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Among the hills a meteorite

Lies huge; and moss has overgrown,
And wind and rain with touches light
Made soft, the contours of the stone.

Thus easily can Earth digest

A cinder of sidereal fire,

And make her translunary guest
The native of an English shire.

Nor is it strange these wanderers
Find in her lap their fitting place,
For every particle that’s hers
Came at the first from outer space.

All that is Earth has once been sky,
Down from the sun of old she came,
Or from some star that travelled by

Too close to his entangling flame.

Hence, if belated drops yet fall

From heaven, on these her plastic power
Still works as once it worked on all
The glad rush of the golden shower.

C.S.L.
(Reprinted by permission of Zime and Tide)






I. THE SCOPE OF THIS BOOK

Those who wish to succeed must ask the right preliminary ques-

tions. [ARISTOTLE, Metaphysics, I1, (III), i.]

ghost. And the interesting thing about the story is that that person

disbelieved in the immortal soul before she saw the ghost and still
disbelieves after seeing it. She says that what she saw must have been an
illusion or a trick of the nerves. And obviously she may be right. Seeing
is not believing.

For this reason, the question whether miracles occur can never be an-
swered simply by experience. Every event which might claim to be a
miracle is, in the last resort, something presented to our senses, some-
thing seen, heard, touched, smelled, or tasted. And our senses are not
infallible. If anything extraordinary seems to have happened, we can
always say that we have been the victims of an illusion. If we hold a
philosophy which excludes the supernatural, this is what we always shall
say. What we learn from experience depends on the kind of philosophy
we bring to experience. It is therefore useless to appeal to experience
before we have settled, as well as we can, the philosophical question.

If immediate experience cannot prove or disprove the miraculous, still
less can history do so. Many people think one can decide whether a
miracle occurred in the past by examining the evidence ‘according to
the ordinary rules of historical enquiry’. But the ordinary rules cannot
be worked until we have decided whether miracles are possible, and if
so, how probable they are. For if they are impossible, then no amount of
historical evidence will convince us. If they are possible but immensely
improbable, then only mathematically demonstrative evidence will con-
vince us: and since history never provides that degree of evidence for
any event, history can never convince us that a miracle occurred. If,
on the other hand, miracles are not intrinsically improbable, then the
existing evidence will be sufficient to convince us that quite a number
of miracles have occurred. The result of our historical enquiries thus
depends on the philosophical views which we have been holding before
we even began to look at the evidence. The philosophical question must
therefore come first.

Here is an example of the sort of thing that happens if we omit the
preliminary philosophical task, and rush on to the historical. In a popu-

In all my life I have met only one person who claims to have seen a
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lar commentary on the Bible you will find a discussion of the date at
which the Fourth Gospel was written. The author says it must have been
written after the execution of St. Peter, because, in the Fourth Gospel,
Christ is represented as predicting the execution of St. Peter. ‘A book’,
thinks the author, ‘cannot be written before events which it refers to’. Of
course it cannot—unless real predictions ever occur. If they do, then this
argument for the date is in ruins. And the author has not discussed at all
whether real predictions are possible. He takes it for granted (perhaps
unconsciously) that they are not. Perhaps he is right: but if he is, he has
not discovered this principle by historical inquiry. He has brought his
disbelief in predictions to his historical work, so to speak, ready made.
Unless he had done so his historical conclusion about the date of the
Fourth Gospel could not have been reached at all. His work is therefore
quite useless to a person who wants to know whether predictions occur.
The author gets to work only after he has already answered that question
in the negative, and on grounds which he never communicates to us.

This book is intended as a preliminary to historical inquiry. I am not a
trained historian and I shall not examine the historical evidence for the
Christian miracles. My effort is to put my readers in a position to do so.
It is no use going to the texts until we have some idea about the possibil-
ity or probability of the miraculous. Those who assume that miracles
cannot happen are merely wasting their time by looking into the texts:
we know in advance what results they will find for they have begun by
begging the question.



