only certain events can be associated: nourishment happens in the
body, yet the word ‘bottle’ cannot nourish. The law of conditioned reflexes is
subject to ascertainable limitations, but within its limits it supplies what is
wanted to explain the understanding of words. The child becomes excited
when he sees the bottle; this is already a conditioned reflex, due to experi-
ence that this sight precedes a meal. One further stage in conditioning makes
the child grow excited when he hears the word ‘bottle’. He is then said to
‘understand’ the word.

We may say, then, that a person understands a word which he hears if, so
far as the law of conditioned reflexes is applicable, the effects of the word are
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the same as those of what it is said to ‘mean’. This of course only applies to
words like ‘bottle’, which denote some concrete object or some class of
concrete objects. To understand a word such as ‘reciprocity’ or ‘republican-
ism’ is a more complicated matter, and cannot be considered until we have
dealt with sentences. But before considering sentences we have to examine the
circumstances which make us use a word, as opposed to the consequences of
hearing it used.

Saying a word is more difficult than understanding it, except in the case of
a few simple sounds which infants make before they know that they are
words, such as ‘ma-ma’ and ‘da-da’. These two are among the many random
sounds that all babies make. When a child says ‘ma-ma’ in the presence of his
mother by chance she thinks he knows what this noise means, and she shows
pleasure in ways that are agreeable to the infant. Gradually, in accordance
with Thorndike’s law of effect, he acquires the habit of making this noise in
the presence of his mother, because in these circumstances the consequences
are pleasant. But it is only a very small number of words that are acquired in
this way. The great majority of words are acquired by imitation, combined
with the association between thing and word which the parents deliberately
establish in the early stages (after the very first stage). It is obvious that using
words oneself involves something over and above the association between the
sound of the word and its meaning. Dogs understand many words, and infants
understand far more than they can say. The infant has to discover that it is
possible and profitable to make noises like those which he hears. (This state-
ment must not be taken quite literally, or it would be too intellectualistic.) He
would never discover this if he did not make noises at random