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INTRODUCTION




In the absence of a full-scale and up-to-date history of atheism,1 the following chapters are offered in the hope that they can serve as the nucleus for at least certain phases of that history. In the West, we might well commence with the shadowy figure of Diagoras the Atheist, a Greek thinker of the late fifth century BCE who was forced to flee Athens because he declared that there were no gods at all. His punishment is one that atheists, agnostics, secularists, and freethinkers of all stripes would face for the better part of the next two and a half millennia. We have no writings by Diagoras (who was also a lyric poet), and only the scantiest accounts of or anecdotes about him; but this proto-Voltaire appears to have taken great pleasure both in logical proofs against the existence of the Greek gods and in light-hearted mockery of the average Greek’s credulous acceptance of implausible and paradoxical notions of deity.




The fact that Diagoras was a disciple of Democritus is perhaps no accident. Democritus was not an avowed atheist, but this cofounder (with the even more shadowy Leucippus, who may not have existed at all) of atomism was perhaps the most penetrating thinker in classical antiquity—Plato and Aristotle not excepted—and it is a tragedy of the first order that his voluminous work survives only in extensive fragments. As a materialist, Democritus pioneered the scientific approach to the problems of existence: he regarded both the mind and the soul as intimately related material parts of the body; he apparently denied the survival of the soul after death; he envisioned a crude theory of evolution by declaring that human beings arose out of water and mud. It is true that Democritus conceived his theories of the universe and of human life largely by deduction rather than by experiment, but the fact that, as W. K. C. Guthrie notes, “Democritus’s biological work must have rivalled Aristotle’s in comprehensiveness and attention to detail,”2 makes us keenly regret that his work has almost entirely perished. Had it survived, the history of Western thought would have been substantially different.




Democritus’s atomism was adopted by Epicurus (341-270 BCE), whose conception of the gods—they are beings of infinite material tenuity, dwelling in the intermundia (the spaces between the stars) contemplating their own perfection and having nothing to do with imperfect human beings—is as close to atheism as any thinker aside from Diagoras ever came in classical antiquity; indeed, the Epicureans were often accused of atheism by rival philosophical sects. Through the imperishable poetry of Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura, the philosophy of Epicurus (which also survives only in fragments) ultimately reached the early modern period and was a significant intellectual influence on the Renaissance.




The advocates of religion point with a certain smug pride at the fact that many, perhaps all, of the leading scientific thinkers of the fifteenth through nineteenth centuries were Christians. To this claim a number of remarks can be made: first, few of them appear to have conducted their researches because they were Christian, and a number of them were clearly hostile to certain core elements of Christian dogma; second, as Richard Dawkins has pointed out, there was very little option for these thinkers, since the open profession of anything approaching even skepticism, let alone actual atheism or even agnosticism, would have quickly led to severe punishment, not excluding death; and, third and most important, regardless of their own views, it was the work of these scientists that laid the groundwork for the fully secular conception of the universe that became possible in the middle to late nineteenth century. The work of Copernicus, Galileo, Kepler, Newton, Laplace, and many others was central in the arduous task of thrusting God out of the universe: with their explanations in place, God suddenly had nothing to do—he could no longer be considered responsible for the revolution of the planets, the seemingly erratic appearance of comets, the very formation of the solar system and the universe—and these developments led inevitably to the formation of Deism, a halfway house to atheism in its assertion that God does indeed exist, but that all he did was get the universe started and then, like the Epicurean gods, sit back and admire his handiwork.




The emergence of religious skeptics in the later seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is striking; it becomes rare to find any thinker of note who does not harbor some doubts about many phases of religious orthodoxy. The mere fact that the empiricist philosopher John Locke was forced to write a slim and sadly unconvincing tract on The Reasonableness of Christianity (1695) suggests that there were any number of thinkers who no longer regarded Christianity as reasonable. In England, David Hume was at the forefront of religious skeptics, but he was overwhelmed by the tidal wave of French philosophes—Montesquieu, Diderot, d’Alembert, Voltaire, Holbach, La Mettrie, Condorcet—several of whom were actual atheists and wrote pungently against the doctrinal, ethical, and political errors of the church. Even orthodox religionists were compelled to moderate their positions. The noted Anglican clergyman Conyers Middleton wrote a bold treatise, A Free Inquiry into the Miraculous Powers (1749), declaring that the “miracles” found in the scriptures must all be rejected as contrary to natural law.




It was in this period, too, that Voltaire and others, repelled by centuries of religious warfare, made fervent pleas for religious toleration—pleas that ultimately prevailed in much of the West, although at a curious cost. Since the main monotheistic religions—Christianity, Judaism, and Islam—all made exclusive claims to the truth about God, the notion that there could be any “tolerance” of opposing views becomes paradoxical, even heretical. Yet religious sects had very little choice in the matter: the continuing wars over points of doctrine—not to mention such abominations as the persecution of hundreds of thousands of “witches” and heretics, the forced conversion of Jews and Muslims to Christianity, and the various social and legal barriers against non-Christians—were becoming so intolerable to evolving standards of civilization that their abandonment was inevitable.




The upshot of these developments was momentous not merely in terms of intellectual history—where, it might now be said, the burden of proof began to shift to the pious to prove, or even to render plausible, a continued belief in God rather than to freethinkers to doubt or deny his existence—but in political history. In effect, the late eighteenth and much of the nineteenth centuries saw the definitive eviction of religion from positions of legal and political power in the West. The United States can take pride in being the first nation to enshrine a separation of church and state, while atheist France of the post-Revolutionary period became the first Western nation to abolish slavery. The Anglican church may have been nominally the established church of Great Britain, but its powers and privileges underwent a steady decline in the course of the nineteenth century. And the decline of the power of the Catholic church—once dominant throughout Europe in the guise of the Holy Roman Empire, but reduced by 1870 to a postage-stamp-sized princi pality engulfed in a newly resurgent Italy—is as cataclysmic as the fall of the Roman Empire itself. As W. E. H. Lecky states in his landmark treatise, History of the Rise and Influence of the Spirit of Rationalism in Europe (1865), “No human pen can write its epitaph, for no imagination can adequately realise its glories.”3




Two intellectual movements represented a pinnacle in the formation of a fully secular view of life and the universe. The first was the publication of Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859), a treatise that provided an overwhelmingly convincing refutation of the final argument to which religionists had clung in defense of their worldview—the argument from design. It is no wonder that the theory of evolution continues to provoke a furor among the religious, for they appear to sense dimly that it constitutes the final piece of the puzzle that allows atheists to be, in Richard Dawkins’s words, “intellectually fulfilled.” It is no accident that one of Darwin’s chief defenders, Thomas Henry Huxley, also became a leading agnostic philosopher of the age.