II.
THE NATURALIST AND THE SUPER-
NATURALIST

‘Gracious!” exclaimed Mrs. Snip, ‘and is there a place where people
venture to live above ground?’ ‘I never heard of people living under-
ground’, replied Tim, ‘before I came to Giant-Land.” ‘Came to Giant-
Land! cried Mrs. Snip, ‘why, isn’t everywhere Giant-Land?’
ROLAND QUIZ, Giant-Land, chap. xxxii.

natural power.! Unless there exists, in addition to Nature, something

else which we may call the supernatural, there can be no miracles.
Some people believe that nothing exists except Nature; I call these peo-
ple Naturalists. Others think that, besides Nature, there exists something
else: I call them Supernaturalists. Our first question, therefore, is whether
the Naturalists or the Supernaturalists are right. And here comes our first
difficulty.

Before the Naturalist and the Supernaturalist can begin to discuss their
difference of opinion, they must surely have an agreed definition both
of Nature and of Supernature. But unfortunately it is almost impossible
to get such a definition. Just because the Naturalist thinks that nothing
but Nature exists, the word Nature means to him merely ‘everything’ or
‘the whole show’ or ‘whatever there is’. And if that is what we mean by
Nature, then of course nothing else exists. The real question between
him and the Supernaturalist has evaded us. Some philosophers have de-
fined Nature as “‘What we perceive with our five senses’. But this also is
unsatisfactory; for we do not perceive our own emotions in that way, and
yet they are presumably ‘natural’ events. In order to avoid this deadlock
and to discover what the Naturalist and the Supernaturalist are really dif-
fering about, we must approach our problem in a more roundabout way.

I begin by considering the following sentences. (1) Are those his natu-
ral teeth or a set? (2) The dog in his natural state is covered with fleas.
(3) I'love to get away from tilled lands and metalled roads and be alone

Iuse the word Miracle to mean an interference with Nature by super-

1 - This definition is not that which would be given by many theologians. I am
adopting it not because I think it an improvement upon theirs but precisely
because, being crude and ‘popular’, it enables me most easily to treat those
questions which ‘the common reader’ probably has in mind when he takes
up a book on Miracles.
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with Nature. (4) Do be natural. Why are you so affected? (5) It may have
been wrong to kiss her but it was very natural.

A common thread of meaning in all these usages can easily be discov-
ered. The natural teeth are those which grow in the mouth; we do not
have to design them, make them, or fit them. The dog’s natural state is
the one he will be in if no one takes soap and water and prevents it. The
countryside where Nature reigns supreme is the one where soil, weather,
and vegetation produce their results unhelped and unimpeded by man.
Natural behaviour is the behaviour which people would exhibit if they
were not at the pains to alter it. The natural kiss is the kiss which will be
given if moral or prudential considerations do not intervene. In all the
examples Nature means what happens ‘of itself” or ‘of its own accord’:
what you do not need to labour for; what you will get if you take no
measures to stop it. The Greek word for Nature (Physis) is connected
with the Greek verb for ‘to grow’; Latin Natura, with the verb ‘to be
born’. The Natural is what springs up, or comes forth, or arrives, or goes
on, of its own accord: the given, what is there already: the spontaneous, the
unintended, the unsolicited.

What the Naturalist believes is that the ultimate Fact, the thing you
can’t go behind, is a vast process in space and time which is going on of
its own accord. Inside that total system every particular event (such as
your sitting reading this book) happens because some other event has
happened; in the long run, because the Total Event is happening. Each
particular thing (such as this page) is what it is because other things are
what they are; and so, eventually, because the whole system is what it
is. All the things and events are so completely interlocked that no one
of them can claim the slightest independence from ‘the whole show’.
None of them exists ‘on its own’ or ‘goes on of its own accord’ except in
the sense that it exhibits, at some particular place and time, that general
‘existence on its own’ or ‘behaviour of its own accord’ which belongs
to ‘Nature’ (the great total interlocked event) as a whole. Thus no thor-
oughgoing Naturalist believes in free will: for free will would mean that
human beings have the power of independent action, the power of doing
something more or other than what was involved by the total series of
events. And any such separate power of originating events is what the
Naturalist denies. Spontaneity, originality, action ‘on its own’, is a privi-
lege reserved for ‘the whole show’, which he calls Nature.

