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Is a collective worldview one of 

consensus of the majority or 

the imposition of a minority? 

1. WORLDVIEWS 

 

"Although a person  may have no jurisdiction over the fact of their existence,  

they can hold command over the meaning of their existence." 

 

In practice, the statement above is idealised, for while it is true that none of us had jurisdiction over our birth; in truth, few 

come to have full command over their existence, which is embodied in our worldview. Therefore, in this section, the discussion 

focuses on what factors have influenced the development of our worldview, not only as individuals, but also the collective 

worldview in which we live. On this basis, the section breaks the discussion down into the following subsections: 

 

 Human Nature 

 Historical Context 

 Different Perspectives 

 Selected Catalysts 

 Human Delusion 

 Summary of Worldviews 

 

Initially, we might simply assume that our worldview aligns to our core beliefs, our sense of right and wrong, and the way we 

would like the world to be. Given this definition, it is often difficult for people to question the premise on which  they have built 

their particular worldview. However, this is exactly what some of the questions in this section attempts to do; starting with the 

one in the insets right. As a broad generalization, people who grow up in different cultures tend to have equally different 

worldviews, i.e. we all tend to conform to our surrounding social norms. However, a degree of divergence may be reflected in 

the worldviews held by successive generations, if cultural change is a significant factor in the timeframe under consideration. 

Therefore, one of the central questions we need to consider may be: 

 

Is our own worldview a reflection of our education or indoctrination? 

 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/6.Human-Nature.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/10.History.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/418.Perspectives.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/25.Catalysts.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/65.Delusion.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/37.Summary.html
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Seth Godin  

A fundamentalist is a person 

who considers whether a fact 

is acceptable to their belief 

before they explore it. 

Henry Miller  

Man has demonstrated that he 

is master of everything, except 

his own nature. 

Typically, an initial assumption is that we, i.e. that is I myself, have arrived at my own particular worldview by a process of 

rationally evaluating the facts; but even so, doubts can still be raised concerning the validity theses 'facts' and the authority of 

the sources cited. To highlight the nature of the debate, in 1877, William Clifford published an essay entitled The Ethics of 

Belief in which he defended the following position: 

 

"it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything on insufficient evidence" 

 

At first sight, many may consider this statement to be too abstracted or possibly too simplistic for the real world, but Clifford 

defended this position based on 3 fundamental arguments associated with the inquiry, authority and inference of the 

information that leads us to any given worldview. The essence of Clifford's original arguments have been partly transposed as 

follows: 

 

 The Duty of Inquiry:  

It is wrong to believe, or accept, as fact anything based on insufficient evidence. As such, doubt and investigation 

should take precedence over acceptance and belief.  

 

 The Weight of Authority: 

We should only accept the statements of another when it is reasonable to assume that this person has adhered to the 

duty of inquiry and knowledgeably speaks the truth, so far as it may be known. 

 

 The Limits of Inference:  

We may infer beyond our experience only when what we do not know is like 

what we do know, while still accepting that this inference must be subject to 

verification. 

 

In Clifford's opinion, these arguments underpin an `ethical belief' as opposed to 

'unsubstantiated belief`, the implications of which are now considered in more detail 

throughout the rest of this section. 

 

1.1 Human Nature 
 

At the most basic level, it can be argued that the way people come to view the world is 

invariably connected to their survival needs, which has always depended on an ability to 

live and work in groups, not as isolated individuals. While, in the earliest history of 

humanity these needs would have been fundamental, the development of human 

civilisation would come to expand the scope and sophistication of these needs. We might 

also consider that all worldviews are in some way reflective of human nature; although circumstances have tended to lead 

different cultures in different directions at different times. In this respect, worldviews evolve to meet the collective need of a 

group, i.e. tribes, cultures and nation-states, at some given point in history. Hindsight also suggests that while any given 

worldview, within this evolutionary process, may appear rational from within a given culture, it was not necessarily a truthful 

perspective of the wider world. In this respect, we might question whether our own worldviews are still the focal point of the 

survival needs of the collective culture in which we live. 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/64.Ethics.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/64.Ethics.html
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Albert Einstein  

Two things are infinite: the 

universe and human stupidity; 

and I'm not sure about the 

universe. 

 

But surely this doesn’t apply to my 'own' sophisticated 21st century worldview?   

 

As a starting point, we may cite the Greek philosopher, Socrates, as one of the first 

original thinkers concerning the nature of things and, in particular, human nature. 

However, much of Socrates thinking related to the question of how a person should live 

life, which in his view involved the pursuit of rational reasoning. In the subsequent works 

of Plato and Aristotle, the human soul was divided into a number of aspects, which we 

might simply define as human and spiritual, where the concept of rational understanding 

could exist in both. However, another aspect of the soul encompassed the more basic 

desires and emotions, which could also be attributed to animals. So, within this model, 

the function of rational thinking, both human and spiritual, was to control the other parts 

of the soul. As such, the conclusion of this philosophy was essentially one of rationalism, 

although the accompanying idea that philosophers were representative of the highest 

form of humanity might not have been entirely rational! Historically, this school of 

thought would remain influential until the middle ages and be used as the basis of much 

discussion amongst Jewish, Christian and Islamic philosophers and theologians.   

 

How do we equate survival needs to theology and philosophy?   

 

Spiritual needs have existed within all culture groups from our earliest history. Naturally enough, the articulation of these ideas 

would have reflected the culture at that time, but over time, these ideas grew in sophistication and philosophical scope. 

However, in many cases, even primitive creation stories persist because they described a metaphysical existence that remains 

beyond any form of physical verification, i.e. it simply requires you to believe. Irrespective of the diversity or sophistication of 

the creation story in question, they all invariably address a fundamental human need for solace in the face death and all of life’s 

troubles. In this respect, theology and philosophy address a very basic human need that has transcended the need for any 

verification of its truthfulness.   

  

But surely some would question the rational of some of these worldviews?   

 

A review of the classical Greek culture also shows the emergence of rational logic, which 

we might loosely describe as science, given limited empirical verification, over 2000 years 

ago. However, history then suggests that the subsequent development of modern science 

turned out to be a far more protracted process than we might possibly have expected. 

Apparently, just understanding the need for rational truth, verified by empirical 

observation, was not enough in itself to overturn the powerful human needs embodied in 

established, and subsequent, theological and philosophical worldviews. In many ways, this leads us to the question posed on 

the first page of this discussion:   

 

Is a collective worldview one of consensus of the majority or the imposition of a minority?   

 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/12.Greeks.html


the mysearch.org.uk website 
All great truths begin as blasphemies 

copyright ©: 2004-2015 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
10 of 193 

 

Noam Chomsky  

The principle that human nature, in its 

psychological aspects, is nothing more 

than a product of history and given social 

relations removes all barriers to coercion 

and manipulation by the powerful. 

Mark Twain  

Every generalization is dangerous, 

especially this one. 

While we might believe that we have developed our own worldview in a rational way, in truth, we are all in some way a product 

of the culture we grew up in. If so, the collective worldview that surrounds us will have influenced us, such that we need to 

consider the survival needs that have influenced and shaped this collective worldview, e.g. 

 

 Geography/Climate 

 History/Wars 

 State/Politics 

 Church/Military 

 Economy/Trade 

 

In the context of human nature, it might be suggested that while humanity is 

capable of rational thinking, humanity is still very capable of acting irrational, 

especially in terms of its collective action as a society. However, what might appear to be irrational behaviour in an individual, 

may be rational to the survival needs affecting the collective group, i.e. as defined above. As such, the notion of some 'gospel 

truth' can become an elusive concept, which can be easily be lost in a myriad of collective survival needs. In the first 

subsection, evolving human needs are considered in a little more detail, while the second subsection outlines some of the 

difficulties associated with the verification of truth, both in terms of the physical and metaphysical limitations. 

 

1.1.1 Evolving Human Needs 
 

Lord Acton (1834-1902) captured an aspect of human nature that may have shaped, and continues to shape, our society and, in 

so doing, our individual worldviews: 

 

Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.  

Great men are almost always bad men 

 

While accepting this generalization, it is possible that this quote fails to highlight that 

many great men, whether good or bad, act as a catalyst of change. As such, we may 

need to consider whether human society would have evolved, at all, without the 

corrupting effects of power that is said to drive all great men. However, it is possible 

that Lord Acton's quote is more pertinent to the institutions of power, which have come to transcend the lives of all men and 

women. If so, the question we may really need to consider is: 

 

How susceptible are our institutions, e.g. church, monarchy and state to corruption? 

 

History would seem to support the suggestion that most institutions have a 'tendency' to become increasingly corrupt, at least, 

when they have the power to demand conformity to their worldview. In some  cases, this worldview may only extend to self-

interest, while others it may encompass deeply held ideologies or beliefs.  Of course, it may be foolhardy to think that such 

concerns only have historical significance, as even today, education can quickly become indoctrination and individuals are then 

left to confront the imposition of 'collective' worldview with possibly little regard for them as individuals. 

 

 But what needs drive us as individuals? 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/8.Evolution.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/9.Truth.html
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Calvin:  

Do you believe in the 

devil? You know, a 

supreme evil being 

dedicated to the 

temptation, corruption, 

and destruction of man?  

 

Hobbes:  

I'm not sure that man 

needs the help” 

 

 

The requirements for human survival have been described in terms of a hierarchy of needs as illustrated in the diagram above. 

The lower three levels will be equated to survival needs, as they are things we strive for when we do not have them. 

 

 Physiological needs relate to such basic needs, such as warmth, shelter, food and sex. 

 Safety needs are linked to the additional need for security and the suppression of fear. 

 Social needs could also be related to security, but have wider implications in that they not only include interaction 

with people in general, but also the need for close family and friends. 

 

As we progress up the hierarchy, the needs become more abstracted and are possibly better 

described as goals: 

 

 Esteem is a need that satisfies the human desire to be well regarded and 

 appreciated by other people. 

 

 Self-actualization is also somewhat different in scope, as it relates to the need to win 

and the associated sense of achievement. 

 

Note: It is recognised that Maslow's hierarchy, as presented, does not really address any 

religious or spiritual need. In part, this issue is addressed within a ‘Personal Perspective’, 

which follows the outline of philosophy, theology and science, specifically discussed in the 

page entitled 'The Psychology of Belief'. 

 

However, unlike the other needs, self-actualization (or power) can become stronger as this need is satisfied, provided the lower 

survival needs are still met. Possibly, it is this facet of human needs that makes great men susceptible to corruption by power, 

while esteem makes other men susceptible to the collective conformance of society through its various institutions. Therefore, 

while the 'need' for esteem and self-actualisation may only start out as an individual's aspiration for power, its growth can 

probably be seen in the evolution of many of the institutions that now control our society and therefore come to define the 

perceived collective worldview of a given society. 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/455.Personal.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/456.Beliefs.html
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Plato  

Human behaviour flows from 

three main sources: desire, 

emotion, and knowledge. 

 

 
 

In the diagram above, the isolated triangles of power and esteem are simply representative of the upper echelon of some 

institution, which make up our society, e.g. political, financial, religious or academic etc. Within these groups, people aspire to 

gain both esteem and power, although such aspirations can extend beyond the goals of single institution. Therefore, in terms of 

the diagram, there is a suggestion that there can be rivalry between institutions, which can ultimately lead to an aspiration for 

power within the overall hierarchy structure of a society. As such, all these factors may have played an important role in the 

development of various civilizations and led to a 'collective worldview' that may be at odds to our own personal worldview. 

Again, we shall table the question: 

 

Is a collective worldview one of consensus of the majority or the imposition of a minority? 

 

1.1.2 Verification of Truth 
 

The image right has not been selected to shock or to offend, but simply to underline 

that while the saying might be that "seeing is believing" it is no guarantee of the 

truth. We might wish to also highlight another saying `history is written by the 

victors` that casts doubt on the truth that we might read. As such, the concept of a 

truthful account often depends on the level of verification that can be attached to 

any statement. In the context of history, the truth has often been suppressed 

because it conflicted with the beliefs of an accepted cultural worldview of the day. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that the extension of this argument would also spill 

over into other areas, i.e. theology, philosophy and science. As such, no fact can 

implicitly be assumed to be true without adequate verification and therein lies a 

problem. 
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Bertrand Russell 

“Aristotle maintained that women have 

fewer teeth than men; although he was 

twice married, it never occurred to him 

to verify this statement by examining his 

wives' mouths.” 

Aldous Huxley  

From their experience or from the 

recorded experience of others, men 

learn only what their passions and their 

metaphysical prejudices allow them to 

learn. 

Thucydides 

"The strong do what they have to do 

and the weak accept what they have to 

accept." 

1.1.2.1  Verification of the Physical 
 

In part, science proceeds by verifying the truth of a rational idea. In principle, 

this approach is not unreasonable, while the ideas are constrained to a physical 

world that we can access with our natural senses, e.g. that which we can touch 

and see. However, as our scientific understanding expanded beyond the 

constraint of the everyday world, empirical verification not only became more 

difficult, but subject to interpretation. Even if we initially constrain our ideas to 

the physical world, the idea of atomic particles that are too small to be seen or 

touched was clearly going to be problematic without an ability to extend the definition of our empirical senses. In this context, 

science had to wait until technology evolved the instruments that allowed verification to be extended beyond the natural ability 

of our senses. However, there was always an implicit danger that the complexity of the verification process itself would grow 

beyond the general understanding of mainstream society. If so, this also raises a problematic question: 

 

How does an individual continue to judge the truth of scientific fact, if they do 

not understand the mechanisms by which those facts have been verified? 

 

1.1.2.2 Verification of the Metaphysical 
 

Of course, once ideas begun to describe the nature of a metaphysical world, 

even the most advance verification process could be ineffective. In a sense, our 

perception of science may be forced down the path of one of two directions: 

 

 An acceptance of a metaphysical world that can only be described by belief or philosophical argument, albeit 

unproven. 

 

 An acceptance of science that, without verification, must challenge or deny the existence of the metaphysical world. 

 

Possibly, in the wider context of these issues, we might begin to understand why different worldviews are themselves full of 

contradiction and why any new scientific paradigms might be seen as a challenge to the status quo. Today, science tells us that 

our internal genetic code has remained essentially unchanged from that of the first people to migrate out of Africa, some 

100,000 years ago, and only the external nature of our civilisations has changed beyond all recognition. If so, while the external 

structure of our civilisations  may have come to embrace the benefits of science, our internal genetic structure might not be so 

different from our ancestors that we can entirely let go of our emotional beliefs 

in the supernatural. 

 

In truth, if individuals are still guided by unsubstantiated beliefs, what chance is 

there that a collective society can be described as wholly rational? 
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Gerda Lerner  

We can learn from history how 

past generations thought and 

acted, how they responded to 

the demands of their time and 

how they solved their problems. 

We can learn by analogy, not by 

example, for our circumstances 

will always be different than 

theirs were. The main thing 

history can teach us is that 

human actions have 

consequences and that certain 

choices, once made, cannot be 

undone. They foreclose the 

possibility of making other 

choices and thus they 

determine future events. 

Ambrose Bierce  

HISTORY, n. An account mostly 

false, of events mostly 

unimportant, which are brought 

about by rulers mostly knaves, 

and soldiers mostly fools. 

1.2 History 
 

This section is not meant as an A-Z of world history, but rather as a specific look at some key historical events between 

the Greek Enlightenment and European Renaissance that led to what might be described as today's predominate, although not 

globally accepted, worldview. In this context, history is part of a process of trying to understand how we, i.e. humanity, have 

gone in search of the truth about the universe and, in so doing, it becomes apparent that there is not, and possibly never will 

be, one single version of the truth. However, in the spirit of Clifford's duty of inquiry, substantiating historical facts may be the 

first rational step in any attempt to find the truth: 

 

 

 
Galileo was born in 1564, within the period to be described as the European Renaissance. Galileo's birth was nearly 2000 years 

after Aristotle, the famous Greek philosopher, whose ideas about the workings of the universe had, in part, been 

'integrated' into the worldview dominated by the Roman Catholic Church. However, in his Dialogue on the Two Chief World 

Systems, Galileo supported the Copernican idea that the Earth was not the centre of the universe, but rather one of several 

planets revolving around the sun. Subsequently, because of this work, he was imprisoned by the Inquisition and forced to 

publicly renounce the idea that the Earth moves around the Sun. A poignant quote is 

attributed to him as he was led from the trial: "And yet, it moves." As stated, this section 

is essentially about the history between the Greek Enlightenment and European 

Renaissance, which led to a worldview struggling to come to terms with the 

philosophical, theological and scientific definitions of the truth. In the process, we shall 

try to examine some of the historical events that were to forge a collective worldview 

based on the sometimes volatile mixture of philosophy, theology and science: 
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Amos Bronson Alcott  

Yet the deepest truths are best 

read between the lines, and, for 

the most part, refuse to be 

written. 