The second movement was no less significant. The “higher criticism”—the study of the historical origins of the Bible, as opposed to “lower criticism,” which focused on textual analysis—was fostered by a succession of mostly German historians beginning in the late eighteenth century and centered around the University of Tübingen. It should be emphasized that few of these scholars were avowed atheists or even freethinkers—the one notable exception was David Friedrich Strauss, whose radical Life of Jesus (1835) was translated into English by George Eliot—but the effect of their work was no less revolutionary. For the first time, it became clear that the Bible was simply a somewhat haphazard collocation of tracts written over a very long period by a wide array of authors, containing material both historical and unhistorical, and rife with contradictions and paradoxes. The upshot of this work was to deal a deathblow to the notion that the Bible was somehow “inspired” by God; it became an all-too-human work that at best embodied the hopes and fears of its diverse authors. It is difficult to convey the significance of this intellectual cataclysm: while Christians may not have adhered to the Islamic belief that their scripture was somehow dictated by God, they nevertheless rarely doubted its direct inspiration by their deity, and the systematic obliteration of this conception left many of the faithful in a state of unnerved puzzlement. Toward the end of the century, a number of lit erary works focused on loss of faith through increasing awareness of its intellectual deficiencies; perhaps the most noteworthy was the bestselling novel Robert Elsmere (1888) by Mrs. Humphry Ward.




A third development may be worth noting here—the rise of the disciplines of psychology and anthropology. Such pioneering anthropological works as Edward Burnett lylor’s Primitive Culture (1871) and Sir James George Frazer’s The Golden Bough (1890-1915) established with an impressive array of evidence that primitive human beings invariably invented gods, demons, and angels as a means of accounting for the bewildering array of natural phenomena that they were incapable of explaining rationalistically, so that the early growth and development of religion was a necessary but entirely human-created component of the progress of the species. Psychologists such as Havelock Ellis and Sigmund Freud began accounting for the continuing tenacity of religious belief as an outgrowth of wish-fulfillment, fear of death, indoctrination by parents and other authority figures, and other elements that have nothing to do with the truth or falsity of the belief in question. Once again, these discoveries brought religion down to earth by making it an all-too-human reaction to phenomena that had puzzled our ancestors and continue to puzzle us today.




The result, by the end of the nineteenth century, was inevitable: a wide and diverse array of thinkers began speaking out more and more forcefully against religion in general and (in the West) Christianity in particular—using not merely the tools of logical analysis, scientific discovery, and careful scrutiny of sacred texts, but also the perhaps more-effective weapons of satire, mockery, and ridicule. No longer was it necessary to postpone antireligious criticisms, even the mildest, to a period beyond one’s death, as John Stuart Mill still felt the need to do with his Three Essays on Religion (1874). This was when Friedrich Nietzsche could write, toward the end of his career, such fulminations as Twilight of the Idols (a parody of the Wagnerian conception of the twilight of the gods) and The Antichrist; when Clarence Darrow, in a succession of public debates with religious figures, could argue vociferously against the existence of God, the immortality of the soul, and the reliance of morality upon religion; and, most pungently of all, when H. L. Mencken, in article after article in the Baltimore Evening Sun (subsequently syndicated in many other newspapers), could heap abuse upon the benighted Tennesseeans who had passed an antievolution law and put the hapless John Thomas Scopes on trial in 1925. True, Mark Twain reserved many of his most ferocious tirades against religion to posthumous publication, whether it be such works of fiction as The Mysterious Stranger or such essays as “Reflections on Religion”; and H. P. Lovecraft—whose horror fiction, in spite of its citation of alien “gods” that ruled the cosmos, was atheistic to its core—was in his time not celebrated enough to find widespread publication for the antireligious tirades he embedded in essays and letters. But such figures were a minority. Bertrand Russell, the most distinguished philosopher of the twentieth century, was an atheist from his earliest days and made no secret of the fact; the revocation of his teaching assignment at the City College of New York in 1940 brought more disrepute upon the college, and upon American religious figures in general, than it did upon himself.




The Scopes trial was a landmark event in that it put an eventual halt (only temporarily, sad to say) to efforts to ban evolution from the public schools, and also caused religious fundamentalists to go underground in the United States for half a century. In England the situation was quite different: the Church of England, in spite of its established status, was losing adherents by the year; the “dissenting” churches (other Protestant sects) and Roman Catholicism weren’t faring much better. The same could be said for much of Western Europe, where churchgoing became increasingly a formality that could easily be foregone. The interwar years were a period in which many intellectuals believed that religion might be on the way out; it might indeed have been for them, but the general populace appeared unwilling to face a purely secular future. World War II strengthened the forces of religion—not so much by the defeat of the Nazis, who were not atheists in any meaningful sense of the term, but by fears of Soviet and Chinese communism, which was seen by many as a baleful instance of atheistic totalitarianism. Even today, many religionists still use the specter of communism and socialism—despite their thorough intellectual, political, and economic demise in the past two decades—as a stick with which to beat atheists over the head. It was, let us recall, in the postwar period that the motto “In God We Trust” became affixed permanently and uniformly to the US currency, and when “under God” was inserted into the Pledge of Allegiance. Both insertions are so flagrantly in violation of the First Amendment’s establishment clause that it is difficult to credit how they could have survived legal challenges in the past half century.




Yet the intellectual prospects for religion were not improving. Indeed, such theologians as Paul Tillich (Dynamics of Faith, 1957) and Hans Kiing (Does God Exist? 1980) questioned some central tenets of Christian belief, such as the omnipotence of God and the reality of miracles, and many other religious persons began unconsciously adopting a nebulous, dogma-free faith that allowed them to evade intellectual scrutiny of positions that had, with the advance of human knowledge, become untenable. Leslie Stephen had already pointed to such a tendency as early as his trenchant essay “Are We Christians?” (1873), but it gained force even among prominent religious figures as the twentieth century came to a close. Many individuals found themselves disenchanted with mainline Christian denominations, adopting a tenuous belief in vaguely “spiritual” values or shedding faith altogether. The 1960s were a time of social ferment, with sexual liberation challenging the church’s ferociously enforced dicta on every phase of sexual life, and with the Existentialists (most of them atheists or agnostics) and their partial inspiration, Nietzsche, gaining wide followings on college campuses. It was during this period that the liberalizing Vatican II council (19621965) occurred, as well as Madalyn Murray O’Hair’s improbable campaign to ban sectarian prayer in American public schools, which reached a successful culmination in a Supreme Court verdict of 1963.