The Supernaturalist agrees with the Naturalist that there must be
something which exists in its own right; some basic Fact whose existence
it would be nonsensical to try to explain because this Fact is itself the
ground or starting-point of all explanations. But he does not identify this
Fact with ‘the whole show’. He thinks that things fall into two classes. In
the first class we find either things or (more probably) One Thing which
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is basic and original, which exists on its own. In the second we find
things which are merely derivative from that One Thing. The one basic
Thing has caused all the other things to be. It exists on its own; they ex-
ist because it exists. They will cease to exist if it ever ceases to maintain
them in existence; they will be altered if it ever alters them.

The difference between the two views might be expressed by saying
that Naturalism gives us a democratic, Supernaturalism a monarchical,
picture of reality. The Naturalist thinks that the privilege of ‘being on
its own’ resides in the total mass of things, just as in a democracy sov-
ereignty resides in the whole mass of the people. The Supernaturalist
thinks that this privilege belongs to some things or (more probably) One
Thing and not to others—just as, in a real monarchy, the king has sover-
eignty and the people have not. And just as, in a democracy, all citizens
are equal, so for the Naturalist one thing or event is as good as another,
in the sense that they are all equally dependent on the total system of
things. Indeed each of them is only the way in which the character of
that total system exhibits itself at a particular point in space and time.
The Supernaturalist, on the other hand, believes that the one original or
self-existent thing is on a different level from, and more important than,
all other things.

At this point a suspicion may occur that Supernaturalism first arose
from reading into the universe the structure of monarchical societies. But
then of course it may with equal reason be suspected that Naturalism has
arisen from reading into it the structure of modern democracies. The two
suspicions thus cancel out and give us no help in deciding which theory
is more likely to be true. They do indeed remind us that Supernatural-
ism is the characteristic philosophy of a monarchical age and Naturalism
of a democratic, in the sense that Supernaturalism, even if false, would
have been believed by the great mass of unthinking people four hundred
years ago, just as Naturalism, even if false, will be believed by the great
mass of unthinking people to-day.

Everyone will have seen that the One Self-existent Thing—or the small
class of self-existent things—in which Supernaturalists believe, is what
we call God or the gods. I propose for the rest of this book to treat only
that form of Supernaturalism which believes in one God; partly because
polytheism is not likely to be a live issue for most of my readers, and
partly because those who believed in many gods very seldom, in fact,
regarded their gods as creators of the universe and as self-existent. The
gods of Greece were not really supernatural in the strict sense which I
am giving to the word. They were products of the total system of things
and included within it. This introduces an important distinction.

The difference between Naturalism and Supernaturalism is not exactly
the same as the difference between belief in a God and disbelief. Natu-
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ralism, without ceasing to be itself, could admit a certain kind of God.
The great interlocking event called Nature might be such as to produce
at some stage a great cosmic consciousness, an indwelling ‘God’ arising
from the whole process as human mind arises (according to the Natural-
ists) from human organisms. A Naturalist would not object to that sort of
God. The reason is this. Such a God would not stand outside Nature or
the total system, would not be existing ‘on his own’. It would still be ‘the
whole show’ which was the basic Fact, and such a God would merely be
one of the things (even if he were the most interesting) which the basic
Fact contained. What Naturalism cannot accept is the idea of a God who
stands outside Nature and made it.