 

Category Premise Rational Empirical 

Theology Belief No No 

Philosophy  Idea Yes No 

Science Fact Yes Yes 

 

It is recognized that some may contest not only the simplicity, but the implications of the table above, but let us first try to 

explain the intention of this terminology. In a semantic context, to be `rational` means to use reason and logic, while `empirical` 

implies the use of experience, often based on observation  

 

It is accepted that from a philosophical perspective there is a more fundamental distinction between rationalism and 

empiricism based on the dependency of sensory experience to gain knowledge. A `rationalists` support the claim that 

there are ways to gain knowledge independent of sensory experience, while an `empiricists` supports the claim that 

sensory experience is the primary source of our knowledge. However, these issues will be expanded, when we move 

deeper into our search. 

 

So how do we justifying this classification? 

 

If a theology can be based solely on a belief, then this belief may not necessarily require any rational or empirical proof - it is 

simply a belief. Of course, this definition does not imply that all beliefs are irrational or without empirical evidence. In contrast, 

it is argued that philosophy does require some level of rational logic, but does not always require empirical or tangible 

evidence. Finally, science being the acquisition of facts requires not only rational logic, but also some level of empirical proof, at 

least, in principle. While it is recognized that there are ambiguities in all these cases, it is hopefully a sufficient framework with 

which to begin. So, from a historical perspective, we need to consider how our view of the universe may have become 

subsumed within the institutions of religious belief. We also need to consider how a cosmological view may have evolved from 

similar mythical origins to become more of a philosophical description, without reliance on God or any other type of 

supernatural deity. However, it is worth noting, while each approach may differ, the underlying motivation behind the 

questions may essentially remain the same, e.g. 

 

Is the universe finite or infinite? : If finite, how big is finite?  

Did the universe always exist? : If not, how did it begin?  

Why is there a universe? : What is its purpose? 

What is the universe? : How does it work? 

 

These basic, but profound, questions have frustrated the minds of countless 

generations of men and women, who have sought to rationalize their existence with 

rational truths. The process by which they have help forge our understanding of the 

universe is worthy of our review and consideration. 
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History vs Myth 

According to myth, Pandora was a woman 

whose curiosity got the best of her when she 

opened the forbidden box out of which came all 

the evils of the world and one good - hope. 

History vs Scriptures 

Over the last 2000 years, three major 

religions have helped forge diverging 

worldviews that persist to this day. 

1.2.1 Historic Premise 
 

As stated, the main focus of this discussion is not as a historical A-Z, but rather a 

discussion of the key historical events between the more philosophical 

worldview of the Greeks through to the foundations of a scientific worldview 

during the European Renaissance. Over this same period of time, three major 

religions in the form of Judaism, Christianity and Islam would also forge different 

worldviews within different cultures dominated by these religions. As such, the development of science has never existed in a 

vacuum, it is a human endeavour and, as such, its development is intertwined with the evolution of socio-political structures 

that have come to underpin all societies. Therefore, we possibly need to look at science not just as the academic pursuit of 

truth, but also as a subservient tool of the incumbent religious and/or political power of the day. As such, it has often been 

manipulated to meet the goals of the powerful; rather than just being a 

quest for truthful understanding. Given that some might feel these 

statements may only apply to history, we should table an initial question: 

 

Today, is science just an autonomous intellectual pursuit of the truth? 

 

In 1976, Professor Richard Dawkins introduced the concept of a 'meme`, 

which is the name he gave to a unit of transferable information. He also 

suggested that memes of information pass from one generation to the 

next in a process analogous to genetics, i.e. it is subject to natural 

selection in the form of `survival of the fittest`. At face value, there would 

seem to be no reason why this idea would not also apply to ideas and 

information within science: 

 

If we pursue this analogy, is science itself subject to natural selection? 

 

At this point, we shall only briefly speculate on the nature of these 

questions by simply highlighting the issues of financial backing and peer 

pressure within science. Given the exponential increase in complexity 

over the last few decades, leading-edge research has often been 

restricted to mainstream institutions funded by businesses or 

governments. In the case of the former, the 'return on investment' may 

restrict which ideas receive backing, while in the latter the restriction 

may be a more 'subliminal  political objective'. However, we shall have to 

return to this discussion in a later section. 
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History vs Science 

Science has often been manipulated to 

meet the goals of the powerful; rather 

than just being a quest for truthful 

understanding. 

History vs Truth 

History shows us that humanity 

cannot be described in terms of just 

rational logic alone; we are also 

creatures subject to irrational 

emotions and superstitions. 

1.2.1.1 Historical Perspective 
 

For practical reasons, we shall be limiting the review of history between just two 

periods, which provided many of the foundations that underpin today’s scientific 

paradigms, i.e. Classical Greece and the European Renaissance. Both these 

periods contributed to science, not just in terms of ideas, but possibly more 

importantly through the introduction of a methodology based on rational 

deductive logic combined with an emerging understanding for the need of 

empirical verification. However, what is surprising is that these two periods of history, separated by nearly 2000 years, 

effectively represent two consecutive steps in the development of Western science. 

 

So why did scientific development stagnate for so long? 

 

The selected periods of history possibly serve to demonstrate just how intertwined science has been with the evolution of the 

institutions of socio-political power. The term `evolution` rather than `development` is used deliberately to highlight an anomaly 

between the evolution of human physiology and human civilization. Human physiology, inclusive of our mental ability, has not 

really evolved in any appreciable way over the last 10,000 years, yet the complexity of our civilization has changed beyond all 

recognition within the same timeframe. To highlight this issue, it is probable that even the greatest minds of Greek and 

Renaissance science would barely be able to comprehend the world of today. History also shows us that humanity cannot just 

be defined in terms of rational logic; we are also creatures subject to irrational 

emotions. So while the developments of science requires rational logic, we cannot 

just assume that this development was/is immune from the seemingly irrational acts 

driven by human emotions linked to an underlying hierarchy of survival needs. In 

part, the relative stagnation of western science between the Greeks and Renaissance 

Europe was a reflection of these basic, but powerful human needs in which countless 

wars was fought in the name of religion and the quest for power. 

 

1.2.2 The Greeks: A Historical Introduction 
 

While there have been many schools of philosophy throughout history, we need to 

be selective in order not to lose sight of our own objectives within the myriads of 

ideas that litter history. From almost any perspective, early Greek philosophy 

represents a turning point in rational thinking about the underlying nature and 

purpose of the universe. In many ways, Greek philosophy was to provide some of the 

foundation stones on which many future theological beliefs and scientific theory 

were to eventually develop in the following millennia. Therefore, when we consider 

Greek philosophers, it is difficult to pigeonhole their ideas as just philosophical, as 

today; many of them would be classed as mathematicians, astronomers, physicists 

and theologians. In order to get some scope of the development of ideas that came 

out of Greek philosophy, it is worth briefly outlining the chronological development 

of some of their key conceptual ideas. The following overview outlines some of the 

major schools and developments of Greek Philosophy. 
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Today, we might describe the various 

Greek schools  as more philosophic 

than scientific. However, this 

philosophic reasoning and inquiry was 

to eventually become one of the 

foundation stones of modern science, 

albeit, if it was initially lacking in 

empirical verification. 

The ideas of the Greek philosophers 

were lost to Western Europe after the 

fall of Rome. Therefore, we owe a debt 

of gratitude to Islamic scholars who 

preserved and translated the works of 

the Greeks, which were eventually to 

be rediscovered by medieval 

philosophers, such as Thomas Aquinas 

 The Ionian School 

This school could be attributed with taking some of the first steps, from mythology to science, by attempting to rationalize 

the world through natural mechanisms. Thales, who lived about 580BCE, is one of the first Greek philosophers whose 

teachings survived to modern times. Anaximander, a pupil of Thales, proposed that all things evolved from an intangible, 

invisible, infinite substance called `Apeiron`. 

 

 The Pythagorean School 

Pythagoras founded this school around 530BCE. His school was more 

religious and mystical than the Ionian school using mythology and theology 

plus scientific ideas to explain their world. As a generalization of their 

position, they believed that the soul is released from the body at death and 

then reincarnated in a higher or lower form of life depending on the degree 

of virtue achieved in life. Like many Greek philosophers, they also believed 

that all things are made up of numbers and geometrical figures. Of course, 

Pythagoras is still associated with geometry to this day. 

 

 The Eraclitean School 

Heraclitus noticed that heat produced changes in matter and, in a sense, was providing a foundation stone for a theory of 

energy. He maintained that all things are in a state of continuous flux and therefore stability is an illusion of the mind. 

 

 The Pluralist School 

Empedocles and Anaxagoras conceived of the idea in which all things are composed of four irreducible elements: air, 

water, earth, and fire. However, they initially failed to explain the mechanism by which objects develop from the elements, 

which have fundamentally different properties. Subsequently, Anaxagoras suggested that all things are composed of very 

small particles, which exist in infinite variety. Again, it could be argued that this idea is a forerunner of the atomic theory of 

matter. 

 

 The Atomist School 

With hindsight it seems a natural step from the pluralist to atomist school of thought, which believed all matter is 

composed of tiny, indivisible particles differing only in size, shape, and weight. It was Leucippus who made this 

consolidation, although it is more generally accredited to Democritus. This is also considered the starting point of 

a `materialist` approach of looking at the universe, in which all aspects of existence are say to be determined by physical 

laws. 

 

 The Sophist School 

The maxim of the sophist school is that `man is the measure of all things`. As 

such, individuals have the right to judge all matters for themselves. However, 

this philosophy of `self` also proclaim that ethical rules need only be 

followed when it is advantageous for the individual to do so. Clearly, we 

should note that the rationalism of philosophy does not always lead to a 

morally acceptable conclusion, but might explain the Evolution of Economics. 
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 Socratic School 

Socrates, born in 469BCE, is perhaps one of the better-known Greek philosophers. While there are no direct records of 

Socrates work, his equally famous pupil Plato did preserve many of his teachings. According to Socrates, every person has 

knowledge of the ultimate truth within his or her soul and that a person's conscience is the key to its access. His 

contribution to theology was not a systematic doctrine, rather an identification of a need for analytical examination of 

deeply held beliefs, plus a rational and critical approach to ethical problems. 

 

 Platonic School 

Like many of the great Greek philosophers, it is difficult to summarize Plato's life's work into a few sentences. However, 

the cornerstone of Plato's position is often associated with his `Theory of Ideas` or `Doctrine of Forms`. One of the main 

tenets of Greek philosophy is with the underlying order of the universe. Euclid, a Greek mathematician, had proved that 

there are only five solid shapes that can be made from simple polygons. Plato was strongly influenced by this 

mathematical discovery plus the philosophy of Empedocles', although revising his four-element theory with the 

proposition that there were five elements to the universe, i.e. earth, water, air, fire plus quintessence, which corresponded 

to the five regular solids. 

 

 

This order also showed a correlation between the workings of the physical universe and mathematics. However, Plato 

went on to speculate that there were two different universes: 

 

o A physical universe of everyday objects. 

o A mathematical universe of perfect forms. 

 

This idea allowed each instance of an everyday object to differ slightly from its perfect form, while still being recognized as 

a member of that form. Plato argued that mathematical laws governed all of nature and, as such, mathematics was not an 

invention of humanity, but rather the discovery of its independent existence. In fact, the corollary of Plato's argument 

suggests that the deeper we try to examine physical reality, the more we will become aware of a larger reality comprised 

of mathematical truth. Of course, there are other schools of thought, which hold to the alternative notion that 

mathematical concepts are simply idealizations of the physical world. As such, Plato's world of perfect form exists only as 

an extension of the physical world. While we will not pursue this point, at this stage, we will come back to this issue at a 

later point. 

 

 Aristotelian School 

Aristotle, entered Plato's school in 367 BC, and was to become possibly the most influential thinker of Greek philosophy. 

His lectures helped define the basic principles of many branches of science, such as logic, biology, physics, and psychology. 
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Epictetus  

“What concerns me is 

not the way things are, 

but rather the way 

people think things are” 

For Aristotle, the aim of science was to define the essential form, purpose and mode of development of all species, 

allowing them to be arranged in accordance with their complexity of form. The main levels being: 

 

o The inanimate, 

o The vegetative, 

o The animal and 

o The rational 

 

In his scheme, the soul was the perfect form of the body. Humans had a rational soul that was a higher form than the souls 

of other species, although still `perishable`. In contrast, the heavenly bodies of the night sky were composed of an eternal 

and imperishable substance, which were moved in a perfect circular motion by God and therefore higher in the order of 

nature. Many Christian, Jewish and Muslim theologians were later to adopt this hierarchical classification as being 

consistent with their religious beliefs. However, Aristotle is also remembered for his consolidation of Greek philosophy 

into a cosmological model of the universe. 

 

1.2.2.1 Greek Science 
 

In the tradition of Greek philosophy, Aristotle asserted that nature is understandable and opposed the idea that nature was 

under the control of capricious deities, which had to be appeased rather than understood. Within this assertion, we start to see 

the beginnings of the separation between the worldviews being described in terms of theology, philosophy and science. The 

unsupported belief in capricious gods is challenged by logic, albeit more philosophic in nature and eventually, when subject to 

empirical verification, proved to be wrong in some key details. 
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Francis Parker Yockey 

Rationalism is the feeling that 

everything is subject to and completely 

explicable by Reason. Consequently, it 

rejects everything not visible and 

calculable. 

Isaac Asimov  

I prefer rationalism to atheism. The 

question of God and other objects of 

faith are outside reason and play no 

part in rationalism, thus you don't 

have to waste your time in either 

attacking or defending.” 

Isaac Newton  

For every action there is an equal and 

opposite reaction. 

Aristotle's universe is divided into two distinct parts, i.e. the earthly region and the heavens. The `Earth` was a place of change, 

where things came into being, grew, matured, decayed and died. In contrast, the `Heavens` were a region of perfection, where 

there was no change. In the earthly region, substances were made up of the four elements: Earth, Water, Air and Fire. Earth 

was the heaviest, and therefore its natural place was the centre of the universe. Consequently, the natural place of water, air, 

and fire, were concentric spherical shells around the sphere of earth. As the earthly region was not perfect, areas of land 

protruded above the water, but objects still sought the natural place of the elements within them. Thus stones, in which earth 

predominated, move down towards the earth, while fire moves up. 

 

1.2.2.1.1 The Laws of Motion 

 
Rationalism requires a logical progression from cause to effect. Likewise, 

cosmology as a science also requires a rational cause for the motion of planets 

and stars. However, before progress could be made, there first needed to be 

some prerequisite understanding that explained the cause and effect of motion 

on Earth. Aristotle was also to provide some of the first work in this area, which 

then led to his view of the universe based on a concept of teleology or final 

causation. Within this concept, individual objects or even the entire solar systems 

had to subordinate its behaviour to an overall plan or destiny. This idea may have emerged from the study of living systems, in 

which the component parts of any organism has to function in a cooperative way in order to achieve a collective purpose. On 

this basis, his theory of motion is derived from the components and properties of the four elements that make up Aristotle's 

universe, i.e. air, earth, fire, and water. For example, solid objects are mainly composed of earth and therefore will want to fall 

towards the Earth and so falling is a natural motion for solid objects. 

 

Of course, there were difficulties with this concept. While making an object move 

usually has a fairly obvious rational cause, there are difficulties in explaining what 

causes the object to continue in motion. Consider a spear being thrown as an 

example of the time. At first, the spear is not in motion, but it can be seen that 

motion is initially caused by a thrower's arm. The problem is then explaining: 

 

What keeps the spear going after it leaves the thrower's hand? 

 

Aristotle's ingenious answer was that as the spear flies through the air, it is generating a vacuum behind it, as air rushes in to fill 

the vacuum, it pushes the spear forward until its natural falling motion eventually brings it to earth. However, given the 

inquiring nature of Aristotle's mind, he also thought further about the initial cause of motion. In the case of the spear, we just 

assumed that the thrower's arm was the cause: 

 

But what moved the thrower's arm? 

 

Aristotle realized muscle contraction could be used to explain the arm 

movement, but even that motion must have its own cause. In order to avoid an infinite chain of causes, Aristotle argued that 

there must be an `unmoved mover` that can initiate motion without itself being set in motion. This view was to remain the 

accepted paradigm until revised by Isaac Newton, some 2000 years later. 
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Terry Pratchett  

“The universe, they said, depended for 

its operation on the balance of four 

forces which they identified as charm, 

persuasion, uncertainty and bloody-

mindedness.” 