The past three or four decades have appeared to witness a rebirth of religion, but this rebirth has occurred in relatively narrow confines. The founding of the Moral Majority in 1978 was, in large part, a counterrevolution to the turmoil of the 1960s and early 1970s, when a certain class of Americans reached the limit of their endurance of what they perceived to be the moral laxity of American society as evidenced in the increasing sexual content of all aesthetic and entertainment products, from books and magazines to films and television. Fundamentalists now claim to constitute at least a quarter of the American populace, but their overall influence has been surprisingly weak: they have discovered that the First Amendment is stronger than any popular clamor that demands erection of the Ten Commandments on public ground or the reintroduction of prayer into public schools. Abortion remains legal, gays and women continue to make legal strides, banning the teaching of evolution (or the introduction of its stalking-horse, “intelligent design”) rarely succeeds, and the politicians who lay lip service to the devout do little more than that, refusing to enact legislation that would advance their agenda. To such a degree does their frustration boil up that one of their tribunes, David Limbaugh (brother of Rush), could actually write a treatise in 2003 claiming that Christians were being “persecuted” in the United States!4




But we should not let the noisy religious right in this country take our attention away from what is happening in the rest of the world. In most of the countries in Western Europe, religion has become such an irrelevancy that, for perhaps the first time in human history, it can plausibly be said that civilized societies are essentially nonreligious. This development exposes the intellectual weakness of assertions claiming that society and morals cannot function in the absence of religion: there is scarcely any doubt that the nations of Western Europe constitute thriving, culturally vibrant societies in which religion plays a relatively insignificant role; that their rates of crime, in particular of violent crime, are immensely lower than that of the pious United States should tell us much about the intersection of religion and antisocial behavior.




The rest of the world, perhaps, is not so happy, and religious conflicts continue to plague much of South America, Africa, and especially the Middle East and Asia. For the first time since the Renaissance, the nations of the West are facing the emergence of a militant form of Islam, and how we deal with this threat will define geopolitical stability for at least the coming generation. I will argue in this book that this threat is perhaps less significant than it appears on the surface, and that it may give way sooner than we think to liberalizing forces that have nothing to do with atheism or science, but have everything to do with the spread of communications technologies and notions of political, social, and intellectual freedom. Nevertheless, the radicalization of even a tiny number of Muslims now has the potential to put the entire world at risk.




Intellectually, however, at least in the West, the battle is, in my mind, over. Atheism has won. The intellectual classes are, if not explicitly atheistic, certainly nonreligious and in many cases antireligious. Very few cultural products—books, television shows, films, music—are based on religion or religious themes, and the great majority assume an atheistic worldview. The fact that, especially in America, the state of public education is so poor has created an unfortunate cleavage between the tiny band of intellectual elites and the vast mass of the ignorant and ill educated. For it does take a certain amount of knowledge—knowledge of science, knowledge of history, knowledge of language and literature, knowledge of fundamental philosophical conceptions—to grasp the intellectual issues at stake in the battle between religion and irreligion, and once those issues are grasped, the majority will come, regretfully or joyously, to the realization that religion simply has no credibility. It is an emperor without clothes and has been without clothes for the better part of two centuries.




The truth of these assertions is evident not so much in the surprising burst of bestselling atheist books of the past few years—Sam Harris’s The End of Faith (2004), Richard Dawkins’s The God Delusion (2006), and Christopher Hitchens’s God Is Not Great (2007)—as in the peculiar defensiveness of those who seek to maintain the tattered attire of that naked emperor. I do not refer to such intellectual embarrassments as Dinesh D’Souza’s What's So Great about Christianity (2007), a work by a right-wing political commentator who is so out of his depth in matters of philosophy and science that he presents a better case against religious belief than any atheist could. Even more respectable works—such as Robert Wright’s The Evolution of God (2009) and Karen Armstrong’s The Case for God (2009)—make very curious reading. Wright’s ponderously long and simple-minded treatise goes into painstaking detail about the “evolution” of our conceptions of God, relating the progression of thought in the Judeo-Christian world toward a “better” (by which Wright apparently means more tolerant, less savage and primitive) idea of deity. Aside from his irritating tendency to present as startling revelations certain findings that have been known to scholars and even general readers for decades, Wright is remarkable in failing to attribute much of this supposed “advance” in religious thinking to the work of the irreligious; for it is, as I have suggested above, precisely they who have forced religions to give up some of their more preposterous dogmas and also to treat both their adherents and their opponents in a civilized manner that precludes burning at the stake, fines and imprisonment for “blasphemy,” and the like. This same flaw besets Armstrong’s misleadingly titled book, which is in no sense a defense of the notion of godhead but merely a detailed examination of the intellectual and cultural means by which successive generations, mostly in the West, have wrestled with the god idea. Neither book provides much comfort to the pious.
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I have written this book in the hope that it might shed some light on the development of atheist thought over the past century and a half or so. It will quickly become evident that not all writers treated here were full-fledged atheists, although a good number were; but even those who were agnostics or secularists, or even quasi-religious in their own distinctive ways (such as Mark Twain), provided intellectual fodder for what has become a viable and challenging atheist vision of the universe and of human life. In some cases, where the figures in question are not as well known as they should be, I have provided a certain modicum of biographical information to place their thought in the context of their lives and their historical eras; in other cases, my focus is largely on the details of their thought as evinced in their writings. I have been careful to cite actual passages from their work, sometimes at length, to convey the flavor of their prose and the tendency of their thought. In cases where a given work is cited frequently within a chapter, I have provided full bibliographical information for the first citation; further citations appear under an abbreviation and are included in the text.




There will always be a question as to which figures should or should not be treated in a work of this sort, and I will confess that in some instances I have chosen some thinkers and rejected others chiefly because I do or do not share an intellectual sympathy with them. Such a figure as Robert G. Ingersoll, probably the most celebrated American freethinker of the nineteenth century, seems to me more interesting for his rhetorical gifts than for the intellectual substance of his work, so I have bypassed him here. The Existentialists, especially Camus and Sartre, are of considerable significance in the development of contemporary atheism, but their work is difficult to summarize in small compass; much the same could be said for such a recent thinker as Kai Neilsen. And the true history of modern atheism, as I have suggested above, really begins in the eighteenth century, with the French philosophes and the British and American Deists, including the Founding Fathers, but a treatment of their work requires far more space than I could devote to it here.




If the three bestselling atheist books of recent years tell us anything, it is that there are millions of individuals in the West who have been waiting eagerly for the definitive emergence of a bold, forthright atheism that challenges religious orthodoxy and the lingering, but unearned, respect that religion continues to demand in spite of its intellectual, social, political, and cultural failings. Certain tender-minded souls may lament this revitalized “warfare between reason and religion” and hope against hope for some “reconciliation” between the two factions; but, like many other conflicts, there is simply insufficient common ground to foster such a reconciliation. Reason and religion look at the world in such antipodally different ways that even matters of potential agreement (such as in certain phases of morality) are arrived at from such different directions that the agreement becomes ultimately superficial and transient. As some of our recent writers have asserted, the outcome of this conflict may go a long way in determining what kind of future humanity has—or whether it has a future.