We are now in a position to state the difference between the Natural-
ist and the Supernaturalist despite the fact that they do not mean the
same by the word Nature. The Naturalist believes that a great process,
or ‘becoming’, exists ‘on its own’ in space and time, and that nothing
else exists—what we call particular things and events being only the parts
into which we analyse the great process or the shapes which that pro-
cess takes at given moments and given points in space. This single, total
reality he calls Nature. The Supernaturalist believes that one Thing ex-
ists on its own and has produced the framework of space and time and
the procession of systematically connected events which fill them. This
framework, and this filling, he calls Nature. It may, or may not, be the
only reality which the one Primary Thing has produced. There might be
other systems in addition to the one we call Nature.

In that sense there might be several ‘Natures’. This conception must be
kept quite distinct from what is commonly called ‘plurality of worlds’-
i.e. different solar systems or different galaxies, ‘island universes’ existing
in widely separated parts of a single space and time. These, however
remote, would be parts of the same Nature as our own sun: it and they
would be interlocked by being in relations to one another, spatial and
temporal relations and causal relations as well. And it is just this recipro-
cal interlocking within a system which makes it what we call a Nature.
Other Natures might not be spatio-temporal at all: or, if any of them
were, their space and time would have no spatial or temporal relation
to ours. It is just this discontinuity, this failure of interlocking, which
would justify us in calling them different Natures. This does not mean
that there would be absolutely no relation between them; they would be
related by their common derivation from a single Supernatural source.
They would, in this respect, be like different novels by a single author;
the events in one story have no relation to the events in another except
that they are invented by the same author. To find the relation between
them you must go right back to the author’s mind: there is no cutting
across from anything Mr. Pickwick says in Pickwick Papers to anything
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Mrs. Gamp hears in Martin Chuzzlewit. Similarly there would be no nor-
mal cutting across from an event in one Nature to an event in any other.
By a ‘normal’ relation I mean one which occurs in virtue of the character
of the two systems. We have to put in the qualification ‘normal’ because
we do not know in advance that God might not bring two Natures into
partial contact at some particular point: that is, He might allow selected
events in the one to produce results in the other. There would thus be,
at certain points, a partial interlocking; but this would not turn the two
Natures into one, for the total reciprocity which makes a Nature would
still be lacking, and the spasmodic interlocking would arise not from
what either system was in itself but from the Divine act which was bring-
ing them together. If this occurred each of the two Natures would be
‘supernatural’ in relation to the other: but the fact of their contact would
be supernatural in a more absolute sense—not as being beyond this or
that Nature but beyond any and every Nature. It would be one kind of
Miracle. The other kind would be Divine ‘interference’ not by the bring-
ing together of two Natures, but simply.

All this is, at present, purely speculative. It by no means follows from
Supernaturalism that Miracles of any sort do in fact occur. God (the pri-
mary thing) may never in fact interfere with the natural system He has
created. If He has created more natural systems than one, He may never
cause them to impinge on one another.

But that is a question for further consideration. If we decide that Na-
ture is not the only thing there is, then we cannot say in advance whether
she is safe from miracles or not. There are things outside her: we do not
yet know whether they can get in. The gates may be barred, or they may
not. But if Naturalism is true, then we do know in advance that miracles
are impossible: nothing can come into Nature from the outside because
there is nothing outside to come in, Nature being everything. No doubt,
events which we in our ignorance should mistake for miracles might
occur: but they would in reality be (just like the commonest events) an
inevitable result of the character of the whole system.

Our first choice, therefore, must be between Naturalism and Super-
naturalism.






III. THE SELF-CONTRADICTION OF
THE NATURALIST

We cannot have it both ways, and no sneers at the limitations of
logic... amend the dilemma.
I. A. RICHARDS, Principles of Literary Criticism, chap. xxv.