1.2.2.1.2 Rationalizing The Universe 
 

There are only seven objects visible to the unaided eye, the Sun, the Moon plus 

five planets, i.e. Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn. However, by 

rationalizing their observations, it was clear that they were not on the celestial 

sphere, since the Moon could be seen to pass in front of the Sun and planets, plus 

Mercury and Venus could also be seen to transit the Sun. While Aristotle's model 

of the universe would become the accepted model, there were problems in that 

philosophical ideas could not always be made to fit empirical observation. The 

transition towards science was, at least, under way. 

 

1.2.2.1.2.1 Geocentric Theory 
 

Plato was the first to propose that the planets 

followed perfect circular orbits around the Earth. 

However, it was Heraclides in about 330BCE, who 

developed the first theory of the solar system, in 

which the planets orbited the Earth. This model is 

now called the `geocentric theory`. 

 

It is highlighted that all the orbits are considered to be 

perfect circles, because philosophically all things in 

the Heavens are, by definition, perfect. However, it is 

also worth noting that Heraclides model was the first 

cosmology theory that placed objects outside the 

Earth's atmosphere. 

 

1.2.2.1.2.2 Heliocentric Theory 
 

In about 270BCE, Aristarchus proposed an alternative 

model of the solar system. In this model, the Sun was 

placed at the centre, which the Earth and the planets 

orbited. This model also had the Moon orbiting the 

Earth. This model became known as the `heliocentric 

theory` However, while today we know that the Sun is 

at the centre of the solar system, this was far from 

obvious at the time of our discussion. There were 

rational reasons to reject the heliocentric model: 

 

 The first important implication of the Earth 

orbiting the Sun is that the Earth must be moving. Common sense appears to indicate that if the Earth was moving we 

should be able to feel its motion.  
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Dr. Carl Sagan  

“It is far better to grasp the Universe 

as it really is than to persist in 

delusion, however satisfying and 

reassuring.” 

Aristotle  

Since nature is a principle of 

motion and change, and since our 

inquiry is about nature, we must 

not overlook the question of what 

motion is. For without 

understanding motion, we could 

not understand nature. 

 If the Earth moves in a circular orbit, nearby stars would appear to shift 

relative to distance stars. Of course, alternatively, all the stars might be at 

the same distance, fixed to a celestial sphere.  

 

 Last, but not least, the heliocentric model did not really align with the 

accepted philosophical and theological wisdom of the times. It was still 

very much a God-Man-Earth centric universe. 

 

It is highlighted that throughout history, we repeatedly see the accepted and rational wisdom overturned because it was not 

based on any empirical verification. This is a lesson that history tells us that every generation has to learn for itself. 

 

1.2.2.1.3 The Prime Mover 
 

The 'unmoved mover' or 'prime mover' is a philosophical argument that Aristotle used 

to explain the root cause of all motion in the universe. Aristotle's argument for the 

prime mover can be summarized as follows: 

 

1. Motion can be seen to exist in the universe. 

2. Things that move require a cause 

3. However, this logic leads to an infinite chain of causes. 

4. Alternatively, there must be an initial unmoving cause. 

5. This cause is the prime mover. 

 

However, this logic also leads to a more profound examination of the universe, in 

terms of both its physical and metaphysical structure. As this is potentially a huge 

subject, the main focus has been Aristotle, although his ideas built on those of earlier 

Greek philosophers from about 600BCE, but his ideas went on to endure for over 2000 

years. Aristotle's views are based on the concept that everything in nature is made 

of `substance`, which has the attribute of `matter` and `form`. For example, a statue is 

made of matter, but its form defines its structure. The matter of the statue, e.g. 

marble, is a combination of `prime matter` comprising the four basic elements, i.e. 

earth, air, water and fire, which are types of matter without form. However, this raises 

the possibly more profound question: 

 

Can form exist without matter? 

 

Let’s consider just a selected number of interpretations that may have eventually led 

to different worldviews: 

 

 One interpretation is that form without matter is linked to the concept of the prime mover. Within this concept, the 

prime mover is pure form or substance without matter, which has no motion of its own, but sets everything else into 

motion and connects everything to a divine source.  
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Victor Stenger  

Movement does not require a 

mover, and modern quantum 

mechanics has shown that not all 

effects require a cause. And even if 

they did, why would the Prime 

Mover need to be a supernatural 

anthropomorphic deity such as the 

Judaeo-Christian God? Why could it 

not just as well be the material 

universe itself? 

 

 Another perspective is that music and mathematics are both structural forms without material substance. In fact, 

Plato believed that mathematical forms were part of a separate metaphysical universe, which exists independent of 

the material universe of matter.  

 

 From yet another perspective, matter could be described as a form of energy. Within this concept, form is the 

structure of energy-matter and therefore `form` represents the information required by that structure. Within this 

definition, substance is the combination of both energy and information. 

 

It could be said that these interpretations are in some ways representative of our 

three fundamental worldviews, i.e. theology, philosophy and science. As such, they 

are also illustrative of the distinction between them. On one hand we have a 

theological interpretation, which starts to address `why` the universe is like it is, 

while another, the scientific interpretation, appears more focused on 

explaining `how` the universe is like it is. In a sense, it can be argued that philosophy 

and science are in some ways more constrained by rationalism and empirical 

experience to only explain how the universe works, not why. However, it needs to be 

highlighted that the concept of the Prime Mover does not support the notion of a 

personal God who loves and helps humanity. In fact, by definition, the Prime Mover 

is unchanging with only its effects being predictable. As such, the Prime Mover is 

impersonal and not involved in human affairs. If we are truthful with ourselves, we 

can recognize that this definition of God was possibly too intellectually abstract to be generally accepted by people of the time 

going about their everyday lives. 

 

1.2.2.1.4 Ptolemy 
 

While Aristotle's model was to become the accepted view of the universe for a very 

long time, mathematicians who wished to make geometric models to predict the 

actual motions of heavenly bodies began using different approaches within a century 

of his death. Ptolemy was an astronomer, geographer, and mathematician who lived 

in Alexandria, Egypt around 220CE and adapted Aristotle's geocentric model to give it 

a mathematical foundation, which was subsequently to become known as the 

Ptolemaic system. Ptolemy major work on the celestial sphere and the motion of the 

planets was called the `Almagest`, which comprises of 13 books, each of which deals 

with different astronomical concepts related to stars and objects in the solar system. 

In essence, the Almagest is a collation of all the work and results obtained by Greek 

astronomy and in no way contradicts its basic philosophy. For example, in the first 

book, Ptolemy describes his variant of the geocentric system with arguments 

explaining why the Earth must be the centre of the universe and therefore immovable: 

 

 If the Earth moved, this movement should be detectable. Experiments of the time failed to show the movement of 

the Earth.  
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Ptolemy 

"Mortal as I am, I know that I am 

born for a day. But when I follow at 

my pleasure the serried multitude 

of the stars in their circular course, 

my feet no longer touch the earth." 

Ptolemy's solution was based on 

the rationale of mathematical logic 

and subject to the rigor of empirical 

observation; in this respect it was 

to be a significant shift towards  

scientific methodology. 

 Without any real understanding of gravity, Ptolemy perceived that that 

since all objects fall to the centre of the universe, the Earth must be that 

centre, otherwise objects would not be observed as falling towards the 

Earth.  

 

 Equally, if the Earth rotated on its own axis every 24 hours, a body thrown 

vertically upward should not fall back to the same place, which again ran 

contrary to observation. 

 

As a consequence, Ptolemy accepted the basic order for the observed objects within the solar system. However, he was aware 

of anomalies that conflicted with observations, such as the planets moving in a way that was impossible to explain within the 

basic geocentric model. For example, it was known by observations, made by the Babylonians, that some planets had a 

backward or retrograde motion. In his work, The Almagest, Ptolemy presented a complete system of mathematical constructs 

that accounted for the observed motion of each heavenly body using three basic constructs called the `deferent`, the `epicycle` 

and the `equant`. 

 

 
 

In this system, the Sun, Moon, and planets moved along a path described by the 

epicycle in accordance to the following rules: 

 

 The centre of the epicycle moves counter-clockwise on the deferent. 

 The epicycle speed is constant with respect to the equant. 

 The celestial body on the epicycle moves in a counter-clockwise motion. 

 The resultant motion of the celestial body is the cycloid path described 

by points 1-7 in the figure above. 

 

Although this construct violated the rule that the Earth was the centre of the universe, the displacement was very small and 

was therefore considered to bend, rather than break the rule. However, Ptolemy also realized that the planets were much 

closer to the Earth than the fixed stars, due to the fact that the planets moved in front of the stars. However, Ptolemy still 

believed in the philosophy of a crystalline sphere to which the stars were thought to be attached. Outside the sphere of the 
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Friedrich Nietzsche  

It is a curious thing that God 

learned Greek when he wished 

to turn author - and that he did 

not learn it better. 

fixed stars, Ptolemy proposed other spheres, ending ultimately in the concept of the `prime mover`. This model, while 

complicated, did provide a description of the solar system, which essentially explained, matched and predicted the observed 

motions of the planets. However, the real significance of the Ptolemaic system, in comparison to the Aristotle system, lies not in 

the actual detail of the method, but in the overall approach. Aristotle's solution was still essentially a philosophy, albeit a 

rational one. In contrast, Ptolemy's solution was based on the rationale of mathematical logic and subject to the rigor of 

empirical observation; in this respect it was to be a significant shift towards scientific thinking. 

 

1.2.2.2 The Greeks: Summary 
 

One of the most interesting aspects of this period of Greek philosophy is that it highlights the interaction between theology, 

philosophy and science through the development of rationalism and the growing need for empirical verification. While it may 

have appeared to have been suggested that theology is simply based on belief, this is not necessarily the case. In the modern 

context, theology, philosophy and science are often 

perceived as separate ideologies, which look at the world in 

ways that are certainly different and possible even at odds 

with each other. However, the actual suggestion is simply 

that we should look at theology, philosophy and science as 

essentially different modes of thinking about the world 

using different rules - see analogy in 'strategic thinking`. 

 

While some individuals, or concepts, may be polarized to 

only one mode of thinking, most people, and society in 

general, do use all 3 modes, albeit to different degrees. In the cases of the Greeks, we see the initial theological worldview  

adapting to the rationalism of a philosophical worldview, which is then modified, based on limited empirical verification, as 

required by a scientific worldview. In fact, if we decouple this process from the emotive issue of religion, we see that it simply 

reflects the construction a composite worldview: 

 

1. Speculate the Belief 

2. Rationalize the Idea 

3.  Verify the Facts 

 

In principle, theology does not mandate proof as a prerequisite of belief, it can simply be a matter of faith. In contrast, science 

does have a requirement for proof, which is reflected in the semantics of its language, i.e. initial speculation or belief is a 

hypothesis, while a rationalized logical idea without empirical verification is only a theory. However, there is no implicit reason 

preventing steps 1,2 & 3 and the semantics of science being applied to either a theological or philosophical worldview. Of 

course, in many cases, this has happened and led to the eventual rejection of some 

earlier worldviews predicated entirely on unsubstantiated beliefs, e.g. gods of ancient 

Greece and Rome. If this is the case, then the following question needs to be 

considered further: 

 

Why did rationalism not immediately develop in the history that followed Aristotle? 

 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/123.Methods.html
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"Intolerance is something that arose with 

monotheism. As soon as human beings 

allowed themselves to say, 'There's only 

one true God, and that God is mine, so I 

have the right to annihilate anyone who 

doesn't believe in him', the cycle of 

intolerance and religious wars began." 

At face value, it appears that all the building blocks for civilization to take 

the next giant step where in place over 2000 years ago: 

 

So why did western civilization fall back into the Dark Ages? 

 

Strangely, although the details are complex, the reason may be quite 

simple. While the process of rationalism was established over 2000 years 

ago, this did not mean that humanity had become any more rational in its 

action. In fact, subsequent history that followed is littered with the results of the continued irrational nature of humanity. Even 

if we ignore the individual acts of insanity and greed, our history has still been shaped through the collisions of different, and 

possibly irrational, worldviews. As such, enlightenment had to wait in-line. 

 

 

1.2.3 Some Key Events in European History 
 

Given that Greece is today part of Europe, it is accepted that 

the contributions to human knowledge from every other 

geography has been ignored. However, it can be argued that 

the Greek philosophers and the European Renaissance 

represent two of the most significant eras that still underpin 

much of what we might described as today’s scientific 

worldview. Therefore, in part, what this section hopes to 

outline is simply the transition from the end of the Greek 

civilization until the European renaissance, i.e. It is again 

highlighted that this is a very brief overview of history.  

 

 The Romans 

 Dark Ages 

 The Church 

 Byzantine Empire 

 European Renaissance 

 

It represents a period from about 400BCE to 1500CE during 

which the enlighten enquiry of the Greeks would be lost in the 

ascendancy, political machinations and subsequent fall of the 

Roman Empire. Of course, like all empires, its socio-political 

structure would crumble, but in so doing, it threw Europe into what became known as the Dark Ages. However, during this 

period, the seeds of another type of empire had been sown in the form of `The Roman Catholic Church`. Although the climb out 

of the Dark Ages would take 1000 years, it eventually led to the ascendancy of Western Europe and a catalyst of global change. 

The results of this change still influence much of what is happening in the world today. 

  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/20.Romans.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/21.Dark%20Ages.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/22.Church.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/23.Byzantine.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/24.Renaissance.html
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By way of possible comparison, if the Greeks were a race 

of philosophers and mathematicians, then the Romans 

were a race of engineers and politicians. However, it is 

possible that the most enduring legacy of the Roman 

Empire was not its architecture, but the establishment 

of the social-political power base that was to eventually 

grow to become the Roman Catholic Church. 

Emperor Constantine seized power in 

306CE. With 4 years, he made 

Christianity legal and within 50 years 

of his death, Christianity was the 

official religion of the Roman Empire. 

1.2.3.1 The Roman Empire 
 

Around 387BCE, a small city on the Italian peninsula began to 

grow. That city was Rome and it would grow to become the 

Roman Empire and be a major influence on the development of 

western civilization for nearly a thousand years. In part, Rome 

grew into an empire because of how it treated the people it 

conquered. Normally, when a city was defeated, its citizens 

were either killed, enslave or forced from their land. However, 

the Romans initially extended the rights of citizenship to the 

people they conquered. So while conquered by force, these people were allowed to become citizens and subsequently many 

even joined the expanding army of Rome. 

 

 

 
By this method, Rome was able to unify most of Italy by 265BCE. However, as all empires, the rise was inevitably followed by a 

fall, and by 410CE, warriors known as Visigoths, were to overrun Rome. By 476CE, a Visigoth warrior named Odoacer had 

become the Emperor of Rome. While the city of Rome continued to exist, its empire began to dissolve into many smaller 

kingdoms. However, Roman civilization continued to survive as an eastern empire and it is in this era that the Emperor 

Constantine was to rule and support the rise of Christianity, long after the city of 

Rome and it western provinces had fallen to invaders. Historians often refer to this 

as the `Byzantine Empire`. While at the height of the Empire, the Romans were 

prosperous and there were not many Christians, such that the Romans were 

relatively tolerant of a few Christians not worshiping the Roman gods. However, 

over a period of some 200 years, barbarian warriors had begun to attack the empire 
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Dark Ages begins with the 

fall of Rome to the 

Visigoths in 476CE and 

extends into the end of the 

millennia. While the term 

might be seen as a 

metaphor for the 

bleakness of this period, it 

originally refer to the lack 

of Latin literature and 

written history in general. 

However, it was also a dark 

period in terms of cultural 

achievements, especially in 

comparison to the Roman 

Empire. 

and many Romans started to blame the growing population of Christians, and the fact that they did not worship the Roman 

gods for their change in fortune. As a consequence, Roman emperors became increasingly intolerant of Christianity and, by 

202CE, Emperor Septimius Severus had banned any Roman citizen from converting to Christianity or Judaism. Those who 

disobeyed were often tortured or thrown to wild animals at sporting events. It was Emperor Constantine who ended the 

persecution of Christians when he seized power in 306CE. Four years later, he made Christianity legal, although he never 

established Christianity as the official religion of the empire, but he did much to encourage its growth. However, within 50 

years of Constantine's death, Christianity had become the official religion of the Roman Empire. 

 

1.2.3.2 The Dark Ages 
 

Historians often cite the fall of Rome as the end of ancient history and refer to the next 1000 years as the Middle or Dark Ages. 