Chapter 1




THOMAS HENRY HUXLEY: GLADIATOR-GENERAL FOR SCIENCE




Thomas Henry Huxley (1825-1895) was, even more than his great friend Charles Darwin, the face of British science in the latter half of the nineteenth century. A far more forceful and dynamic public speaker than the shy and retiring Darwin, Huxley rapidly embraced the theory of evolution and used it as a springboard for the establishment of a purely secular worldview. In pure philosophy, he is noted for coining the term agnosticism and for defending it—both as a philosophical principle and in its ethical ramifications—in a series of vigorous papers he wrote in the final decade of his life.




The most important fact about Huxley may be his birth above a butcher’s shop in the town of Ealing, now a suburb of London. That he was bornknowable by any one else is into a manifestly lower-middle-class family, with limited means and opportunities for education and economic advancement, at a time when English society was still highly stratified by class, may account for much of the aggressiveness he demonstrated in defending his scientific and philosophical views against his opponents. This is not to say that Huxley’s hostility toward his perceived intellectual enemies was exclusively or even largely based on class; rather, it suggests that his determination to prevail in his chosen profession was in no small part founded upon his quest to transcend his socioeconomic origins and to prove that someone of his class could indeed excel in areas that had previously been reserved for his social betters. Huxley, indeed, could be said to have been instrumental in the transition of English science from an aristocracy of class to an aristocracy of intellect.




As the sixth and youngest child of an impecunious schoolteacher, Huxley had only two years of formal education—at Ealing School, where his father taught mathematics. He later looked back upon his boyhood: “I see myself as a boy, whose education has been interrupted, and who, intellectually, was left, for some years, altogether to his own devices. At that time, I was a voracious and omnivorous reader; a dreamer and speculator of the first water, well endowed with that splendid courage in attacking any and every subject, which is the blessed compensation of youth and inexperience.”1 Elsewhere Huxley also recalled the general tenor of religious teaching during his childhood, when biblical literalism was unquestioned and the very existence of religious skepticism was almost unheard of:






From dark allusions to “sceptics” and “infidels,” I became aware of the existence of people who trusted in carnal reason; who audaciously doubted that the world was made in six natural days, or that the deluge was universal; perhaps even went so far as to question the literal accuracy of the story of Eve’s temptation, or of Balaam’s ass; and, from the horror of the tones in which they were mentioned, I should have been justified in drawing the conclusion that these rash men belonged to the criminal classes. (“Prologue” to SC 21)







Yet perhaps Huxley is guilty of underplaying the influence of religion upon his own temperament: although he does not ever seem to have been an orthodox believer, the influence of the Evangelical movement during his youth—a movement that strove to take religion out of the churches and to use it as a force for social betterment—may well have led Huxley, in later years, to do what he could to relieve the suffering of the poor through scientific inquiry and advance.




After taking some classes in anatomy at Sydenham College (1841—1842) and doing further study at Charing Cross Hospital (1842-1845), Huxley, seeking a way to make an income, decided to become an assistant surgeon on the HMS Rattlesnake; its four-year journey to Australia and the South Seas (1846-1850) was a kind of poor man’s voyage of the Beagle, but it resulted both in Huxley’s first scientific work—chiefly on corals and other invertebrates—as well as his acquaintance with Henrietta Anna Heathorn, whom he would marry in 1855 and with whom he would have eight children during a long and generally happy marriage.




Huxley’s return to England in 1850 saw him plunged into the world of both science and philosophy. Not only was he—remarkably for someone without orthodox academic credentials—elected a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1851, but it was not long before he became acquainted with the leading thinkers of the age, including George Henry Lewes and Herbert Spencer. As he remarked in a letter, “Every thinking man I have met with is at heart in a state of doubt”2 about religion. These doubts were, ultimately, only augmented by his encounter with Charles Darwin—a relation that became the seminal event of his intellectual life.




Huxley appears to have come into epistolary contact with Darwin in 1851 or 1852, and their first meeting occurred in 1856. Darwin was, of course, by this time already at work on the book, first titled Natural Selection, that became The Origin of Species; indeed, he had devised his theory of evolution in rough form as early as 1837. Huxley was already an up-and-coming figure in British science, specializing in paleontology. But, like his friend Charles Lyell (whose landmark treatise The Principles of Geology [1830] was one of the first to present a cogent account of the million-year history of the earth, in contrast to the creation story in Genesis), he was still so much under the sway of contemporary religious and scientific thinking that he refused to acknowledge the possibility of any transmutation of one species into another, in spite of the weighty evidence that Darwin had amassed; the notion that each species, especially humankind, had been the product of “special creation” was still so uniformly held that it required years for even so dynamic and iconoclastic a thinker as Huxley to wrap his mind around the idea. But he finally did so in the mid-1850s, to the great pleasure and relief of Darwin. Darwin, indeed, was himself asking for Huxley’s advice on small points of biology and paleontology while preparing the final draft of The Origin of Species.




It was, in fact, Huxley who first proclaimed—in a lecture entitled “The Distinctive Characters of Man,” given at the Royal Institution—the relation of man to the apes, and he did so in 1858, a year before the publication of Darwin’s treatise. Displaying the brain of a baboon, a gorilla, and a human being, Huxley declared: “Now I am quite sure that if we had these three creatures fossilized or preserved in spirits for comparison and were quite unprejudiced judges we should at once admit that there is very little greater interval as animals between the Gorilla and the Man than exists between the Gorilla and the [baboon] Cynocephalus.”3 Even though Huxley went on to maintain the vast cultural gap between man and the apes, his lecture created a furor.




That furor was, of course, dwarfed by the emergence, in November 1859, of The Origin of Species. Darwin, indeed, had delayed the publication of his book for years precisely because of the intellectual turmoil he knew it would cause: temperamentally very unlike Huxley, he wished only to lead the quiet life of a gentleman scientist, and as the publication date of his book approached, he actually became ill and had to recuperate in a sanitarium. Huxley, for his part, wrote at least three separate reviews of the book, including a highly prominent one in the London Times (December 26,1859). In these notices, he was not shy in pointing out the implications of the work upon religious orthodoxy; in one of them, he pungently noted, “Extinguished theologians lie about the cradle of every science as the strangled snakes beside that of Hercules.”4 Huxley had by this time already become so intimately associated with Darwin that many of the attacks on The Origin of Species took aim at the scientist who would become its most tireless defender.