explicable in terms of the Total System. I say ‘explicable in principle

because of course we are not going to demand that naturalists, at
any given moment, should have found the detailed explanation of every
phenomenon. Obviously many things will only be explained when the
sciences have made further progress. But if Naturalism is to be accepted
we have a right to demand that every single thing should be such that we
see, in general, how it could be explained in terms of the Total System.
If any one thing exists which is of such a kind that we see in advance
the impossibility of ever giving it that kind of explanation, then Natural-
ism would be in ruins. If necessities of thought force us to allow to any
one thing any degree of independence from the Total System—if any
one thing makes good a claim to be on its own, to be something more
than an expression of the character of Nature as a whole—then we have
abandoned Naturalism. For by Naturalism we mean the doctrine that
only Nature—the whole interlocked system—exists. And if that were true,
every thing and event would, if we knew enough, be explicable without
remainder (no /eel-taps) as a necessary product of the system. The whole
system being what it is, it ought to be a contradiction in terms if you were
not reading this book at the moment; and, conversely, the only cause
why you are reading it ought to be that the whole system, at such and
such a place and hour, was bound to take that course.

One threat against strict Naturalism has recently been launched on
which I myself will base no argument, but which it will be well to notice.
The older scientists believed that the smallest particles of matter moved
according to strict laws: in other words, that the movements of each
particle were ‘interlocked’ with the total system of Nature. Some modern
scientists seem to think—if I understand them—that this is not so. They
seem to think that the individual unit of matter (it would be rash to call
it any longer a ‘particle’) moves in an indeterminate or random fashion;
moves, in fact, ‘on its own’ or ‘of its own accord’. The regularity which
we observe in the movements of the smallest visible bodies is explained
by the fact that each of these contains millions of units and that the law

If Naturalism is true, every finite thing or event must be (in principle)
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of averages therefore levels out the idiosyncrasies of the individual unit’s
behaviour. The movement of one unit is incalculable, just as the result
of tossing a coin once is incalculable: the majority movement of a bil-
lion units can however be predicted, just as, if you tossed a coin a bil-
lion times, you could predict a nearly equal number of heads and tails.
Now it will be noticed that if this theory is true we have really admitted
something other than Nature. If the movements of the individual units
are events ‘on their own’, events which do not interlock with all other
events, then these movements are not part of Nature. It would be, in-
deed, too great a shock to our habits to describe them as supernatural. I
think we should have to call them sué-natural. But all our confidence that
Nature has no doors, and no reality outside herself for doors to open on,
would have disappeared. There is apparently something outside her, the
Subnatural; it is indeed from this Subnatural that all events and all ‘bod-
ies’ are, as it were, fed into her. And clearly if she thus has a back door
opening on the Subnatural, it is quite on the cards that she may also have
a front door opening on the Supernatural-and events might be fed into
her at that door too.

I have mentioned this theory because it puts in a fairly vivid light cer-
tain conceptions which we shall have to use later on. But I am not, for my
own part, assuming its truth. Those who (like myself) have had a philo-
sophical rather than a scientific education find it almost impossible to be-
lieve that the scientists really mean what they seem to be saying. I cannot
help thinking they mean no more than that the movements of individual
units are permanently incalculable Zo us, not that they are in themselves
random and lawless. And even if they mean the latter, a layman can
hardly feel any certainty that some new scientific development may not
to-morrow abolish this whole idea of a lawless Subnature. For it is the
glory of science to progress. I therefore turn willingly to other ground.

It is clear that everything we know, beyond our own immediate sen-
sations, is inferred from those sensations. I do not mean that we begin
as children, by regarding our sensations as ‘evidence’ and thence argu-
ing consciously to the existence of space, matter, and other people. I
mean that if, after we are old enough to understand the question, our
confidence in the existence of anything else (say, the solar system or
the Spanish Armada) is challenged, our argument in defence of it will
have to take the form of inferences from our immediate sensations. Put
in its most general form the inference would run, ‘Since I am presented
with colours, sounds, shapes, pleasures and pains which I cannot per-
fectly predict or control, and since the more I investigate them the more
regular their behaviour appears, therefore there must exist something
other than myself and it must be systematic’. Inside this very general
inference, all sorts of special trains of inference lead us to more detailed
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conclusions. We infer Evolution from fossils: we infer the existence of
our own brains from what we find inside the skulls of other creatures like
ourselves in the dissecting room.