The fall of the Roman Empire also saw the decline of a ruling system that had provided stable government, schools, libraries, 

monetary system and a common language. Simple barter now replaced money as the major purchasing system and the 

destruction of major cities and towns made wider travel and transportation increasingly difficult and dangerous. 

 

 
 

In some respects, the civilized world in Europe was becoming fragmented and insular and, as such, this would not appear to be 

a time for an expansive new worldview to start emerging. However, by the Dark Ages, the gods of the old world were being 

forgotten, as Christianity continued to expand into Western Europe. At this time, people did not think of Europe as a distinct 

place, instead it was generally referred to as `Christendom`. As such, the Roman Catholic Church had started to grow to fill the 

power vacuum left by the fall of the Roman Empire. However, the system of government was to be based on `feudalism`. 

Feudalism is a system of loyalty and protection that evolved as the Roman Empire crumbled. Embattled emperors had started 

to grant land to nobles in exchange for their loyalty. During the Dark Ages, this system expanded, as the power of Rome 

continued to collapse. As various warrior tribes overran homes and farms throughout Europe, the peasants were forced to turn 

to the landowners, often called lords, to protect them. These lands eventually developed into manors and small kingdoms in 

which a `noble` effectively owned everything, including the people. 
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The word `Pope` is derived from the 

word `papa`, which means `Father`. 

However, according to Christian 

doctrine, Jesus is said to warned his 

followers `do not call anyone on 

earth father, for you have but one 

Father, and he is in heaven`. 

It should be highlighted that while this period is 

referred to as the Dark Ages in Europe, in other 

parts of the world, this was a period of 

enlightenment. In 622CE, Muhammad founded the 

Islamic religion and Muslims in the Middle East and 

North Africa began studying and improving on the 

works of the ancient Greeks. In other areas of the 

world, civilizations were also flourishing, e.g. Africa, 

China, India, and the Americas. 

While, in principle, many peasants remained free, most were serfs 

bound to the land on which their lives depended. The only real 

difference between a slave and a serf was that a serf could not, in 

principle, be sold. Understandably, at this time, life in Europe for 

most people was very hard. Few people could read or write and the 

only hope for most people was their belief in the `Church` and a 

better life in heaven. Not surprisingly, life in the service of the church 

attracted many people during the Dark Ages. The Church was often 

the only way of escaping poverty and the means of getting an 

education and the expanding system of monasteries was to produce 

many well-educated men, who then served as administrators for uneducated kings and lords. Of course, in so doing, they were 

also expanding the power base of the church they served. 

 

1.2.3.3 The Church, Empires and Schisms 
 

The title of Pope was not in use until the 6th century and the scriptures make no 

reference to such an office. However, the power of the Bishop of Rome had begun 

to steadily increase between 440-461CE, during which period, Leo-I had saved 

Rome from attacks from both Attila the Hun and Genseric the Vandal. 

Subsequently, Leo was able to increase the power of the Roman bishops over the 

bishops of other proveniences in Western Europe. However, one of the greatest 

leaders of the Catholic Church was Gregory I, also called Gregory the Great; who 

held office from 540-604CE. Although Gregory never called himself Pope, he 

introduced the changes that were to lead to the 

foundation of the Papal system. By 800CE, Pope Leo 

III crowned Charlemagne as `Emperor of the 

Romans` and this marked the beginning of what was 

to become known as the Holy Roman Empire. 

 

The intention was to create an alliance between the 

Church and the State. Under Charlemagne, the 

empires included most of Europe and initially the 

emperor had considerable influence over the 

Church. For example, Charlemagne insisted that the 

Church set up schools and imposed laws concerning 

the action of its priests. However, after the death of 

Charlemagne, the alliance was to degenerate into a 

power struggle between subsequent Popes and 

Emperors. At the same time, Muslim pirates were 

beginning to terrorize the Mediterranean, while 

Vikings were likewise terrorizing in the northwest 

and the Slavs, Bulgars and Magyars attacked in the 
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east. During the Papal reign of John VIII between 872-882, the Pope was forced to raise a naval force to defend Christendom 

from the Muslim incursions, but was eventually forced to pay them an annual tribute. As a consequence, the papacy grew weak 

and rich families were able to buy their way into the papal system. In a 20-year period there were twelve popes, with Pope 

Benedict IX being only 12 years old, when he ascended the papal throne. Surprisingly, despite this lack of spiritual leadership, 

the Church continued to expand. For example, Moravia, Bohemia, Poland and Hungary all became Christian countries during 

this period. Norway turned to Christianity and, in turn, evangelized Iceland, Greenland and Sweden. In the meantime, the 

Eastern Church brought the Christian faith to Bulgaria and Russia. Equally, as the power of the Emperor waned, the Pope's 

influence on individual kings and princes grew stronger. If a ruler did not obey the Pope, then excommunication could be 

brought to bear, which could ultimately lead to an entire population being denied the services of the Church. This was usually 

enough to persuade the people to bring pressure on their rulers, thereby effectively underwriting the power and influence of 

the Pope. However, there were also major conflicts in the views of the Eastern and Western Churches. 

 

 The first, known as the Iconoclastic Controversy in 726, arose when the Eastern Emperor attempted to ban the use of 

statues and pictures in worship, reacting to the Muslim claim that such things were idols and that the Church was 

polytheistic. Although, the Western Church rejected the iconoclastic movement, the Eastern Church compromised by 

allowing only pictures.  

 

 Another conflict is known as the Filioque Controversy. The original creed had stated that the Holy Spirit `proceeds 

from the Father`. The Roman Church had changed this to `proceeds from the Father and the Son`. This was seen by 

many as a major alteration to the creed, which had not been agreed by the Church as a whole. 

 

Other disagreements eventually accumulated and finally in 1054, the Western/Roman Church and the Eastern/Byzantine 

Church separated, each effectively excommunicating the other. The Western Church calling itself the `Catholic Church`, while 

the Eastern Church became known as the `Orthodox Church`. 

 

1.2.3.4 The Byzantine Empire 
 

When the Emperor Constantine moved his capital from Rome to the Greek city of 

Byzantium in 330CE. He wanted the capital of his empire to be safe from barbarian 

invasion. Constantine renamed the city Constantinople, but the civilization, centred 

on this city, is more often referred to as the Byzantine Empire. However, the 

Byzantine Empire was to look less like the Roman Empire as the years passed. The 

empire covered Greece, the Balkans, Asia Minor, Syria, and Egypt. By the 7th century, 

Greek had completely replaced Latin as the language of the empire. However, the 

Byzantine emperors still thought of themselves as the successors of Caesar Augustus, 

although Roman influence was gradually disappearing. Seljuk Turks began moving 

into the Byzantine Empire from Central Asia. The Turks had recently become Muslims 

and the Byzantine emperor feared they would soon overpower his Christian empire. 

He asked the leader of the Christian church, the Pope, to assist in a holy war against 

the Turks. In 1095, Pope Urban II launched the first of many Crusades in the hope 

that by expelling the Turks from the Byzantine Empire, he would also be able to 

reclaim the holy city of Jerusalem from Muslim control.  
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Abu al-Walid Muhammad 

ibn Ahmad ibn Rushd, or 

just ibn Rushd, is better 

known as Averroes. His 

view that reason takes 

precedence over religion 

led to his exile in 1195 by 

the caliph of Morocco and 

Spain. Interest in 

philosophy was to wane in 

the Muslim world after 

Averroes, but strangely his 

writings would become a 

catalyst to both Christian 

and Jewish philosophers. 

At this point, it is again worth noting that 

Aristotle's works were all but lost to Western 

Europe after the decline of Rome. However, in 

the 9th century, Arab scholars introduced 

Aristotle’s work, in Arabic translation, to the 

Islamic world.  In the 12th century, the Spanish-

Arab philosopher Averroes was to become the 

best known of the Arabic scholars to study 

Aristotle's philosophy. Averroes was born in 

Cordoba, Spain in 1126 and died in Marrakesh, 

Morocco in 1198. He was philosopher and 

physician, a master of philosophy and Islamic 

law, mathematics and medicine. Averroes tried 

to reconcile Aristotle's system of thought with 

Islam. According to Averroes there was no 

conflict between religion and philosophy and 

sought to show that one can reach the truth through two different ways, i.e. philosophy or religion. He also believed, like 

Aristotle, in the eternity of the universe and the existence of pre-extant forms. Averroes's work on Aristotle spans almost three 

decades, and he wrote commentaries on almost all of Aristotle's work. In his own work, Averroes stresses the importance of 

analytical thinking as a prerequisite to interpret the Quran. This was in contrast to orthodox Muslim theology, where the 

emphasis was less on analytical thinking, more on extensive knowledge of their source of belief, i.e. the Quran. A Hebrew 

translation of Averroes' work was also to have a lasting impact on Jewish philosophy. Later, in the 13th century, Thomas 

Aquinas  succeeded in establishing Aristotle's work as a philosophical foundation of Christian theology. 

 

1.2.3.5 The European Renaissance 
 

By the time the Byzantine Empire fell to Muslim Turks in 1453, many Christian scholars had left for Italy. As a consequence, the 

beginnings of the Renaissance are seen to start in Italy and then spread throughout the rest of Europe. Initially, it was the 

Italian cities, such as Naples, Genoa, and Venice, which became the first major centres of trade between Europe and the Middle 

East. Ideas, as well as goods were exchanged and the works of Arab scholars, who had preserved the writings of the ancient 

Greek philosophers, began to spread further afield. While the flow of these `new` ideas was an important catalyst, other more 

practical factors were just as instrumental in the spread of the renaissance worldview, e.g. 

 

 The development of financial systems, such as bookkeeping and credit, allowed ordinary merchants to prosper.  

 Subsequently, a number of merchant families, as well as the church, had amassed enough wealth to become patrons. 

 

Therefore, some of the most important patrons of the early Renaissance were from the merchant classes of Florence and 

Venice, which had grown wealthy from the expansion of merchant trade. This period also marked a growth of bureaucracy, an 

increase in state authority in the areas of law and taxation, plus the creation of larger regional states. It was also a period of 

relative peace up until the French invasion of 1494.  As a consequence, Italy fell under foreign domination and the focus of the 

renaissance was to gradually shift to other parts of Europe.  
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One of the practices of the time was the 

sale of Indulgences, which might be 

described as a form of absolution that 

could be bought from the Church through 

which a person's sins were forgiven. 

Although, many were unhappy about 

these corrupt practices, it was difficult to 

oppose, as Rome and the Pope had grown 

so powerful (and rich) via the acceptance 

of such practice. 

 

The reformation of the Church started in 

1517 primarily as a reaction to the 

corruption within the Church. 

So, by the 15th century, Europe was beginning to 

experience great change. Even so, Italy would 

remain a centre of artistic achievements, which 

continued to flourish well into the 16th century 

with the works of Leonardo da Vinci, Raphael, 

Titian, and Michelangelo.  In 1492, Columbus 

would set sail to America and as literacy spread 

further, learned men of science were also starting 

to make major new discoveries. Therefore, it is 

not so surprising that historians refer to this 

period of European history as the `Renaissance` or 

the `rebirth`. Of course, the actual Renaissance 

itself is not the real focus of our discussion, as we 

are more interested in the worldviews that are to 

emerge during this period. However, even within 

this very brief historical overview, we might still 

gain some insight into the 2000-year timeline that 

separates the Greek philosophers from the 

Renaissance, which is about to take place in 

Western Europe. 
 

1.2.3.5.1 The Reformation 
 

Within the context of the Renaissance period, some mention of `The 

Reformation` is also appropriate. The reformation began on October 31, 1517, 

when a German monk, Martin Luther, nailed a document of protest to the 

door of the Wittenberg Church. This document contained 95 short articles and 

became known as the `95 Theses`. This action, and the Church's reaction to it, 

sparked off the Protestant Reformation. In about 1533, John Calvin, a French 

priest, broke away from the Roman Church. His beliefs about Church reform 

were far more radical than those of Luther. Under Calvin, Church government 

changed from Episcopal (rule by Bishops) to Presbyterian (rule by Elders) and 

the liturgy of the Church became simpler.  Although the power of the Church 

did not disappear, it was to become more fragmented. As such, it allowed 

some people to start challenging aspects of the original teachings of the 

Church and, if necessary, find a haven of safety beyond the immediate reach 

of Rome and the Pope. So, as a consequence, there was increased scope for 

the worldview of many to begin to change. 
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Philosophical:  

For every problem, there 

exists a simple and elegant 

solution which is 

absolutely wrong. 

Theological: 

Life isn't like a book. Life isn't logical 

or sensible or orderly. Life is a mess 

most of the time. And theology must 

be lived in the midst of that mess. 

Scientific:  

Science can only ascertain what is, 

but not what should be, and outside 

of its domain, value judgments of all 

kinds remain necessary 

1.3 Perspectives 
 

It will be suggested that humanity has used a mixture of three perspectives, i.e. theology, philosophy and science, in the 

construction of its worldviews. In an attempt to provide an initial segregation of the differences between these perspectives, 

the following table is introduced: 

 

Category Premise Rational Empirical 

Theology Belief No No 

Philosophy  Idea Yes No 

Science Fact Yes Yes 

 

While the simplicity of table above is accepted, it is argued that it will serve as a starting point. It will also be suggested that 

while philosophy, theology and science do provide different perspectives of the world, they can combine to form a composite 

worldview.  
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Augustine 

For what is faith unless it is to 

believe what you do not see. 

So while any one of these perspectives can take a contradictory stance on any issues, with respect to the other two, this is not 

necessarily the case within the context of what appears to be a single, coherent worldview. For example, religious 

fundamentalists may well accept a range of philosophical ideas and scientific facts provided they do not contradict their central 

theological beliefs. As a result, there can be a flow of beliefs, ideas and facts within a single worldview, but this may not extend 

to different worldviews.  

 

Historical evidence suggests that theological beliefs have not only formed the foundations of religious order, but in many cases, 

the entire social and political infrastructure of a society. In such cases, the historic development of rationalism that 

underpinned philosophy and empirical verification required by science was initially subordinate to a given theological belief. 

 

Today, there still exists examples where one perspectives may dominate the other two. For example, in some cultures, religious 

doctrine can still take precedence over both philosophic ideas and scientific inquiry, while in others, the absence of scientific 

verification is then seen as an absence of proof. 

 

By way of a footnote, if you accept the idea of ’natural selection’, then the earliest cultures possibly made little 

distinction between the perspective, as outlined above, in the sense that beliefs, ideas and facts were driven by survival 

needs. Only as the lowest survival needs were satisfied, i.e. physiological, safety and social, did the sophistication of the 

perspectives under discussion develop. This observation will be highlighted in many of the subsequent sections that 

discuss some of the major catalysts along a timeline starting with the Greeks towards the present-day. 

 

 

1.3.1 Philosophic Perspective 
 

This section is not directly about philosophy, as a subject, but rather starts to address 

the implications of a philosophical perspective on any given worldview. As in other 

sections, some attempt needs to be made to research a spectrum of ideas that have 

been developed throughout history, after which some conclusions may be drawn. Of 

course, even after a period of  `due-diligence`, conclusions may still be completely 

wrong and just by way of a reminder: 

 

For every problem,  

there exists a simple and elegant solution  

which is absolutely wrong. 

 

With this possibility noted, the discussion starts with the premise that philosophy is 

predicated on logic, science on facts and theology on belief and while this is a somewhat simplistic notion, it does seem to 

convey some essence of truth. Even so, stemming from this simple mix, we have to face up to a number of philosophic issues, 

the first of which might be: 

 

How did we end up in a situation whereby one person considers their worldview as true 

and rational, while another considers the same worldview as false and totally 

irrational? 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/8.Evolution.html
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Richard Dawkins 

After sleeping through a hundred 

million centuries we have finally 

opened our eyes on a sumptuous 

planet, sparkling with colour, 

bountiful with life. Within decades 

we must close our eyes again. Isn't it 

a noble, an enlightened way of 

spending our brief time in the sun, 

to work at understanding the 

universe and how we have come to 

wake up in it? This is how I answer 

when I am asked - as I am 

surprisingly often - why I bother to 

get up in the mornings. 

While we might initially accept that the truth of a worldview to be subjective, this position needs to be examined in more detail. 

It is true that some worldviews are predicated on metaphysical assumptions, which makes it difficult for science to challenge 

with any degree of certainty.  However, let us put aside the need for any political correctness and religious sensitivity for one 

second so that we might ask a straightforward question: 

 

Should we be allowed to challenge any worldview on the grounds of historical evidence and physical probability? 

 

It is recognized that some prefer to avoid this type of question, especially in public debate, but may well concede the issue in 

private, when the inherent dangers of proliferating myth as fact are considered. However, their public acceptance may well 

require the evidence to be overwhelming and predicated on the assumption that this worldview is associated with a small, 

fringe minority.  