The most celebrated contretemps—one that catapulted Huxley into a celebrity that today is accorded only to rock stars or sports figures—occurred at the meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science at Oxford in June 1860. The highly orthodox Samuel Wilberforce—an honorary vice-president of the association, a title he received as a consequence of his being the bishop of Oxford—attempted a feeble joke at Huxley’s expense by publicly wondering whether the apes in his ancestry were on his grandfather’s or his grandmother’s side. When Huxley took the stage, he had a ready and devastating response, as he notes in a letter:






If then, said I, the question is put to me would I rather have a miserable ape for a grandfather or a man highly endowed by nature and possessed of great means of influence and yet who employs these faculties and that influence for the mere purpose of introducing ridicule into a grave scientific discussion, I unhesitatingly affirm my preference for the ape.5







(The letter by Huxley is cited because there is no printed account of this part of the proceedings.) What this crushing response suggests, aside from Huxley’s quick-wittedness, is that a good deal of his hostility to religion derived from what he believed were the unjust benefits and advantages that the Anglican clergy received as a result of the government’s continued support of the Church of England. The mere fact that an Anglican bishop who clearly had no grasp of science was permitted to deliver a speech in front of a serious scientific conference offended Huxley’s notions of scientific rigor and professionalism.




As a minor footnote, Wilberforce did gain a bit of revenge by being inexplicably chosen by John Murray, Darwin’s own publisher and the editor of the Quarterly Review, a leading intellectual journal of the period, to write a review of The Origin of Species’. Huxley was astounded that Murray could have perpetrated such a gaffe; the review was, as everyone could have predicted, both hostile and ignorant.




Yet it was precisely because Darwin, in The Origin of Species, was so cagey in regard to human evolution that Huxley felt the need to step in. By this time, as he stated in a lecture that also caused an uproar, “I entertained no doubt of the origin of man from the same stock as the apes.”6 And so Huxley, in 1863, published Evidence as to Man’s Place in Nature—eight years before Darwin addressed the same issue in The Descent of Man (1871). His biographer, Adrian Desmond, speaks with pardonable exaggeration when he writes, “Huxley was about to utter the greatest profanity since Copernicus moved the earth from the centre of the universe. He would move man from the centre of creation.”7 The book, a revision of a series of lectures given to a working-class audience, was an immediate success; it was read throughout the English-speaking world and was translated into several European languages. Its frontispiece—depicting a series of five skeletons, from primitive apedom to modem man, each becoming progressively more upright in stature but also clearly related in basic framework—has become iconic. But Huxley’s nemesis, Samuel Wilberforce, was still being a pest. At the Oxford Diocesan Conference on November 25, 1864, he egged on the mild-mannered but highly conservative Tory leader Benjamin Disraeli into the celebrated comment: “Is man an ape or an angel? I, my lord, I am on the side of the angels. I repudiate with indignation and abhorrence those newfangled theories.” But the time was rapidly passing when such ill-informed pronunciamentoes could check the growing skepticism of the age.




It was, indeed, around this time that Huxley began slowly turning his attention from pure science to the philosophical and religious implications of science. It was at a meeting of the Metaphysical Society on April 21, 1869, that he coined the term agnosticism. The meeting had been convened to discuss the very question of the existence of God, and Huxley claimed to be offended by “gnostics” on either side of the issue—both those religious fossils who continued to maintain biblical inerrancy and those who claimed to “know” that God did not exist. Huxley himself did not wish to be associated with the positivism of Auguste Comte, who had postulated a tripartite evolution of human thought, proceeding from the religious to the metaphysical to the positive (whereby thought, action, and morals would presumably be founded on science); Huxley dismissed Comte as a bad scientist and a covert religionist, referring to positivism as “Catholicism minus Christianity.”8 And there is some evidence that Huxley did not proceed all the way to atheism—even though it is eminently clear that his reliance on science left very little room for God to function—because he feared being linked to an unruly group of radical atheists who for decades had sought to convert the masses from Christianity to freethought: Huxley, having worked so hard to climb out of the lower-class prison of his birth, did not wish to fall back into it even on an intellectual level.




His solution was agnosticism. For Huxley the term had both intellectual and moral implications. From an intellectual perspective, he was simply seeking to distinguish himself from those who, in his judgment, asserted certainly about matters on which certainty was impossible:






When I reached intellectual maturity and began to ask myself whether I was an atheist, a theist, or a pantheist; a materialist or an idealist; a Christian or a freethinker; I found that the more I learned and reflected, the less ready was the answer; until, at last, I came to the conclusion that I had neither art nor part with any of these denominations, except the last. The one thing in which most of these good people were agreed was the one thing in which I differed from them. They were quite sure they had attained a certain “gnosis,”—had, more or less successfully, solved the problem of existence; while I was quite sure I had not, and had a pretty strong conviction that the problem was insoluble. (“Agnosticism,” SC 237-38)







The precise wording of that last sentence is critical: Huxley is maintaining, not only that he himself does not know the answers to certain questions about the nature of the universe, but that everyone must of necessity be so ignorant—chiefly because the human information-gathering process is insufficient to settle the questions at issue. Huxley is, of course, aware that a wide array of matters might be subject to agnosticism, but he also asserts in numerous essays that scientific advance has allowed certain matters to be settled with relative security, so that the probability of their being “true” is fairly high. But the existence of God, however unlikely such an entity may be in light of scientific advances that were explaining more and more phenomena by natural means, was not one of these.




It is at this point that the moral element enters. In responding to Henry Wace’s offensive assertion, “It is, and it ought to be, an unpleasant thing for a man to have to say plainly that he does not believe in Jesus Christ” (see p. 31), Huxley responds in a manner that recalls his pungent rebuttal to Wilberforce:






That “it ought to be” unpleasant for any man to say anything which he sincerely, and after due deliberation, believes, is to my mind, a proposition of the most profoundly immoral character. I verily believe that the great good which has been effected in the world by Christianity has been largely counteracted by the pestilent doctrine on which all the Churches have insisted, that honest disbelief in their more or less astonishing creeds is a moral offence, indeed a sin of the deepest dye, deserving and involving the same future retribution as murder and robbery. If we could only see, in one view, the torrents of hypocrisy and cruelty, the lies, the slaughter, the violations of every obligation of humanity, which have flowed from this source along the course of the history of Christian nations, our worst imaginations of Hell would pale beside the vision. (“Agnosticism,” SC 240-41)





Elsewhere Huxley is careful to note that his agnosticism extends well beyond merely the question of the existence of God or other religious issues:






I do not care to speak of anything as “unknowable.” What I am sure about is that there are many topics about which I know nothing; and which, so far as I can see, are out of reach of my faculties. But whether these things are knowable by any one else is exactly one of those matters which is beyond my knowledge, though I may have a tolerably strong opinion as to the probabilities of the case. Relatively to myself, I am quite sure that the region of uncertainty—the nebulous country in which words play the part of realities—is far more extensive than I could wish. (“Agnosticism and Christianity,” SC 311-12)





That first sentence is of some interest in suggesting one possible source for Huxley’s agnosticism—or, at least, a source for the term and its basic thrust. Around 1860 he read Henry Mansei’s The Limits of Religion (1858). Mansel, a professor of philosophy at Oxford and later dean of St. Paul’s, was certainly not an agnostic; indeed, his treatise, which asserted that the finite minds of human beings could never establish direct contact with God, and that therefore there are no grounds to question the divine inspiration of the Bible (a priceless instance of circular reasoning), was designed to shore up religious belief in an age of skepticism. But throughout his work, Mansel used the word “Unknowable” in reference to God—a practice that the religious skeptic Herbert Spencer adopted with very different implications in such treatises as First Principles (1862). It is possible that these works laid the groundwork for Huxley’s adoption of both the term agnosticism and its central conception.