All possible knowledge, then, depends on the validity of reasoning. If
the feeling of certainty which we express by words like must be and there-
fore and since is a real perception of how things outside our own minds
really ‘must’ be, well and good. But if this certainty is merely a feeling in
our own minds and not a genuine insight into realities beyond them—if it
merely represents the way our minds happen to work—then we can have
no knowledge. Unless human reasoning is valid no science can be true.

It follows that no account of the universe can be true unless that ac-
count leaves it possible for our thinking to be a real insight. A theory
which explained everything else in the whole universe but which made
it impossible to believe that our thinking was valid, would be utterly out
of court. For that theory would itself have been reached by thinking, and
if thinking is not valid that theory would, of course, be itself demolished.
It would have destroyed its own credentials. It would be an argument
which proved that no argument was sound—a proof that there are no
such things as proofs—which is nonsense.

We must believe in the validity of rational thought, and we must not
believe in anything inconsistent with its validity. But we can believe in
the validity of thought only under certain conditions. Consider the fol-
lowing sentences, (1) ‘He thinks that dog dangerous because he has often
seen it muzzled and he has noticed that messengers always try to avoid
going to that house.” (2) ‘He thinks that dog dangerous because it is black
and ever since he was bitten by a black dog in childhood he has always
been afraid of black dogs.’

Both sentences explain why the man thinks as he does. But the one
explanation substantiates the value of his thought, the other wholly dis-
credits it. Why is it that to discover the cause of a thought sometimes
damages its credit and sometimes reinforces it? Because the one cause is
a good cause and the other a bad cause? But the man’s complex about
black dogs is not a bad cause in the sense of being a weak or inefficient
one. If the man is in a sufficiently pathological condition, it may be quite
irresistible and, in that sense, as good a cause for his belief as the Earth’s
revolution is for day and night. The real difference is that in the first
instance the man’s belief is caused by something rational (by argument
from observed facts) while in the other it is caused by something irra-
tional (association of ideas).

We may in fact state it as a rule that no thought is valid if it can be fully
explained as the result of irrational causes. Every reader of this book ap-
plies this rule automatically all day long. When a sober man tells you
that the house is full of rats or snakes, you attend to him: if you know

11



C. S. LEWIS

that his belief in the rats and snakes is due to delirium tremens you do not
even bother to look for them. If you even suspect an irrational cause, you
begin to pay less attention to a man’s beliefs; your friend’s pessimistic
view of the European situation alarms you less when you discover that
he is suffering from a bad liver attack. Conversely, when we discover
a belief to be false we then first look about for irrational causes (‘I was
tired’—I was in a hurry’—‘I wanted to believe it’). The whole disruptive
power of Marxism and Freudianism against traditional beliefs has lain in
their claim to expose irrational causes for them. If any Marxist is reading
these lines at this moment, he is murmuring to himself, ‘All this argu-
ment really results from the fact that the author is a bourgeois’—in fact he
is applying the rule I have just stated. Because he thinks that my thoughts
result from an irrational cause he therefore discounts them. All thoughts
which are so caused are valueless. We never, in our ordinary thinking,
admit any exceptions to this rule.

Now it would clearly be preposterous to apply this rule to each par-
ticular thought as we come to it and yet not to apply it to all thoughts
taken collectively, that is, to human reason as a whole. Each particular
thought is valueless if it is the result of irrational causes. Obviously, then,
the whole process of human thought, what we call Reason, is equally
valueless if it is the result of irrational causes. Hence every theory of
the universe which makes the human mind a result of irrational causes
is inadmissible, for it would be a proof that there are no such things as
proofs. Which is nonsense.