 

But what if the worldview in question belongs to a powerful mainstream group? 

 

It is suggested that this would probably be an entirely different matter, because although the principles at stake in this 

hypothetical case remain the same, the pragmatic implications on the stability of a society are not. Of course, while this may 

have little to do philosophy, it serves to highlight how social and political peer pressure might influence what we are prepared 

to say about the factual evidence that actually supports another worldview. Therefore, maybe we should also to reflect on how 

this situation might now influence our attitude toward Clifford's philosophic argument: 

 

`it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything on insufficient evidence' 

 

While the implication is that Clifford's argument may be rejected for pragmatic 

reasons, history shows us that even entrenched worldviews are not immune to 

change. Therefore, the 3-stage process that Clifford described in the following terms 

may still be applied: 

 

 Duty of Inquiry 

 Weight of Authority 

 Limits of Inference 

 

As previously highlighted, the intention of this discussion is not to segregate the idea 

of a worldview into 1 of 3 opposing types, i.e. philosophical, theological and scientific, 

as this assumes that truth must lie in only one camp. Equally, we should not assume 

that the devout are incapable of a truthful duty of inquiry and, by the same token, a 

scientist is always immune from bias towards an established theory. Therefore, in this 

context, philosophy may have an important role to play as the arbitrator between the 

heart-felt desire and hope of theological belief versus the constraints and limitations 

of scientific knowledge. 
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1.3.1.1 Introduction 
 

The diagram below has already, in part, been introduced to 

outline the possible flow of beliefs, ideas and facts within a 

single worldview. It was highlighted that this flow may well 

be restricted to beliefs, ideas and facts considered to be 

compatible within the overall worldview. In fact, we can use 

history to cite many instances where facts have been 

suppressed simply because they did not conform to the 

accepted worldview of the day. However, by the same 

token, history also shows us no matter how powerful and 

entrenched a given worldview may appear to be, none have 

proved immune to the process of evolution. In 1976, 

Professor Richard Dawkins introduced an idea called 

`memetics` that explained how information could proliferate 

in a manner analogous to natural selection. By such means, 

worldviews evolve by memes of information being passed 

on to future generations and hopefully the section entitled 

'Catalysts of Change' will provide some practical examples 

of this evolutionary process. Some of the individuals in this section are remembered because of the originality of their 

philosophical thinking, while others will represent the perspective of theology and science. In the context of the current 

discussion, the following table focuses on the evolution of philosophic ideas: 

 

Current Idea  Born   Next Idea   Born   Timeframe 

Aristotle   384BCE   Aquinas   1224   1608 years 

Aquinas   1224   Descartes   1596   372 years 

Descartes   1596   Kant   1724   128 years 

Kant   1724   Nietzsche   1844   120 years 

Nietzsche   1844   Gödel   1906   62 years 

 

We should not necessarily read too much into the observation that new philosophic ideas appear to be accelerating based on 

what may be seen as an arbitrary selection. However, it does seem that this rate change parallels the changes known to be 

taking place in the societies in which these philosophers lived. As such,  it may be that ideas change society and society changes 

ideas in the same way as the environment may affect the evolution of animal physiology, after which the emergence of new 

species  can then have a knock-on or feedback effect on the environment. 

 

 Aristotle to Aquinas: 

Aristotle's philosophy was an early rationalization of the world, which attempted to explain its workings without 

calling upon the direct intervention of a deity. However, it was not this philosophical worldview that was to dominate 
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Is it possible that the worldview now 

being forwarded by science may 

ultimately become incomprehensible, 

and therefore unattractive, to society 

at large? 

If this is case, may society once again 

embrace a more `fundamental` 

worldview, not because it is based on 

verified truth, but simply because it 

may appear to give life and death 

more meaning? 

for the next 1608 years, but theological worldviews. As it turned out, the power of theological belief was to become a 

close ally of socio-political power and together it would dominate the worldviews of most European societies. 

Although still fully immersed in the theological beliefs of the Roman Catholic Church, Aquinas was still a catalyst of 

change in the sense that he began a process of trying to rationalize his beliefs, based on philosophical arguments. In 

so doing, he was to unlock the door to a new worldview, although he never stepped through the door himself. 

 

 Aquinas to Descartes: 

Nearly 400 years separate Descartes from Aquinas. Descartes, like Aquinas, is a product of a Catholic education, as 

were many academics of this time and like Aquinas, Descartes was trying to rationalize his belief in God with 

emerging ideas and facts. However, although the power of the Church was still pervasive, its power was starting to 

fragment as a result of the reformation, which began in 1517. Irrespective of whether Descartes realized it, there was 

a growing freedom of thought, especially in Northern Europe. As a result, Descartes had more latitude to rationalize 

many of his ideas outside the framework of theology, which bounded Aquinas thinking. 

 

 Descartes to Kant: 

The separation in time between Descartes and Kant is only 128 years, but 

to all intent and purpose, Kant is part of a new worldview. This worldview 

accepts the imposition of empirical verification, as demanded by science, 

and like Aristotle, some 21 centuries in the past, Kant is seeking a rational 

explanation of the wider universe without an immediate recourse to the 

action of a deity. However, while Kant's theological position is 

unorthodox and different to Descartes, he does not reject the notion of 

God. 

 

 Kant to Nietzsche: 

Nietzsche was born some 120 years after Kant. The collective worldview 

is now changing quickly under a seemingly endless barrage of new ideas 

and Nietzsche is representative of a new school of thought, which possibly encompasses a more pessimistic view of 

the world, both past and future. Although this conclusion can be drawn from Nietzsche's association with nihilism, it 

is possibly too simplistic, as Nietzsche appeared to only want the freedom to search the entire spectrum of truth, 

which opens up the possibility of a radically different worldview. 

 

 Nietzsche to Gödel: 

Gödel was born in 1906 and, unlike Nietzsche, is a product of the early 20th century. Einstein had already changed the 

very notion of space and time with his theory of special relativity. Within 10 years, Einstein would rock the scientific 

world again with his general theory of relativity and within another decade, the understanding of the workings of the 

universe would be change, yet again, with the introduction of Quantum Mechanics. In this context, Gödel was not 

really a philosopher, but his `incompleteness theorem` possibly ended, along with Quantum Mechanics, any hope that 

the scientific worldview would be based on the philosophy of determinism and formalism. `Uncertainty` was about to 

become the new watchword. 
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Today, there is growing emphasis 

being placed on the use `plain 

English`, which requires the writer 

to try to explain an idea without 

recourse to unnecessarily 

pretentious language. 

Unfortunately, this concept seems 

somewhat at odds with the goals of 

many philosophers. Therefore, I 

apologize in advance, if in my 

attempt to translate the essence of 

some philosophical ideas into what 

I think is plainer English, I have 

missed the `subtlety` of the original 

idea. 

As a result of all these transitions, the dominance of theological belief in Europe had to give ground to both rationalized 

philosophy and scientific verification. However, whether this process will continue is still uncertain, as the mainstream 

worldview now being forwarded by science may ultimately become 

incomprehensible, and therefore unattractive, to society at large. If 

this is case, mainstream society may once again embrace a 

more `fundamental` worldview, not because it is based on verified 

truth, but simply because it may appear to give life and death more 

meaning. 

 

1.3.1.2 Some Philosophic Definitions 
 

In line with the principles outlined in the insets below, an attempt is 

made to reduce an almost endless list of divisions and sub-divisions of 

the various philosophical positions to the handful below. While this list is only a fraction of the definitions on offer, each entry 

appears to convey something distinct and meaningful. Again, apologizes if some of the subtlety of some philosophical positions 

has been lost in translation. 

 

 Agnosticism: based on the view that the truth of certain claims, e.g. the existence of God, gods, or deities, cannot be 

proven. An agnostic can also be somebody who is simply unconvinced by the arguments for the existence of deities, 

as well as other religious matters. 

 

 Atheism: in its generally accepted sense, an atheist is a person who 

asserts that there is no God or gods.  

 

 Empiricism: emphasizes the role of experience in ascertaining the truthful 

basis of a concept, existence or knowledge, i.e. empirical verification.  

 

 Existentialism: a philosophy which questions of the meaning of life or the 

meaning of existence.  

 

 Humanism: an ethical philosophy based on the dignity humanity to 

ultimately determine right and wrong. 

 

 Logical Positivism: is a form of empiricism that holds to the position that 

the only authenticated knowledge is scientific knowledge. It refutes the 

basis of metaphysical philosophies and religion because they have no 

cognitive foundation other than emotional desires. As such, only 

statements based on mathematics, logic and natural sciences have a definitive meaning.  

 

 Materialism: considers that the only thing that can truly exist is matter.  
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 Metaphysics: is the attempt to know reality, as opposed to accepting its appearance. It is also the study of  underlying 

truths through which we might begin to comprehend the universe, not by fragmented laws, but somehow as a 

collective whole. 

 

 Nihilism: holds the position that the world, including human existence, is without objective meaning, purpose or 

comprehensible truth. It also asserts that there is no proof of a universal creator, true morality is unknown and 

secular ethics are impossible and, as such, no action can be judged in absolute terms.  

 

 Rationalism: asserts that reason and factual analysis, rather than faith, dogma or religious teachings are the best path 

to the truth.  

 

 Reductionism: asserts that the nature of complex things can always be reduced or explained by more fundamental 

things. This applies to objects, as well as phenomena, such as, explanations, theories, and meanings. 

 

 Secular Humanism: is based on reason, ethics, and justice. It rejects rituals and ceremonies as a means to affirm the 

meaning of life. The term was apparently  introduced to make a clear distinction from `religious humanism` 

 

 Solipsism: is an extreme form of scepticism, in which nothing can exist beyond oneself. A more general position 

simply asserts that `self` is the only thing that a person can know with certainty.  

 

 Teleology: is based on the assumption that there is design and purpose in the working and process of nature. 

 

1.3.1.3 The Nature of Truth 
 

If we look for the  word 'truth' in the dictionary, we will probably find it 

defined in terms of "a fact that has been verified" and while this seems to 

be quite straightforward, there can be many problems associated with the 

verification of facts, due to either complexity or dogma. At different times, 

in different places, various 'truths' have evolved to meet the requirements 

of an entrenched worldview, which then only leads to a deepening of 

indoctrination rather than enlightened education. As a consequence, much 

of human history is littered with conflicts as two different worldviews 

collided. However, even today, few people are totally free of any form of 

cultural indoctrination, which come to underpin our key beliefs and in-turn 

affects the way we, and to some extent our children, are prepared to view 

the world. The expression 'Life, The Universe and Everything' is often used in modern western culture as form of shorthand to 

represent all of the unanswered questions about existence. While it may be in the nature of these questions to defy any 

absolute answer, it also seems to be in the nature of humanity to search for one: 

 

Life - What is its purpose; is mere survival enough? 

Universe - How, when and why was it created? 

Everything - Where did it all come from? 
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Perceptions & Hallucinations:  

In many cases, truth depends on 

evidence perceived through our 

senses. As the saying goes: "Seeing 

is believing." The problem is that 

while we might believe what we 

see, what we see is not always what 

other people see and not always a 

true picture. 

While it may be a 'philosophical truth' to say that some of these questions may never be fully answered, humanity has never 

stop trying to devise some seemingly `rational truth' to fill the void of ignorance. As such, we  might also cite an 'accepted truth' 

that exists, at any point in time, by virtue of the knowledge available and nature of the power-base of the socio-political system: 

 

Physical - power of arms 

Theological - power of beliefs 

Philosophical - power of ideas 

Scientific - power of facts 

Political - power of manipulation 

 

Each of these systems may have a different worldview and each worldview might be 

accepted as true, at least, by those in power. Of course, from another perspective 

this worldview might, at best, be seen as a `subjective truth` or 'historic truth' based 

on  limited knowledge at that time and, in some cases, we might even use the term 

'gospel truth' 

 

But does it make any sense to have so many definitions of truth? 

 

In most cases, the adjective that often precedes the word 'truth' is trying to reflect 

the degree of truth that is being associated to a given idea. For example, we might 

cite a 'half-truth' or an 'absolute-truth' from which we infer different meanings and so, in this context, no real confusion arises 

from the qualification. However, the real problem seems to arise when the 'degree of truth' is either mistaken, exaggerated or 

lied about and so maybe we should take a closer look at the root causes of a  `non-truths`, i.e. a lie or a mistake. Clearly, we can 

all make mistakes, but if we accept the definition of the word 'truth'  based on  the verification of the facts, then maybe the 

essence of Clifford's argument is not so unreasonable, although the definition of 'insufficient evidence' may still be subjective: 

 

`it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything on insufficient evidence` 

 

Of course, the issue of the truth being based on an exaggeration or fabrication is more problematic and often rooted 

within human survival needs because it is often the case that a person's position in society may well depend on the general 

acceptance and proliferation of a given worldview. So, when considering all the different interpretations of truth, in its many 

forms, and held with such conviction by such a diversity of cultures, maybe we could reflect on the words of Abraham Lincoln: 

 

"You can fool all the people some of the time,  

and some of the people all the time, but  

you cannot fool all the people all the time." 

 

If we breakdown Lincoln's quote into 2 key groups, it highlights the belief, and the hope, that a falsehood cannot underpin a 

collective worldview forever; even though some may never accept the alternative worldview on offer: 

 

 Some will be fooled always, 

 but some will come to re-evaluate the evidence 
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Umberto Eco  

But now I have come to believe that 

the whole world is an enigma, a 

harmless enigma that is made 

terrible by our own mad attempt to 

interpret it as though it had an 

underlying truth:  

Foucault's Pendulum 

If an optical illusion can fool our eyes, and 

hallucination can fool our brain, what might 

this tell us about eye-witness accounts of the 

seemingly impossible? 

For it would seem that we are all born into a given society, which either seeks to 

educate us, or indoctrinate us, into accepting the mainstream worldview of that 

society. On initial reflection, history does indeed suggest that some of the people 

are `fooled all the time` and  never consider anything that challenges the established 

worldview of their day. In contrast, a few may have to initially accept the established 

wisdom of their elders, but eventually come to question what were originally 

thought to be 'established truths'. However, looking towards the future, the most 

important issue at stake may not always truth itself, which may have been, and may 

always be, subjective, but how a  society treats those people who challenge an 

accepted notion of truth. From a historical perspective, the normal reaction is not favourable when considered in the following 

terms: 

 

 The accusation of theological heresy               and/or 

 The sarcasm of a philosophical elite                 and/or 

 The ostracism of the scientific establishment and/or 

 The persecution of the politically powerful 

 

While we might ultimately have to consider the reasons for this situation, possibly we are only seeing a reflection of natural 

selection at work. If this is the case, only the `strongest` ideas will survive and whether these ideas are true may not, on any 

given day, be guaranteed. However, while we have touch on the issue of evolution and natural selection, maybe we possibly 

need to table the following question for further consideration? 

 

What is the value of truth within the totality of human evolution? 

 

1.3.1.4 Perceptions & Hallucinations 
 

In philosophy, perception is the process of attaining awareness or 

understanding from sensory information. However, the interesting 

thing about perceptions is that they can vary from person to person, 

such that different people may actual believe they are seeing different 

things when looking at the same object and, in this context, it might 

have some relevance to our general discussion as to why we have so 

many different unsubstantiated worldviews. 

 

So what do you 'see' in the picture right? 

 

Some people see a young women looking away, while others see an old 

lady looking down. Of course, once you are aware that you may have a 

different perception dependent on how you look at the picture you may 

then be able to see both points of view. For example, what some see as 

the young woman's nose and eyelash, others see as a wart on the old 

woman's nose. What might be the young woman's ear can also be the 
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William Blake 

"If the doors of perception were 

cleansed everything would appear 

to man as it is, infinite. For man has 

closed himself up, till he sees all 

things through narrow chinks of his 

cavern." 

old woman's eye and so on. As such, we might use this to illustrate that while 'seeing is believing', it isn't necessarily any 

guarantee of the truth. Of course, you might rightly point out that this particular example is really just an optical illusion 

designed to trick the eye. However, almost everything we see and hear is only a construct within our minds: 

 

Most of us believe that the world is full of light, colours, sounds, sweet tastes, noxious smells, ugliness, and beauty, but 

this is undoubtedly a grand illusion. Certainly the world is full of electromagnetic radiation, air pressure waves, and 

chemicals dissolved in air or water, but that non-biological world is pitch dark, silent, tasteless, and odourless. All 

conscious experiences are emergent properties of biological brains, and they do not exist outside of those brains. 