It was only late in life that Huxley took up the cudgels on behalf of science against religion. Many essays he wrote during the last decade of his life—those that exhaustively expound his views on the principles of agnosticism and such central religious questions as biblical inerrancy, the divinity of Jesus Christ, and the interplay of religion and morals—were the direct products of controversies in which Huxley engaged with enthusiasm and vigor, and several features of their argumentation cannot be fully understood without an understanding of the polemical background out of which they emerged. As a result, however, the essays are at times limited by the intellectual battles Huxley chose to fight, and they do not always explicate his views in as much detail as one would wish. Most of his essays on the subject were reprinted in two volumes of his collected essays (1893-1894), Science and Hebrew Tradition and Science and Christian Tradition, but of course he could not reprint the essays by his opponents to which he was replying, so they are at times difficult to understand or contextualize.




There were, in essence, two controversies in which Huxley engaged—in part a result of his own aggressiveness in his chosen role (as he stated in a letter of 1887) as “gladiator-general for Science,”9 and in part a result of deliberate taunts aimed at him by his opponents. The first concerned the veracity of the creation story in Genesis—that is, whether the account of the creation of the world as recorded in the two chapters of Genesis accords with present-day science or not. (Let it pass that there are actually two mutually inconsistent accounts of creation that have been bunglingly fused together; one states that animals were created before man, the other that man was created before animals.) From our perspective, it may appear that this controversy scarcely deserves the name, as no one today outside of the most rabid fundamentalists would even choose to debate the matter. But in Huxley’s day, the issue was far from settled. We have seen that in his boyhood, the literal inerrancy of the Bible was assumed by a broad section of the public, including the educated classes. As late as 1864, in part as a response to The Origin of Species—although perhaps more in response to another work, the blandly titled Essays and Reviews (1859), in which a number of scholars and theologians were so bold as to doubt the stories of “miracles” recorded in the Bible—a petition drawn up by the redoubtable Samuel Wilberforce declared that “the whole Canonical Scriptures” were the “literal Word of God”;10 it was signed by half the clergy in England.




Granted, by the 1880s, this view had, as a result of scientific progress as well as advances in the study of the Bible itself, forced a number of liberal clergymen to withdraw into obfuscatory ambiguity, but the defenders of biblical inerrancy were numerous and loud. One of these was William Ewart Gladstone (1809-1898), who, as head of the Liberal Party, was prime minister on four separate occasions. In his old age, he came to regard science (which included the scientific theology of the Higher Criticism) as a grave threat to religion and morals, and he was not slow to wage a rearguard attack whenever the opportunity presented itself.




One such opportunity occurred when the French Protestant theologian Albert Reville’s Prolegomene de l’histoire des religions (1881) was translated into English as Prolegomena to the History of Religions (1884). In an article entitled “Dawn of Creation and of Worship” (Nineteenth Century, November 1885), Gladstone took offense at what he took to be Reville’s a priori dismissal of the possibility that primitive peoples (i.e., the Jews) could have been the recipients of a divine revelation that explicated the origin of the universe to them. Gladstone bluntly asserts such a revelation, going on to say that, since the details of that revelation (i.e., the creation story) fully accord with what is now known both of cosmology and of the origin and development of life on earth, not only is the creation story true, but—and this is a clever twist on Reville’s own presuppositions—because it was made to peoples acknowledged as “primitive” and therefore largely in ignorance of natural science, they could only have arrived at it through divine intervention!




The details of Gladstone’s long and meandering article need not be traced, especially when he goes off on odd tangents such as asserting—as he did in several previous treatises, such as Studies on Homer and the Homeric Age (1858)—that the Homeric poems reveal significant relations to the Hebrew scriptures, a view that Gladstone was, then and now, alone in espousing. The crux of his argument, at least as far as Huxley was concerned, was his attempt to reconcile the account in Genesis of the successive emergence of animal life on earth with what was then known by biologists and paleontologists. Gladstone writes:






Looking largely at the latter portion of the narrative [i.e., chapter 1 of Genesis], which describes the creation of living organisms,. . . there is a grand fourfold division, set forth in an orderly succession of times as follows: on the fifth day




	1. The water-population;




	2. The air-population; and, on the sixth day,




	3. The land-population of animals;




	4. The land-population consummated in man.11









It was probably an error for Gladstone to go so deeply into the details of Genesis in an attempt to maintain its harmony with contemporary science, but he was well aware of the Latin adage falsus in uno, falsus in omnibus (false in one thing, false in everything): if the Bible could be shown to be in error even on the most insignificant point, its claim to inerrancy must necessarily collapse, and no statement—even such central matters as the divinity and resurrection of Jesus—could withstand scrutiny and skepticism. So everything had to be defended.




Huxley, however, was in no mood to accommodate Gladstone on this point. Knowing that Reville was a theologian and not a scientist, Huxley, in the article “The Interpreters of Genesis and the Interpreters of Nature” (Nineteenth Century, December 1885), responded vehemently by defending his own turf: “Important questions of natural science—respecting which neither of the combatants professes to speak as an expert—are involved in the controversy; and I think it is desirable that the public should know what it is that natural science really has to say on these topics, to the best belief of one who has been a diligent student of natural science for the last forty years.”12 After dissecting Gladstone’s fourfold order of the creation of animals, Huxley concludes that “the facts which demolish his whole argument are of the commonest notoriety” (H 144). In particular, the idea that the air-population could have preceded the land-population is preposterous, since it was Huxley himself who, decades earlier, had first established the evolution of birds from primitive reptiles.




Huxley himself is perhaps at fault in this phase of the debate also, since of course the extraordinarily complex history of the actual evolution of animal life on earth cannot possibly be simplified to the “creation” of one broad swath of creatures followed by another. He in some sense compounds his error by asserting an alternate order—“Land and air-population” followed by “Water-population” (H 148)—that, as he rightly claims, contradicts Gladstone’s order, although it too is an immense oversimplification; but all that Huxley needed to do was to show that Gladstone’s (i.e., Genesis’s) sequence was wrong even in one particular: once that is established, the claim that Genesis can be “reconciled” with natural science falls to the ground.