But Naturalism, as commonly held, is precisely a theory of this sort.
The mind, like every other particular thing or event, is supposed to be
simply the product of the Total System. It is supposed to be that and
nothing more, to have no power whatever of ‘going on of its own ac-
cord’. And the Total System is not supposed to be rational. All thoughts
whatever are therefore the results of irrational causes, and nothing more
than that. The finest piece of scientific reasoning is caused in just the
same irrational way as the thoughts a man has because a bit of bone is
pressing on his brain. If we continue to apply our Rule, both are equally
valueless. And if we stop applying our Rule we are no better off. For then
the Naturalist will have to admit that thoughts produced by lunacy or
alcohol or by the mere wish to disbelieve in Naturalism are just as valid
as his own thoughts. What is sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander.
The Naturalist cannot condemn other people’s thoughts because they
have irrational causes and continue to believe his own which have (if
Naturalism is true) equally irrational causes.

The shortest and simplest form of this argument is that given by Pro-
fessor J. B. S. Haldane in Possible Worlds (p. 209). He writes, ‘If my mental
processes are determined wholly by the motions of atoms in my brain,
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I have no reason to suppose that my beliefs are true... and hence I have
no reason for supposing my brain to be composed of atoms’. If I have
avoided this form of the argument, this is because I do not wish to have
on our hands at this stage so difficult a concept as Matter. The trouble
about atoms is not that they are material (whatever that may mean) but
that they are, presumably, irrational. Or even if they were rational they
do not produce my beliefs by honestly arguing with me and proving
their point but by compelling me to think in a certain way. I am still
subject to brute force: my beliefs have irrational causes.

An attempt to get out of the difficulty might be made along the follow-
ing lines. Even if thoughts are produced by irrational causes, still it might
happen by mere accident that some of them were true—just as the black
dog might, after all, have been really dangerous though the man’s reason
for thinking it so was worthless. Now individuals whose thoughts hap-
pened, in this accidental way, to be truer than other people’s would have
an advantage in the struggle for existence. And if habits of thought can
be inherited, natural selection would gradually eliminate or weed out
the people who have the less useful types of thought. It might therefore
have come about by now that the present type of human mind—the sort
of thought that has survived—was tolerably reliable.

But it won’t do. In the first place, this argument works only if there are
such things as heredity, the struggle for existence, and elimination. But
we know about these things—certainly about their existence in the past—
only by inference. Unless, therefore, you start by assuming inference to
be valid, you cannot know about them. You have to assume that infer-
ence is valid before you can even begin your argument for its validity.
And a proof which sets out by assuming the thing you have to prove, is
rubbish. But waive that point. Let heredity and the rest be granted. Even
then you cannot show that our processes of thought yield truth unless
you are allowed to argue ‘Because a thought is useful, therefore it must
be (at least partly) true’. But this is itself an inference. If you trust it, you
are once more assuming that very validity which you set out to prove.

In order to avoid endless waste of time we must recognise once and
for all that this will happen to any argument whatever which attempts
to prove or disprove the validity of thought. By trusting to argument at
all you have assumed the point at issue. All arguments about the valid-
ity of thought make a tacit, and illegitimate, exception in favour of the
bit of thought you are doing at that moment. It has to be left outside
the discussion and simply believed in, in the simple old-fashioned way.
Thus the Freudian proves that all thoughts are merely due to complexes
except the thoughts which constitute this proof itself. The Marxist proves
that all thoughts result from class conditioning—except the thought he
is thinking while he says this. It is therefore always impossible to begin
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with any other data whatever and from them to find out whether thought
is valid. You must do exactly the opposite—must begin by admitting the
self-evidence of logical thought and then believe all other things only in
so far as they agree with that. The validity of thought is central: all other
things have to be fitted in round it as best they can.