 

However, if our senses can be so easily fooled with such a simple illusion, what might be possible under more extreme 

circumstances? For example, there are numerous medical and psychiatric causes which result in hallucinations. Some common 

causes are indicated below: 

 

 drugs, stress, sleep deprivation, exhaustion, meditation, sensory deprivation, electrical or neurochemical activity in the 

brain, mental illness, brain damage and/or disease. 

 

Possibly, in this respect, we might better understand why the truth of any statement 

or observation has to be verified as a principle of scientific methodology.  This said, 

let us now consider some of the wider implications that an imperfect perception or 

even a hallucination might have on our collective worldview by reflecting on the 

experiments and writings of Aldous Huxley. Huxley (1894–1963) was an English 

writer, who lived the latter part of his life in America from 1937 until his death in 

1963. Possibly the novel  'Brave New World (1932)'  is the best known of Huxley's 

writings. However, in 1953, Huxley took four-tenths of a gramme of mescalin, then 

sat down and waited to see what would happen. Subsequently, Huxley described his experience in 'The Doors of Perception 

(1954)' and 'Heaven and Hell (1956)'. It is these latter works that are the focus of the present discussion because Huxley was, in 

many ways, putting some of our fundamental perceptions under the microscope. The first extract is from the 'The Doors of 

Perception' and is often quoted in terms of the general fragility and isolation of the human condition: 

 

We live together, we act on,  and react to, one another; but always and in all circumstances we are by ourselves. The 

martyrs go hand in hand into the arena; they are crucified alone. Embraced, the lovers desperately try to fuse their 

insulated ecstasies into a single self-transcendence; in vain. By its very nature every embodied spirit is doomed to suffer 

and enjoy in solitude.  Sensations, feelings, insights, fancies - all these are private and, except through symbols and at 

second hand, incommunicable. We can pool information about experiences, but never experiences themselves. From 

family to nation, every human group is a society of island universes. 

 

The second extract is from 'Heaven and Hell' and has been selected because it highlights the possibility that many of spiritual 

visions  attributed to and claimed by prophets may also be explained as the direct result of induced chemical changes within 

the body, then triggering out-of-body perceptions: 

 

A similar conclusion will be reached by those whose philosophy is unduly "spiritual." God, they will insist, is a spirit and is 

to be worshiped in spirit. Therefore an experience which is chemically conditioned cannot be an experience of the divine. 
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There are numerous medical and 

psychiatric causes of hallucinations. 

Some of the common causes 

include: drugs, stress, sleep 

deprivation and exhaustion, 

meditation and sensory deprivation, 

electrical or neurochemical activity 

in the brain, mental illness, brain 

damage or disease. 

William K. Clifford was an English 

mathematician and philosopher, 

who was born 1845 and died 1879, 

at the young age of 34. 

Nevertheless, Clifford became 

famous for his argument that 

beliefs are not simply private acts, 

but rather public acts and therefore 

have moral consequences. 

But, one way or another, all our experiences are chemically conditioned, and 

if we imagine that some of them are purely "spiritual," purely "intellectual," 

purely "aesthetic," it is merely because we have never troubled to 

investigate the internal chemical environment at the moment of their 

occurrence. Furthermore, it is a matter of historical record that most 

contemplatives worked systematically to modify their body chemistry, with a 

view to creating the internal conditions favourable to spiritual insight. When 

they were not starving themselves into low blood sugar and a vitamin 

deficiency, or beating themselves into intoxication by histamine, adrenalin 

and decomposed protein, they were cultivating insomnia and praying for 

long periods in uncomfortable position in order to create the psycho-physical symptoms of stress. In the intervals they 

sang interminable psalms, thus increasing the amount of carbon dioxide in the lungs and blood stream, or, if they were 

Orientals, they did breathing exercises to accomplish the same purpose. Today we know how to lower the efficiency of 

the cerebral reducing valve by direct chemical action, and without the risk of inflicting serious damage on the 

psychophysical organism. ... Knowing as he does (or at least as he can know, if he so desires) what are the chemical 

conditions of transcendental experience, the aspiring mystic should turn for technical help to the specialists-in 

pharmacology, in biochemistry, in physiology and neurology. And on their part, of course, the specialists (if any of them 

aspire to be genuine men of science and complete human beings) should turn, out of their respective pigeonholes, to the 

artist, the sibyl, the visionary, the mystic-all those, in a word who have had experience of the Other World and who know 

... what to do with the experience. 

  
1.3.1.5 The Ethics of Belief 

 
Often any discussion of morality and ethics, in the context of theism and atheism, 

focuses on the source of morality in terms of God or humanity.  However, there is a 

wider context in which we must all face up to the ethics of our own beliefs, i.e. the 

truth of our worldview. In many ways, Clifford summed up his philosophical  position 

regarding the ethics of belief in just 14 word: 

 

`it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything on 

insufficient evidence`. 

 

On initial reflection, Clifford's conclusion might appear somewhat naive of the 

realities of the everyday world, but on further reflection we might consider whether, by definition, ethical ideals should always 

transcend the practical limitation of the human condition. The arguments that led Clifford to his conclusion were broken down 

into 3 sections and are presented in appropriately named sub-sections that cover: 

 

 The Duty of Inquiry: 

 The Weight of Authority 

 The Limits of Inference 

 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/34.Clifford.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/420.Inquiry.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/421.Authority.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/422.Inference.html


the mysearch.org.uk website 
All great truths begin as blasphemies 

copyright ©: 2004-2015 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
45 of 193 

 

We often perceive a close relationship 

between the words: 'morality' and 'ethics'. 

However, it is the former that actually 

embodies the definition and distinction 

between good and evil, right and wrong; 

which has its roots in the Latin word 

'moralitas' meaning "manner, character, 

proper behaviour" In contrast, ethics is a 

primarily a branch of philosophy, which then 

seeks to address any questions arising from 

the idea of morality. 

There is no in-depth analysis of Clifford's essay, at this point, because the scope  of his arguments have been incorporate into so 

many of the major sections of this website, i.e. worldviews, evolution and science. However, some issues surrounding each of 

the arguments might be highlighted as follows: 

 

1. It has become increasingly difficult for any individual to carry 

out a reasonable `duty of inquiry` given the exponential growth 

in both the breadth and depth in knowledge, especially in the 

field of science.  

 

2. Our initial judgement of the 'weight of authority' may have 

already been influenced by what we consider education, yet 

others consider to be indoctrination. Ultimately, we must 

resolve this dilemma for ourselves.  

 

3. We should be aware that what may have originally started out 

as hypothetical or philosophical speculation has, today, already 

acquired an air of authority and, in so doing, belief has assumed the status of fact as the limits of inference have been 

exceeded. 

 

 Note: Some of the examples and choice of words used by Clifford in the following presentation of the actual Ethics of 

Belief article are more a reflection of the age in which he lived, i.e. 1877. As such, we should not immediately apply our 

modern-day notions of political correctness and read too much into the specific examples chosen, but rather look for and 

consider the overarching philosophical intent. 

 

1.3.1.5.1 The Duty Of Inquiry 
 

A ship owner was about to send to sea an emigrant-ship. He knew that she was old, 

and not overwell built at the first; that she had seen many seas and climes, and often 

had needed repairs. Doubts had been suggested to him that possibly she was not 

seaworthy. These doubts preyed upon his mind, and made him unhappy; he thought 

that perhaps he ought to have her thoroughly overhauled and refitted, even though 

this should put him at great expense. Before the ship sailed, however, he succeeded 

in overcoming these melancholy reflections. He said to himself that she had gone 

safely through so many voyages and weathered so many storms that it was idle to 

suppose she would not come safely home from this trip also. He would put his trust 

in Providence, which could hardly fail to protect all these unhappy families that were 

leaving their fatherland to seek for better times elsewhere. He would dismiss from 

his mind all ungenerous suspicions about the honesty of builders and contractors. In 

such ways he acquired a sincere and comfortable conviction that his vessel was 

thoroughly safe and seaworthy; he watched her departure with a light heart, and 

benevolent wishes for the success of the exiles in their strange new home that was to 

be; and he got his insurance-money when she went down in mid-ocean and told no tales. 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/5.Worldviews.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/75.Evolution.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/184.Science.html
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Inquiry into the evidence of a doctrine is 

not to be made once for all, and then 

taken as finally settled. It is never lawful 

to stifle a doubt; for either it can be 

honestly answered by means of the 

inquiry already made, or else it proves 

that the inquiry was not complete. 

 

"But," says one, "I am a busy man; I have 

no time for the long course of study which 

would be necessary to make me in any 

degree a competent judge of certain 

questions, or even able to understand the 

nature of the arguments." 

 

Then he should have no time to believe. 

What shall we say of him? 

 

Surely this, that he was verily guilty of the death of those men. It is admitted 

that he did sincerely believe in the soundness of his ship; but the sincerity of 

his conviction can in no wise help him, because he had no right to believe on 

such evidence as was before him. He had acquired his belief not by honestly 

earning it in patient investigation, but by stifling his doubts. And although in 

the end he may have felt so sure about it that he could not think otherwise, 

yet inasmuch as he had knowingly and willingly worked himself into that 

frame of mind, he must be held responsible for it. 

 

Let us alter the case a little, and suppose that the ship was not unsound after 

all; that she made her voyage safely, and many others after it. Will that 

diminish the guilt of her owner? 

 

Not one jot. When an action is once done, it is right or wrong for ever; no 

accidental failure of its good or evil fruits can possibly alter that. The man 

would not have been innocent, he would only have been not found out. The 

question of right or wrong has to do with the origin of his belief, not the 

matter of it; not what it was, but how he got it; not whether it turned out to be true or false, but whether he had a right to 

believe on such evidence as was before him. 

 

There was once an island in which some of the inhabitants professed a religion teaching neither the doctrine of original sin nor 

that of eternal punishment. A suspicion got abroad that the professors of this religion had made use of unfair means to get 

their doctrines taught to children. They were accused of wresting the laws of their country in such a way as to remove children 

from the care of their natural and legal guardians; and even of stealing them away and keeping them concealed from their 

friends and relations. A certain number of men formed themselves into a society for the purpose of agitating the public about 

this matter. They published grave accusations against individual citizens of the highest position and character, and did all in 

their power to injure these citizens in their exercise of their professions. So great was the noise they made, that a Commission 

was appointed to investigate the facts; but after the Commission had carefully inquired into all the evidence that could be got, 

it appeared that the accused were innocent. Not only had they been accused of insufficient evidence, but the evidence of their 

innocence was such as the agitators might easily have obtained, if they had attempted a fair inquiry. After these disclosures the 

inhabitants of that country looked upon the members of the agitating society, not only as persons whose judgment was to be 

distrusted, but also as no longer to be counted honourable men. For although they had sincerely and conscientiously believed 

in the charges they had made, yet they had no right to believe on such evidence as was before them. Their sincere convictions, 

instead of being honestly earned by patient inquiring, were stolen by listening to the voice of prejudice and passion. Let us vary 

this case also, and suppose, other things remaining as before, that a still more accurate investigation proved the accused to 

have been really guilty. 

 

Would this make any difference in the guilt of the accusers? 
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 Clearly not; the question is not whether their belief was true or false, but whether they entertained it on wrong grounds. They 

would no doubt say, "Now you see that we were right after all; next time perhaps you will believe us." And they might be 

believed, but they would not thereby become honourable men. They would not be innocent, they would only be not found out. 

Every one of them, if he chose to examine himself in foro conscientiae, would know that he had acquired and nourished a 

belief, when he had no right to believe on such evidence as was before him; and therein he would know that he had done a 

wrong thing. It may be said, however, that in both these supposed cases it is not the belief which is judged to be wrong, but the 

action following upon it. The ship owner might say, "I am perfectly certain that my ship is sound, but still I feel it my duty to 

have her examined, before trusting the lives of so many people to her." And it might be said to the agitator, "However 

convinced you were of the justice of your cause and the truth of your convictions, you ought not to have made a public attack 

upon any man's character until you had examined the evidence on both sides with the utmost patience and care." In the first 

place, let us admit that, so far as it goes, this view of the case is right and necessary; right, because even when a man's belief is 

so fixed that he cannot think otherwise, he still has a choice in the action suggested by it, and so cannot escape the duty of 

investigating on the ground of the strength of his convictions; and necessary, because those who are not yet capable of 

controlling their feelings and thoughts must have a plain rule dealing with overt acts." But this being premised as necessary, it 

becomes clear that it is not sufficient, and that our previous judgment is required to supplement it. For it is not possible so to 

sever the belief from the action it suggests as to condemn the one without condemning the other. No man holding a strong 

belief on one side of a question, or even wishing to hold a belief on one side, can investigate it with such fairness and 

completeness as if he were really in doubt and unbiased; so that the existence of a belief not founded on fair inquiry unfits a 

man for the performance of this necessary duty. Nor is it that truly a belief at all which has not some influence upon the actions 

of him who holds it. He who truly believes that which prompts him to an action has looked upon the action to lust after it, he 

has committed it already in his heart. If a belief is not realized immediately in open deeds, it is stored up for the guidance of the 

future. It goes to make a part of that aggregate of beliefs which is the link between sensation and action at every moment of all 

our lives, and which is so organized and compacted together that no part of it can be isolated from the rest, but every new 

addition modifies the structure of the whole. No real belief, however trifling and fragmentary it may seem, is ever truly 

insignificant; it prepares us to receive more of its like, confirms those which resembled it before, and weakens others; and so 

gradually it lays a stealthy train in our inmost thoughts, which may someday explode into overt action, and leave its stamp upon 

our character forever. And no one man's belief is in any case a private matter which concerns himself alone. Our lives our 

guided by that general conception of the course of things which has been created by society for social purposes. Our words, our 

phrases, our forms and processes and modes of thought, are common property, fashioned and perfected from age to age; an 

heirloom which every succeeding generation inherits as a precious deposit and a sacred trust to be handled on to the next one, 

not unchanged but enlarged and purified, with some clear marks of its proper handiwork. Into this, for good or ill, is woven 

every belief of every man who has speech of his fellows. A awful privilege, and an awful responsibility, that we should help to 

create the world in which posterity will live. 

 

In the two supposed cases which have been considered, it has been judged wrong to believe on insufficient evidence, or to 

nourish belief by suppressing doubts and avoiding investigation. The reason of this judgment is not far to seek: it is that in both 

these cases the belief held by one man was of great importance to other men. But forasmuch as no belief held by one man, 

however seemingly trivial the belief, and however obscure the believer, is ever actually insignificant or without its effect on the 

fate of mankind, we have no choice but to extend our judgment to all cases of belief whatever. Belief, that sacred faculty which 

prompts the decisions of our will, and knits into harmonious working all the compacted energies of our being, is ours not for 

ourselves but for humanity. It is rightly used on truths which have been established by long experience and waiting toil, and 

which have stood in the fierce light of free and fearless questioning. Then it helps to bind men together, and to strengthen and 
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direct their common action. It is desecrated when given to unproved and unquestioned statements, for the solace and private 

pleasure of the believer; to add a tinsel splendour to the plain straight road of our life and display a bright mirage beyond it; or 

even to drown the common sorrows of our kind by a self-deception which allows them not only to cast down, but also to 

degrade us. Whoso would deserve well of his fellows in this matter will guard the purity of his beliefs with a very fanaticism of 

jealous care, lest at any time it should rest on an unworthy object, and catch a stain which can never be wiped away. It is not 

only the leader of men, statesmen, philosopher, or poet, that owes this bounden duty to mankind. Every rustic who delivers in 

the village alehouse his slow, infrequent sentences, may help to kill or keep alive the fatal superstitions which clog his race. 

Every hard-worked wife of an artisan may transmit to her children beliefs which shall knit society together, or rend it in pieces. 

No simplicity of mind, no obscurity of station, can escape the universal duty of questioning all that we believe. It is true that this 

duty is a hard one, and the doubt which comes out of it is often a very bitter thing. It leaves us bare and powerless where we 

thought that we were safe and strong. To know all about anything is to know how to deal with it under all circumstances. We 

feel much happier and more secure when we think we know precisely what to do, no matter what happens, then when we 

have lost our way and do not know where to turn. And if we have supposed ourselves to know all about anything, and to be 

capable of doing what is fit in regard to it, we naturally do not like to find that we are really ignorant and powerless, that we 

have to begin again at the beginning, and try to learn what the thing is and how it is to be dealt with, if indeed anything can be 

learnt about it. It is the sense of power attached to a sense of knowledge that makes men desirous of believing, and afraid of 

doubting. This sense of power is the highest and best of pleasures when the belief on which it is founded is a true belief, and 

has been fairly earned by investigation. For then we may justly feel that it is common property, and hold good for others as well 

as for ourselves. Then we may be glad, not that I have learned secrets by which I am safer and stronger, but that we men have 

got mastery over more of the world; and we shall be strong, not for ourselves but in the name of Man and his strength. But if 

the belief has been accepted on insufficient evidence, the pleasure is a stolen one. Not only does it deceive ourselves by giving 

us a sense of power which we do not really possess, but it is sinful, because it is stolen in defiance of our duty to mankind. That 

duty is to guard ourselves from such beliefs as from pestilence, which may shortly master our own body and then spread to the 

rest of the town. 