In his response, “Proem to Genesis” (Nineteenth Century, January 1886), Gladstone accepted the opening Huxley afforded him and presented a revised order for animals: the sequence is now (1) fishes, (2) birds, (3) mammals, and (4) man. Somehow Gladstone manages to convince himself that this sequence can now be found in Genesis, even though in his previous article he had maintained (correctly) a quite different sequence. He actually gives the game away by asserting that Genesis appears to be in error only in regard to the relative order of birds and “beasts,”13 and then he augments his difficulties by asserting that Genesis is apparently concerned only with “then living species” (P 9), so that inconvenient extinct species like dinosaurs don’t come into play. Indeed, according to Gladstone, Genesis fails to mention reptiles at all because “they were deemed ... secondary and insignificant” (P 14)!




Gladstone had left so many openings that Huxley could scarcely wait to reply. In “Mr. Gladstone and Genesis” (Nineteenth Century, February 1886), he demolishes Gladstone on several fronts. First is the matter of reptiles: Huxley proves by numerous citations (especially to the mention of “creeping things” in Gen. 1:24) that the creation story does take account of reptiles, so that, however low the poor reptiles have fallen, they have to be accounted for somehow. And Huxley rightly points out that Gladstone’s new fourfold order is “rather more inconsistent with Genesis than its fourfold predecessor” (H 175). In the end he delivers an epitaph to the creation story:






My belief... is, and long has been, that the pentateuchal story of the creation is simply a myth. I suppose it to be an hypothesis respecting the origin of the universe which some ancient thinker found himself able to reconcile with his knowledge, or what he thought was knowledge, of the nature of things, and therefore assumed to be true. As such, I hold it to be not merely an interesting, but a venerable, monument of a stage in the mental progress of mankind; and I find it difficult to suppose that any one who is acquainted with the cosmogonies of other nations—and especially with those of the Egyptians and the Babylonians, with whom the Israelites were in such frequent and intimate communication—should consider it to possess either more, or less, scientific importance than may be allotted to these. (H 180-81)







It appears that this article—to which was appended some further remarks by Henry Drummond, a theological writer associated with the Evangelical movement who flatly declared that there was no science in the Bible—as well as a belated response by Réville himself, ‘“Dawn of Creation’—An Answer to Mr. Gladstone” (Nineteenth Century, January 1886), finally shut Gladstone up. He appears to have realized—in spite of his assertion, in his second article, that Genesis was intended to give “moral, and not scientific, instruction” and that the text of Genesis cannot “in all points be sustained” (P 8, 16)—that he had talked himself into a corner and that the best policy was silence. But that silence, as we shall see, was not permanent.




Huxley, for his part, went on to write a long, two-part article, “The Evolution of Theology” (Nineteenth Century, March and April 1886), that sought to trace the progression of early Jewish thinking as found in the Old Testament, specifically in relation to the notion of Sheol (the Jewish hell), the anthropomorphism of God, and other issues. The article is relatively nonpolemical. Somewhat less so is “An Episcopal Trilogy” (Nineteenth Century, November 1887), a review of The Advance of Science, a series of sermons by three Anglican bishops; I will have more to say on this essay presently.




But two years later, Huxley was, out of the blue, attacked by Henry Wace, principal of King’s College, Cambridge (1883-1897) and dean of Canterbury (1903-1924). In the Official Report of the Church Congress Held at Manchester (1888), Wace directly addressed the growing skepticism of the age, painting it as a threat to morality. He took particular aim at agnosticism, which he interpreted as merely a cowardly brand of atheism:






But if this be so, for a man to urge, as an escape from this article of belief [i.e., that God exists], that he has no means of a scientific knowledge of the unseen world, or of the future, is irrelevant. His difference from Christians lies not in the fact that he has no knowledge of these things, but that he does not believe the authority on which they are stated. He may prefer to call himself an Agnostic; but his real name is an older one—he is an infidel; that is to say, an unbeliever. The word infidel, perhaps, carries an unpleasant significance. Perhaps it is right that it should. It is, and it ought to be, an unpleasant thing for a man to have to say plainly that he does not believe in Jesus Christ. (Quoted in AS 210)







This was just the kind of thing to make Huxley see red, and it led to the writing of his three great papers, “Agnosticism” (Nineteenth Century, February 1889), “Agnosticism: A Rejoinder” (Nineteenth Century, April 1889), and “Agnosticism and Christianity” (Nineteenth Century, June 1889).




Yet in spite of the obnoxious manner in which Wace has expressed his views, there appears to be a core of truth in them: it is fairly evident that Huxley, whatever his professed views, acted as if no god existed, and to that degree he could rightly be called an atheist. The entirety of his belief system rested upon the working hypothesis that no god envisioned by any scriptures of the human race had any likelihood of existence and that science—especially the theory of evolution, which, in its elimination of the last redoubt of Christian theology, the argument from design, made a fully secular conception of the universe viable for the first time in human history—was the sole arbiter of truth and accounted for phenomena far better than any conceivable religious system. As he himself asserted, evolution “excludes creation and all other kinds of supernatural intervention.”14 In this sense, Huxley’s repeated denials that he was an atheist or unbeliever come off as a bit forced.




Nevertheless, his papers on agnosticism are the pinnacles of his polemical writing on religion. In “Agnosticism” he pungently discusses what it means to be an “infidel”: to a Muslim, a Christian is a “dog of an infidel” (AS 234). And as for the idea that the agnostic “does not believe the authority” on which the central pillars of the Christian faith are founded, Huxley turns this idea around to Wace’s discomfiture: do even Protestant theologians believe every statement in the Bible? It is here that Huxley, not for the first time or the last, unearths the story of the Gadarene swine.




This tale—found in all three of the Synoptic Gospels, although with some significant variations—records how Jesus, coming upon a man (or perhaps two men) afflicted with madness, was convinced that the insanity was a product of demonic possession, so he engaged in some kind of hocus-pocus (“Come forth, thou unclean spirit, out of the man,” Mark 5:8) that ejected the demons (whose “name is Legion: for we are many,” Mark 5:9) and thrust the various devils into the bodies of swine feeding “nigh unto the mountains” (Mark 5:11), with the result that the swine “ran violently down a steep place into the sea, (they were about two thousand;) and were choked in the sea” (Mark 5:13). This story appears to have exercised Huxley, for he not only cites it repeatedly but bluntly asserts that “I venture to doubt whether, at this present moment, any Protestant theologian, who has a reputation to lose, will say that he believes the Gadarene story” (AS 220).