Some Naturalists whom I have met attempt to escape by saying that
there is no ground for believing our thoughts to be valid and that this
does not worry them in the least. ‘We find that they work’, it is said, ‘and
we admit that we cannot argue from this that they give us a true account
of any external reality. But we don’t mind. We are not interested in truth.
Our habits of thought seem to enable humanity to keep alive and that
is all we care about’. One is tempted to reply that every free man wants
truth as well as life: that a mere life-addict is no more respectable than a
cocaine addict. But opinions may differ on that point. The real answer
is that unless the Naturalists put forward Naturalism as a true theory, we
have of course no dispute with them. You can argue with a man who
says, ‘Rice is unwholesome’: but you neither can nor need argue with
a man who says, ‘Rice is unwholesome, but I'm not saying this is true’.
I feel also that this surrender of the claim to truth has all the air of an
expedient adopted at the last moment. If the Naturalists do not claim to
know any truths, ought they not to have warned us rather earlier of the
fact? For really from all the books they have written, in which the behav-
iour of the remotest nebula, the shyest photon and the most prehistoric
man are described, one would have got the idea that they were claiming
to give a true account of real things. The fact surely is that they nearly
always are claiming to do so. The claim is surrendered only when the
question discussed in this chapter is pressed; and when the crisis is over
the claim is tacitly resumed.
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IV. NATURE AND SUPERNATURE

Throughout the long tradition of European thought it has been
said, not by everyone but by most people, or at any rate by most
of those who have proved that they have a right to be heard, that
Nature, though it is a thing that really exists, is not a thing that
exists in itself or in its own right, but a thing which depends for
its existence upon something else.

R. G. COLLINGWOOD, The Idea of Nature, 111, iii.

interlocked with the great interlocking system of irrational events

which we call Nature. I am not maintaining that consciousness as
a whole must necessarily be put in the same position. Pleasures, pains,
fears, hopes, affections and mental images need not. No absurdity would
follow from regarding them as parts of Nature. The distinction we have
to make is not one between ‘mind’ and ‘matter’, much less between ‘soul’
and ‘body’ (hard words, all four of them) but between Reason and Na-
ture: the frontier coming not where the ‘outer world’ ends and what
I should ordinarily call ‘myself’ begins, but between Reason and the
whole mass of irrational events whether physical or psychological.

At that frontier we find a great deal of traffic but it is all one-way traf-
fic. It is a matter of daily experience that Rational thoughts induce and
enable us to alter the course of Nature—of physical nature when we use
mathematics to build bridges, or of psychological nature when we apply
arguments to alter our own emotions. We succeed in modifying physical
nature more often and more completely than we succeed in modifying
psychological nature, but we do at least a little to both. On the other hand,
Nature is quite powerless to produce Rational thought: not that she never
modifies our thinking but that the moment she does so, it ceases (for that
very reason) to be rational. For, as we have seen, a train of thought loses
all rational credentials as soon as it can be shown to be wholly the result
of irrational causes. When Nature, so to speak, attempts to do things to
Rational thoughts she only succeeds in killing them. That is the peculiar
state of affairs at the frontier. Nature can only raid Reason to kill; but Rea-
son can invade Nature to take prisoners and even to colonise. Every ob-
ject you see before you at this moment—the walls, ceiling, and furniture,
the book, your own washed hands and cut finger-nails, bears witness to
the colonisation of Nature by Reason: for none of this matter would have

If our argument has been sound, rational thought or Reason is not
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been in these states if Nature had had her way. And if you are attending
to my argument as closely as I hope, that attention also results from habits
which Reason has imposed on the natural ramblings of consciousness. If,
on the other hand, a toothache or an anxiety is at this very moment pre-
venting you from attending, then Nature is indeed interfering with your
consciousness: but not to produce some new variety of reasoning, only
(as far as in her lies) to suspend Reason altogether.

In other words the relation between Reason and Nature is what some
people call an Unsymmetrical Relation. Brotherhood is a symmetrical
relation because if A is the brother of B, B is the brother of A. Father-
and-Son is an unsymmetrical relation because if A is the father of B, B
is not the father of A. The relation between Reason and Nature is of this
kind. Reason is not related to Nature as Nature is related to Reason.

I am only too well aware how shocking those who have been brought
up to Naturalism will find the picture which begins to show itself. It is,
frankly, a picture in which Nature (at any rate on the surface of our own
planet) is perforated or pock-marked all over by little orifices at each of
which something of a different k