 

What would be thought of one who, for the sake of a sweet fruit, should deliberately run the risk of delivering a plague upon his 

family and his neighbours? 

 

And, as in other such cases, it is not the risk only which has to be considered; for a bad action is always bad at the time when it 

is done, no matter what happens afterwards. Every time we let ourselves believe for unworthy reasons, we weaken our powers 

of self-control, of doubting, of judicially and fairly weighing evidence. We all suffer severely enough from the maintenance and 

support of false beliefs and the fatally wrong actions which they lead to, and the evil born when one such belief is entertained is 

great and wide. But a greater and wider evil arises when the credulous character is maintained and supported, when a habit of 

believing for unworthy reasons is fostered and made permanent. If I steal money from any person, there may be no harm done 

from the mere transfer of possession; he may not feel the loss, or it may prevent him from using the money badly. But I cannot 

help doing this great wrong towards Man, that I make myself dishonest. What hurts society is not that it should lose its 

property, but that it should become a den of thieves, for then it must cease to be society. This is why we ought not to do evil, 

that good may come; for at any rate this great evil has come, that we have done evil and are made wicked thereby. In like 

manner, if I let myself believe anything on insufficient evidence, there may be no great harm done by the mere belief; it may be 

true after all, or I may never have occasion to exhibit it in outward acts. But I cannot help doing this great wrong towards Man, 

that I make myself credulous. The danger to society is not merely that it should believe wrong things, though that is great 

enough; but that it should become credulous, and lose the habit of testing things and inquiring into them; for then it must sink 
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back into savagery. The harm which is done by credulity in a man is not confined to the fostering of a credulous character in 

others, and consequent support of false beliefs. Habitual want of care about what I believe leads to habitual want of care in 

others about the truth of what is told to me. Men speak the truth of one another when each reveres the truth in his own mind 

and in the other's mind; but how shall my friend revere the truth in my mind when I myself am careless about it, when I believe 

thing because I want to believe them, and because they are comforting and pleasant? 

 

Will he not learn to cry, "Peace," to me, when there is no peace? 

 

By such a course I shall surround myself with a thick atmosphere of falsehood and fraud, and in that I must live. It may matter 

little to me, in my cloud-castle of sweet illusions and darling lies; but it matters much to Man that I have made my neighbours 

ready to deceive. The credulous man is father to the liar and the cheat; he lives in the bosom of this his family, and it is no 

marvel if he should become even as they are. So closely are our duties knit together, that whoso shall keep the whole law, and 

yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all. To sum up: 

 

it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence. 

 

If a man, holding a belief which he was taught in childhood or persuaded of afterwards, keeps down and pushes away any 

doubts which arise about it in his mind, purposely avoids the reading of books and the company of men that call into question 

or discuss it, and regards as impious those questions which cannot easily be asked without disturbing it, the life of that man is 

one long sin against mankind. If this judgment seems harsh when applied to those simple souls who have never known better, 

who have been brought up from the cradle with a horror of doubt, and taught that their eternal welfare depends on what they 

believe, then it leads to the very serious question, 

 

Who hath made Israel to sin? 

 

It may be permitted me to fortify this judgment with the sentence of Milton: 

 

A man may be a heretic in the truth; and if he believe things only because his pastor says so, or the assembly so 

determine, without knowing other reason, though his belief be true, yet the very truth he holds becomes his heresy. 

 

And with this famous aphorism of Coleridge: 

 

He who begins by loving Christianity better than Truth, will proceed by loving his own sect or Church better than Christianity, 

and end loving himself better than all. 

Inquiry into the evidence of a doctrine is not to be made once for all, and then taken as finally settled. It is never lawful to stifle 

a doubt; for either it can be honestly answered by means of the inquiry already made, or else it proves that the inquiry was not 

complete. 

 

"But," says one, "I am a busy man; I have no time for the long course of study which would be necessary to make me in 

any degree a competent judge of certain questions, or even able to understand the nature of the arguments." 

 

Then he should have no time to believe. 
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1.3.1.5.2  The Weight of Authority 
 

Are we then to become universal sceptics, doubting everything, afraid always to 

put one foot before the other until we have personally tested the firmness of the 

road? 

 

Are we to deprive ourselves of the help and guidance of that vast body of 

knowledge which is daily growing upon the world, because neither we nor any 

other one person can possibly test a hundredth part of it by immediate experiment 

or observation, and because it would not be completely proved if we did? 

 

Shall we steal and tell lies because we have had no personal experience wide 

enough to justify the belief that it is wrong to do so? 

 

There is no practical danger that such consequences will ever follow from 

scrupulous care and self-control in the matter of belief. Those men who have most 

nearly done their duty in this respect have found that certain great principles, and 

these most fitted for the guidance of life, have stood out more and more clearly in 

proportion to the care and honesty with which they were tested, and have acquired in this way a practical certainty. The beliefs 

about right and wrong which guide our actions in dealing with men in society, and the beliefs about physical nature which guide 

our actions in dealing with animate and inanimate bodies, these never suffer from investigation; they can take care of 

themselves, without being propped up by "acts of faith," the clamour of paid advocates, or the suppression of contrary 

evidence. Moreover there are many cases in which it is our duty to act upon probabilities, although the evidence is not such as 

to justify present belief; because it is precisely by such action, and by observation of its fruits, that evidence is got which may 

justify future belief. So that we have no reason to fear lest a habit of conscientious inquiry should paralyse the actions of our 

daily life. But because it is not enough to say, "It is wrong to believe on unworthy evidence," without saying also what evidence 

is worthy, we shall now go on to inquire under what circumstances it is lawful to believe on the testimony of others; and then, 

further, we shall inquire more generally when and why we may believe that which goes beyond our own experience, or even 

beyond the experience of mankind. 

 

In what cases, then, let us ask in the first place, is the testimony of a man unworthy of belief? 

 

He may say that which is untrue either knowingly or unknowingly. In the first case he is lying, and his moral character is to 

blame; in the second case he is ignorant or mistaken, and it is only his knowledge or his judgment which is in fault. In order that 

we may have the right to accept his testimony as ground for believing what he says, we must have reasonable grounds for 

trusting his veracity, that he is really trying to speak the truth so far as he knows it; his knowledge, that he has had 

opportunities of knowing the truth about this matter; and his judgment, that he has made proper use of those opportunities in 

coming to the conclusion which he affirms. 

 

However plain and obvious these reasons may be, so that no man of ordinary intelligence, reflecting upon the matter, could fail 

to arrive at them, it is nevertheless true that a great many persons do habitually disregard them in weighing testimony. Of the 

two questions, equally important to the trustworthiness of a witness, "Is he dishonest?" and "May he be mistaken?" the 
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The goodness and greatness of a man 

do not justify us in accepting a belief 

upon the warrant of his authority, 

unless there are reasonable grounds 

for supposing that he knew the truth 

of what he was saying. 

majority of mankind are perfectly satisfied if one can, with some show of 

probability, be answered in the negative. The excellent moral character of a man 

is alleged as ground for accepting his statements about things which he cannot 

possibly have known. A Mohammedan, for example, will tell us that the character 

of his Prophet was so noble and majestic that it commands the reverence even of 

those who do not believe in his mission. So admirable was his moral teaching, so 

wisely put together the great social machine which he created, that his precepts 

have not only been accepted by a great portion of mankind, but have actually been obeyed. His institutions have on the one 

hand rescued the negro from savagery, and on the other hand have taught civilization to the advancing West; and although the 

races which held the highest forms of his faith, and most fully embodied his mind and thought, have all been conquered and 

swept away by barbaric tribes, yet the history of their marvellous attainments remains as an imperishable glory to Islam. 

 

Are we to doubt the word of a man so great and so good? 

Can we suppose that this magnificent genius, this splendid moral hero, has lied to us about the most solemn and sacred 

matters?  

 

The testimony of Mohammed is clear, that there is but one God, and that he, Mohammed, is his Prophet; that if we believe in 

him we shall enjoy everlasting felicity, but that if we do not we shall be damned. This testimony rests on the most awful of 

foundations, the revelation of heaven itself; for was he not visited by the angel Gabriel, as he fasted and prayed in his desert 

cave, and allowed to enter into the blessed fields of Paradise? Surely God is God and Mohammed is the Prophet of God. 

 

What should we answer to this Mussulman? 

 

First, no doubt, we should be tempted to take exception against his view of the character of the Prophet and the uniformly 

beneficial influence of Islam: before we could go with him altogether in these matters it might seem that we should have to 

forget many terrible things of which we have heard or read. But if we chose to grant him all these assumptions, for the sake of 

argument, and because it is difficult both for the faithful and for infidels to discuss them fairly and without passion, still we 

should have something to say which takes away the ground of his belief, and therefore shows that it is wrong to entertain it. 

Namely this: the character of Mohammed is excellent evidence that he was honest and spoke the truth so far as he knew it; but 

it is no evidence at all that he knew what the truth was. What means could he have of knowing that the form which appeared 

to him to be the angel Gabriel was not a hallucination, and that his apparent visit to Paradise was not a dream? 

 

Grant that he himself was fully persuaded and honestly believed that he had the guidance of heaven, and was the vehicle of a 

supernatural revelation, how could he know that this strong conviction was not a mistake? 

 

Let us put ourselves in his place; we shall find that the more completely we endeavour to realise what passed through his mind, 

the more clearly we shall perceive that the Prophet could have had no adequate ground for the belief in his own inspiration. It 

is most probable that he himself never doubted of the matter, or thought of asking the question; but we are in the position of 

those to whom the question has been asked, and who are bound to answer it. It is known to medical observers that solitude 

and want of food are powerful means of producing delusion and of fostering a tendency to mental disease. Let us suppose, 

then, that I, like Mohammed, go into desert places to fast and pray; what things can happen to me which will give me the right 

to believe that I am divinely inspired? 
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The belief to which he has been led by 

his inquiries, is valid not only for himself 

but for others; when it is watched and 

tested by those who are working in the 

same ground, and who know that no 

greater service can be rendered to 

science than the purification of accepted 

results from the errors which may have 

crept into them. 

 

 Suppose that I get information, apparently from a celestial visitor, which upon 

being tested is found to be correct. I cannot be sure, in the first place, that the 

celestial visitor is not a figment of my own mind, and that the information did 

not come to me, unknown at the time to my consciousness, through some 

subtle channel of sense. But if my visitor were a real visitor, and for a long 

time gave me information which was found to be trustworthy, this would 

indeed be good ground for trusting him in the future as to such matters as fall 

within human powers of verification; but it would not be ground for trusting 

his testimony as to any other matters. For although his tested character would 

justify me in believing that he spoke the truth so far as he knew, yet the same 

question would present itself—what ground is there for supposing that he knows? 

 

Even if my supposed visitor had given me such information, subsequently verified by me, as proved him to have means of 

knowledge about verifiable matters far exceeding my own; this would not justify me in believing what he said about matters 

that are not at present capable of verification by man. It would be ground for interesting conjecture, and for the hope that, as 

the fruit of our patient inquiry, we might by and by attain to such a means of verification as should rightly turn conjecture into 

belief. For belief belongs to man, and to the guidance of human affairs: no belief is real unless it guide our actions, and those 

very actions supply a test of its truth. But, it may be replied, the acceptance of Islam as a system is just that action which is 

prompted by belief in the mission of the Prophet, and which will serve for a test of its truth. Is it possible to believe that a 

system which has succeeded so well is really founded upon a delusion? Not only have individual saints found joy and peace in 

believing, and verified those spiritual experiences which are promised to the faithful, but nations also have been raised from 

savagery or barbarism to a higher social state. Surely we are at liberty to say that the belief has been acted upon, and that it has 

been verified. 

 

It requires, however, but little consideration to show that what has really been verified is not at all the supernal character of the 

Prophet’s mission, or the trustworthiness of his authority in matters which we ourselves cannot test, but only his practical 

wisdom in certain very mundane things. The fact that believers have found joy and peace in believing gives us the right to say 

that the doctrine is a comfortable doctrine, and pleasant to the soul; but it does not give us the right to say that it is true. And 

the question which our conscience is always asking about that which we are tempted to believe is not, "Is it comfortable and 

pleasant?" but, "Is it true?" That the Prophet preached certain doctrines, and predicted that spiritual comfort would be found in 

them, proves only his sympathy with human nature and his knowledge of it; but it does not prove his superhuman knowledge 

of theology. And if we admit for the sake of argument (for it seems that we cannot do more) that the progress made by Moslem 

nations in certain cases was really due to the system formed and sent forth into the world by Mohammed, we are not at liberty 

to conclude from this that he was inspired to declare the truth about things which we cannot verify. We are only at liberty to 

infer the excellence of his moral precepts, or of the means which he devised for so working upon men as to get them obeyed, 

or of the social and political machinery which he set up. And it would require a great amount of careful examination into the 

history of those nations to determine which of these things had the greater share in the result. So that here again it is the 

Prophet’s knowledge of human nature, and his sympathy with it, that are verified; not his divine inspiration or his knowledge of 

theology. 
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He who makes use of its results to stifle 

his own doubts, or to hamper the 

inquiry of others, is guilty of a sacrilege 

which centuries shall never be able to 

blot out. When the labours and 

questionings of honest and brave men 

shall have built up the fabric of known 

truth to a glory which we in this 

generation can neither hope for nor 

imagine, in that pure and holy temple he 

shall have no part nor lot, but his name 

and his works shall be cast out into the 

darkness of oblivion for ever. 

If there were only one Prophet, indeed, it might well seem a difficult and even 

an ungracious task to decide upon what points we would trust him, and on what 

we would doubt his authority; seeing what help and furtherance all men have 

gained in all ages from those who saw more clearly, who felt more strongly, and 

who sought the truth with more single heart than their weaker brethren. But 

there is not only one Prophet; and while the consent of many upon that which, 

as men, they had real means of knowing and did know, has endured to the end, 

and been honourably built into the great fabric of human knowledge, the 

diverse witness of some about that which they did not and could not know 

remains as a warning to us that to exaggerate the prophetic authority is to 

misuse it, and to dishonour those who have sought only to help and further us 

after their power. It is hardly in human nature that a man should quite 

accurately gauge the limits of his own insight; but it is the duty of those who 

profit by his work to consider carefully where he may have been carried beyond 

it. If we must needs embalm his possible errors along with his solid achievements, and use his authority as an excuse for 

believing what he cannot have known, we make of his goodness an occasion to sin. 

 

To consider only one other such witness: the followers of the Buddha have at least as much right to appeal to individual and 

social experience in support of the authority of the Eastern saviour. The special mark of his religion, it is said, that in which it 

has never been surpassed, is the comfort and consolation which it gives to the sick and sorrowful, the tender sympathy with 

which it soothes and assuages all the natural griefs of men. And surely no triumph of social morality can be greater or nobler 

than that which has kept nearly half the human race from persecuting in the name of religion. If we are to trust the accounts of 

his early followers, he believed himself to have come upon earth with a divine and cosmic mission to set rolling the wheel of the 

law. Being a prince, he divested himself of his kingdom, and of his free will became acquainted with misery, that he might learn 

how to meet and subdue it. 

 

Could such a man speak falsely about solemn things? 

And as for his knowledge, was he not a man miraculous with powers more than man’s? 

 

He was born of woman without the help of man; he rose into the air and was transfigured before his kinsmen; at last he went 

up bodily into heaven from the top of Adam’s Peak. 

 

 Is not his word to be believed in when he testifies of heavenly things? 

 

If there were only he, and no other, with such claims! But there is Mohammed with his testimony; we cannot choose but listen 

to them both. The Prophet tells us that there is one God, and that we shall live forever in joy or misery, according as we believe 

in the Prophet or not. The Buddha says that there is no God, and that we shall be annihilated by and by if we are good enough. 

Both cannot be infallibly inspired; one or other must have been the victim of a delusion, and thought he knew that which he 

really did not know. Who shall dare to say which? and how can we justify ourselves in believing that the other was not also 

deluded? 
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We are led, then, to these judgments following. The goodness and greatness of a man do not justify us in accepting a belief 

upon the warrant of his authority, unless there are reasonable grounds for supposing that he knew the truth of what he was 

saying. And there can be no grounds for supposing that a man knows that which we, without ceasing to be men, could not be 

supposed to verify. 