But Huxley realizes that there is a broader point to be made here. He actually maintains that the story may be true (“For anything I can absolutely prove to the contrary, there may be spiritual things capable of the same transmigration, with like effects” [AS 227]), but the likelihood of its being true—given all that we now know of the sciences of biology, physics, chemistry, and psychology—is very slim:






It seems to me that this is just one of the cases in which the canon of credibility and testimony, which I have ventured to lay down, has full force. So that, with the most entire respect for many (by no means for all) of our witnesses for the truth of demonology, ancient and modern, I conceive their evidence on this particular matter to be ridiculously insufficient to warrant their conclusion. (AS 227)







The crux of Huxley’s discussion is that “miracles” of this sort have a very high threshold of proof to surmount, and the great majority of them cannot reach that level. Indeed, he asserts in “Agnosticism: A Rejoinder” that the “difficulties in the way of arriving at a sure conclusion” as to a number of points in the Synoptic Gospels “are insuperable” (AS 285), although he is amused to note that, in a response to his article, Wace actually went ahead and asserted his belief in the Gadarene story. An earlier paper by Huxley is of relevance here. In “The Value of Witness to the Miraculous” (Nineteenth Century, March 1889), he carefully dissects a purported first-hand account of a “miracle” as recorded in a work by the ninth-century courtier Einhard (or Eginhard). Showing to his satisfaction that the story—involving miraculous cures effected by touching the bones of some ancient Christian martyrs—is incredible, Huxley asks pointedly:






If, therefore, you refuse to believe that “Wiggo” was cast out of the possessed girl on Eginhard’s authority, with what justice can you profess to believe that the legion of devils were cast out of the man among the tombs of the Gadarenes? And if, on the other hand, you accept Eginhard’s evidence, why do you laugh at the supposed efficacy of relics and the saint-worship of the modern Romanists? ... If the evidence of Eginhard is insufficient to lead reasonable men to believe in the miracles he relates, a fortiori the evidence afforded by the Gospels and the Acts must be so. (AS 185-86)







“Agnosticism: A Rejoinder” is largely a response to Wace’s assertion that






The main question at issue, in a word, is one which Professor Huxley has chosen to leave entirely on one side—whether, namely, allowing for the utmost uncertainty on other points of the criticism to which he appeals, there is any reasonable doubt that the Lord’s Prayer and the Sermon on the Mount afford a true account of our Lord’s essential belief and cardinal teaching. (Quoted in AS 272)







Huxley is not prepared to back down on these points either. He states bluntly that neither the Lord’s Prayer nor the Sermon on the Mount are found in the Gospel of Mark, which is widely acknowledged to be the earliest of the Gospels, and that the versions of the Sermon as found in Matthew and Luke are widely different, leading one to have serious doubts as to whether they are veridical reports of Jesus’ actual utterances. Huxley addresses the greatest “miracle” in the Bible: the resurrection of Jesus after his crucifixion. Can this account be accepted? There is no need to dwell in detail on Huxley’s arguments, although at one point he appears to suggest that Jesus may have still been alive when taken down from the cross, since he was crucified for only six hours (“that any one should die after only six hours’ crucifixion could not have been at all in accordance with Pilate’s large experience of the effects of that method of punishment” [/IS 280]). But Huxley does not elaborate upon this point, going on to say that Paul’s testimony on the matter is worthless and concluding with his remark about the “insuperable” difficulties in the Gospels. In all this discussion, Huxley is keen on saying that he is not “denying” Jesus, only the testimony on which the claims for his life and actions are based.




In “Agnosticism and Christianity,” Huxley returns to the Gadarene story, stating that its very existence is clear evidence that the Bible as a whole presupposes the existence of hell, demons, sorcery, demonic possession, and other such phenomena on which science has now cast grave doubt. What is the solution? A believer could simply dismiss some of these accounts as “allegory,” but there is a great danger in this proceeding:






The allegory pit is too commodious, is ready to swallow up so much more than one wants to put into it. If the story of the temptation is an allegory; if the early recognition of Jesus as the Son of God by the demons is an allegory; if the plain declaration of the writer of the first Epistle of John (iii. 8), “To this end was the Son of God manifested, that He might destroy the works of the devil,” is allegorical, then the Pauline version of the Fall may be allegorical, and still more the words of consecration of the Eucharist, or the promise of the second coming; in fact, there is not a dogma of ecclesiastical Christianity the scriptural basis of which may not be whittled away by a similar process. (AS 324)







Huxley has keenly identified the central difficulty of Christian belief: a literal acceptance of the Bible entails immense difficulties because so many of its stories are, by current understanding, incredible, but an attempt to brush these stories under the rug presents the possibility that all the Bible stories can be brushed under the rug, leaving the believer with nothing.




Huxley elaborates upon this point in the trenchant essay “The Lights of the Church and the Lights of Science” (Nineteenth Century, July 1890). He states bluntly that “Christian theology must stand or fall with the historical trustworthiness of the Jewish Scriptures” (H 207), by which he means the Old Testament. Asserting that the scriptures have been attacked both on their historicity (by the Higher Criticism) and on their scientific errors, Huxley focuses on one specific event—the Flood. Two generations earlier, Charles Lyell had to tread very carefully on this matter in The Principles of Geology (1830); even so, Lyell was faced with “social ostracism” (H 216) because his book, even if only by implication, questioned the historicity of the Flood and of Noah’s ark. Today, even theologians have given up literal belief in the Flood. But this caving in on what appears to be a central element of the early history of the earth, as conceived by Judaism and Christianity, poses problems of its own: by abandoning the idea of a universal deluge, “the references to the Flood in the New Testament are unintelligible” (H 220). For after all, didn’t Jesus himself declare: “They did eat, they drank, they married wives, they were given in marriage, until the day that Noe [Noah] entered into the ark, and the flood came, and destroyed them all” (Luke 17:27)? Manifestly, Jesus had a literal belief in a universal deluge; therefore, the attempt to “save” the historicity of Genesis by asserting that it was referring merely to a “partial” or localized flood cannot stand. Huxley concludes by declaring flatly that both the Flood and the creation story are “pure fiction” (H 234).




It was at this point that Gladstone reentered the debate. In a ponderous book, The Impregnable Rock of Holy Scripture (1890), he attempted valiantly to assert the historicity of the entire Bible: the advance of science, in his view, does not “disintegrate or undermine the basis of belief.”15 Referring specifically to Huxley’s essay, he strove to bring geology, hydraulics, and other sciences to bear in claiming that the Flood could still be believed in. Probably Huxley would not have troubled with Gladstone on this point, since the latter’s reasoning was so obviously absurd; but Gladstone made the mistake of raising once again the vexing question of the Gadarene swine, and that was more than Huxley could tolerate.
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