 

If a chemist tells me, who am no chemist, that a certain substance can be made by putting together other substances in certain 

proportions and subjecting them to a known process, I am quite justified in believing this upon his authority, unless I know 

anything against his character or his judgment. For his professional training is one which tends to encourage veracity and the 

honest pursuit of truth, and to produce a dislike of hasty conclusions and slovenly investigation. And I have reasonable ground 

for supposing that he knows the truth of what he is saying, for although I am no chemist, I can be made to understand so much 

of the methods and processes of the science as makes it conceivable to me that, without ceasing to be man, I might verify the 

statement. I may never actually verify it, or even see any experiment which goes towards verifying it; but still I have quite 

reason enough to justify me in believing that the verification is within the reach of human appliances and powers, and in 

particular that it has been actually performed by my informant. His result, the belief to which he has been led by his inquiries, is 

valid not only for himself but for others; it is watched and tested by those who are working in the same ground, and who know 

that no greater service can be rendered to science than the purification of accepted results from the errors which may have 

crept into them. It is in this way that the result becomes common property, a right object of belief, which is a social affair and 

matter of public business. Thus it is to be observed that his authority is valid because there are those who question it and verify 

it; that it is precisely this process of examining and purifying that keeps alive among investigators the love of that which shall 

stand all possible tests, the sense of public responsibility as of those whose work, if well done, shall remain as the enduring 

heritage of mankind. But if my chemist tells me that an atom of oxygen has existed unaltered in weight and rate of vibration 

throughout all time I have no right to believe this on his authority, for it is a thing which he cannot know without ceasing to be 

man. He may quite honestly believe that this statement is a fair inference from his experiments, but in that case his judgment is 

at fault. A very simple consideration of the character of experiments would show him that they never can lead to results of such 

a kind; that being themselves only approximate and limited, they cannot give us knowledge which is exact and universal. No 

eminence of character and genius can give a man authority enough to justify us in believing him when he makes statements 

implying exact or universal knowledge. 

 

Again, an Arctic explorer may tell us that in a given latitude and longitude he has experienced such and such a degree of cold, 

that the sea was of such a depth, and the ice of such a character. We should be quite right to believe him, in the absence of any 

stain upon his veracity. It is conceivable that we might, without ceasing to be men, go there and verify his statement; it can be 

tested by the witness of his companions, and there is adequate ground for supposing that he knows the truth of what he is 

saying. But if an old whaler tells us that the ice is 300 feet thick all the way up to the Pole, we shall not be justified in believing 

him. For although the statement may be capable of verification by man, it is certainly not capable of verification by him, with 

any means and appliances which he has possessed; and he must have persuaded himself of the truth of it by some means which 

does not attach any credit to his testimony. Even if, therefore, the matter affirmed is within the reach of human knowledge, we 

have no right to accept it upon authority unless it is within the reach of our informant’s knowledge. 

 

What shall we say of that authority, more venerable and august than any individual witness, the time-honoured tradition of the 

human race? 
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An atmosphere of beliefs and conceptions has been formed by the labours and struggles of our forefathers, which enables us to 

breathe amid the various and complex circumstances of our life. It is around and about us and within us; we cannot think 

except in the forms and processes of thought which it supplies. 

 

Is it possible to doubt and to test it? and if possible, is it right? 

 

We shall find reason to answer that it is not only possible and right, but our bounden duty; that the main purpose of the 

tradition itself is to supply us with the means of asking questions, of testing and inquiring into things; that if we misuse it, and 

take it as a collection of cut-and-dried statements to be accepted without further inquiry, we are not only injuring ourselves 

here, but, by refusing to do our part towards the building up of the fabric which shall be inherited by our children, we are 

tending to cut off ourselves and our race from the human line. 

 

Let us first take care to distinguish a kind of tradition which especially requires to be examined and called in question, because 

it especially shrinks from inquiry. Suppose that a medicine-man in Central Africa tells his tribe that a certain powerful medicine 

in his tent will be propitiated if they kill their cattle, and that the tribe believe him. Whether the medicine was propitiated or 

not there are no means of verifying, but the cattle are gone. Still the belief may be kept up in the tribe that propitiation has 

been effected in this way; and in a later generation it will be all the easier for another medicine-man to persuade them to a 

similar act. Here the only reason for belief is that everybody has believed the thing for so long that it must be true. And yet the 

belief was founded on fraud, and has been propagated by credulity. That man will undoubtedly do right, and be a friend of 

men, who shall call it in question and see that there is no evidence for it, help his neighbours to see as he does, and even, if 

need be, go into the holy tent and break the medicine. 

 

The rule which should guide us in such cases is simple and obvious enough: that the aggregate testimony of our neighbours is 

subject to the same conditions as the testimony of any one of them. Namely, we have no right to believe a thing true because 

everybody says so unless there are good grounds for believing that some one person at least has the means of knowing what is 

true, and is speaking the truth so far as he knows it. However many nations and generations of men are brought into the 

witness-box they cannot testify to anything which they do not know. Every man who has accepted the statement from 

somebody else, without himself testing and verifying it, is out of court; his word is worth nothing at all. And when we get back 

at last to the true birth and beginning of the statement, two serious questions must be disposed of in regard to him who first 

made it: was he mistaken in thinking that he knew about this matter, or was he lying? This last question is unfortunately a very 

actual and practical one even to us at this day and in this country. We have no occasion to go to La Salette, or to Central Africa, 

or to Lourdes, for examples of immoral and debasing superstition. It is only too possible for a child to grow up in London 

surrounded by an atmosphere of beliefs fit only for the savage, which have in our own time been founded in fraud and 

propagated by credulity. 

 

Laying aside, then, such tradition as is handed on without testing by successive generations, let us consider that which is truly 

built up out of the common experience of mankind. This great fabric is for the guidance of our thoughts, and through them of 

our actions, both in the moral and in the material world. In the moral world, for example, it gives us the conceptions of right in 

general, of justice, of truth, of beneficence, and the like. These are given as conceptions, not as statements or propositions; 

they answer to certain definite instincts which are certainly within us, however they came there. That it is right to be beneficent 

is matter of immediate personal experience; for when a man retires within himself and there finds something, wider and more 

lasting than his solitary personality, which says, "I want to do right," as well as, "I want to do good to man," he can verify by 
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direct observation that one instinct is founded upon and agrees fully with the other. And it is his duty so to verify this and all 

similar statements. 

 

The tradition says also, at a definite place and time, that such and such actions are just, or true, or beneficent. For all such rules 

a further inquiry is necessary, since they are sometimes established by an authority other than that of the moral sense founded 

on experience. Until recently, the moral tradition of our own country—and indeed of all Europe—taught that it was beneficent 

to give money indiscriminately to beggars. But the questioning of this rule, and investigation into it, led men to see that true 

beneficence is that which helps a man to do the work which he is most fitted for, not that which keeps and encourages him in 

idleness; and that to neglect this distinction in the present is to prepare pauperism and misery for the future. By this testing and 

discussion not only has practice been purified and made more beneficent, but the very conception of beneficence has been 

made wider and wiser. Now here the great social heirloom consists of two parts: the instinct of beneficence, which makes a 

certain side of our nature, when predominant, wish to do good to men; and the intellectual conception of beneficence, which 

we can compare with any proposed course of conduct and ask, "Is this beneficent or not?" By the continual asking and 

answering of such questions the conception grows in breadth and distinctness, and the instinct becomes strengthened and 

purified. It appears, then, that the great use of the conception, the intellectual part of the heirloom, is to enable us to ask 

questions; that it grows and is kept straight by means of these questions; and if we do not use it for that purpose we shall 

gradually lose it altogether, and be left with a mere code of regulations which cannot rightly be called morality at all. 

 

Such considerations apply even more obviously and clearly, if possible, to the store of beliefs and conceptions which our fathers 

have amassed for us in respect of the material world. We are ready to laugh at the rule of thumb of the Australian who 

continues to tie his hatchet to the side of the handle, although the Birmingham fitter has made a hole on purpose for him to put 

the handle in. His people have tied up hatchets so for ages: who is he that he should set himself up against their wisdom? He 

has sunk so low that he cannot do what some of them must have done in the far distant past—call in question an established 

usage, and invent or learn something better. Yet here, in the dim beginning of knowledge, where science and art are one, we 

find only the same simple rule which applies to the highest and deepest growths of that cosmic Tree; to its loftiest flower-

tipped branches as well as to the profoundest of its hidden roots; the rule, namely, that what is stored up and handed down to 

us is rightly used by those who act as the makers acted, when they stored it up; those who use it to ask further questions, to 

examine, to investigate; who try honestly and solemnly to find out what is the right way of looking at things and of dealing with 

them. 

 

A question rightly asked is already half answered, said Jacobi; we may add that the method of solution is the other half of the 

answer, and that the actual result counts for nothing by the side of these two. For an example let us go to the telegraph, where 

theory and practice, grown each to years of discretion, are marvellously wedded for the fruitful service of men. Ohm found that 

the strength of an electric current is directly proportional to the strength of the battery which produces it, and inversely as the 

length of the wire along which it has to travel. This is called Ohm’s law; but the result, regarded as a statement to be believed, is 

not the valuable part of it. The first half of the question: what relation holds good between these quantities? So put, the 

question involves already the conception of strength of current, and of strength of battery, as quantities to be measured and 

compared; it hints clearly that these are the things to be attended to in the study of electric currents. The second half is the 

method of investigation; how to measure these quantities, what instruments are required for the experiment, and how are 

they to be used? 
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The student who begins to learn about electricity is not asked to believe in Ohm’s law: he is made to understand the question, 

he is placed before the apparatus, and he is taught to verify it. He learns to do things, not to think he knows things; to use 

instruments and to ask questions, not to accept a traditional statement. The question which required a genius to ask it rightly is 

answered by a tiro. If Ohm’s law were suddenly lost and forgotten by all men, while the question and the method of solution 

remained, the result could be rediscovered in an hour. But the result by itself, if known to a people who could not comprehend 

the value of the question or the means of solving it, would be like a watch in the hands of a savage who could not wind it up, or 

an iron steamship worked by Spanish engineers. 

 

In regard, then, to the sacred tradition of humanity, we learn that it consists, not in propositions or statements which are to be 

accepted and believed on the authority of the tradition, but in questions rightly asked, in conceptions which enable us to ask 

further questions, and in methods of answering questions. The value of all these things depends on their being tested day by 

day. The very sacredness of the precious deposit imposes upon us the duty and the responsibility of testing it, of purifying and 

enlarging it to the utmost of our power. He who makes use of its results to stifle his own doubts, or to hamper the inquiry of 

others, is guilty of a sacrilege which centuries shall never be able to blot out. When the labours and questionings of honest and 

brave men shall have built up the fabric of known truth to a glory which we in this generation can neither hope for nor imagine, 

in that pure and holy temple he shall have no part nor lot, but his name and his works shall be cast out into the darkness of 

oblivion forever. 

 

1.3.1.5.3 The Limits of Inference 
 

The question in what cases we may believe that which goes beyond our 

experience, is a very large and delicate one, extending to the whole range of 

scientific method, and requiring a considerable increase in the application of it 

before it can be answered with anything approaching to completeness. But one 

rule, lying on the threshold of the subject, of extreme simplicity and vast practical 

importance, may here be touched upon and shortly laid down. 

 

A little reflection will show us that every belief, even the simplest and most 

fundamental, goes beyond experience when regarded as a guide to our actions. A 

burnt child dreads the fire, because it believes that the fire will burn it to-day just 

as it did yesterday; but this belief goes beyond experience, and assumes that the 

unknown fire of to-day is like the known fire of yesterday. Even the belief that the 

child was burnt yesterday goes beyond present experience, which contains only 

the memory of a burning, and not the burning itself; it assumes, therefore, that 

this memory is trustworthy, although we know that a memory may often be 

mistaken. But if it is to be used as a guide to action, as a hint of what the future is 

to be, it must assume something about that future, namely, that it will be 

consistent with the supposition that the burning really took place yesterday; which is going beyond experience. Even the 

fundamental "I am," which cannot be doubted, is no guide to action until it takes to itself "I shall be," which goes beyond 

experience. The question is not, therefore, "May we believe what goes beyond experience?" for this is involved in the very 

nature of belief; but "How far and in what manner may we add to our experience in forming our beliefs?" 
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The question is not, therefore, "May we 

believe what goes beyond experience?" 

for this is involved in the very nature of 

belief; but "How far and in what manner 

may we add to our experience in 

forming our beliefs?" 

We may go beyond experience by 

assuming that what we do not know is 

like what we do know. 

And an answer, of utter simplicity and universality, is suggested by the example we have taken: a burnt child dreads the fire. 

We may go beyond experience by assuming that what we do not know is like what we do know; or, in other words, we may add 

to our experience on the assumption of a uniformity in nature. What this uniformity precisely is, how we grow in the knowledge 

of it from generation to generation, these are questions which for the present we lay aside, being content to examine two 

instances which may serve to make plainer the nature of the rule. 

 

From certain observations made with the spectroscope, we infer the existence 

of hydrogen in the sun. By looking into the spectroscope when the sun is 

shining on its slit, we see certain definite bright lines: and experiments made 

upon bodies on the earth have taught us that when these bright lines are seen 

hydrogen is the source of them. We assume, then, that the unknown bright 

lines in the sun are like the known bright lines of the laboratory, and that 

hydrogen in the sun behaves as hydrogen under similar circumstances would 

behave on the earth. But are we not trusting our spectroscope too much? Surely, having found it to be trustworthy for 

terrestrial substances, where its statements can be verified by man, we are justified in accepting its testimony in other like 

cases; but not when it gives us information about things in the sun, where its testimony cannot be directly verified by man? 

 

Certainly, we want to know a little more before this inference can be justified; and fortunately we do know this. The 

spectroscope testifies to exactly the same thing in the two cases; namely, that light-vibrations of a certain rate are being sent 

through it. Its construction is such that if it were wrong about this in one case, it would be wrong in the other. When we come 

to look into the matter, we find that we have really assumed the matter of the sun to be like the matter of the earth, made up 

of a certain number of distinct substances; and that each of these, when very hot, has a distinct rate of vibration, by which it 

may be recognized and singled out from the rest. But this is the kind of assumption which we are justified in using when we add 

to our experience. It is an assumption of uniformity in nature, and can only be checked by comparison with many similar 

assumptions which we have to make in other such cases. 

 

But is this a true belief, of the existence of hydrogen in the sun?  

Can it help in the right guidance of human action? 

 

Certainly not, if it is accepted on unworthy grounds, and without some 

understanding of the process by which it is got at. But when this process is 

taken in as the ground of the belief, it becomes a very serious and practical 

matter. For if there is no hydrogen in the sun, the spectroscope—that is to say, 

the measurement of rates of vibration—must be an uncertain guide in recognizing different substances; and consequently it 

ought not to be used in chemical analysis—in assaying, for example—to the great saving of time, trouble, and money. Whereas 

the acceptance of the spectroscopic method as trustworthy has enriched us not only with new metals, which is a great thing, 

but with new processes of investigation, which is vastly greater. 

 

For another example, let us consider the way in which we infer the truth of an historical event—say the siege of Syracuse in the 

Peloponnesian war. Our experience is that manuscripts exist which are said to be and which call themselves manuscripts of the 

history of Thucydides; that in other manuscripts, stated to be by later historians, he is described as living during the time of the 

war; and that books, supposed to date from the revival of learning, tell us how these manuscripts had been preserved and were 
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No evidence can justify us in believing 

the truth of a statement which is 

contrary to, or outside of, the uniformity 

of nature. 

then acquired. We find also that men do not, as a rule, forge books and histories without a special motive; we assume that in 

this respect men in the past were like men in the present; and we observe that in this case no special motive was present. That 

is, we add to our experience on the assumption of a uniformity in the characters of men. Because our knowledge of this 

uniformity is far less complete and exact than our knowledge of that which obtains in physics, inferences of the historical kind 

are more precarious and less exact than inferences in many other sciences. But if there is any special reason to suspect the 

character of the persons who wrote or transmitted certain books, the case becomes altered. If a group of documents give 

internal evidence that they were produced among people who forged books in the names of others, and who, in describing 

events, suppressed those things which did not suit them, while they amplified such as did suit them; who not only committed 

these crimes, but gloried in them as proofs of humility and zeal; then we must say that upon such documents no true historical 

inference can be founded, but only unsatisfactory conjecture. 

 

We may, then, add to our experience on the assumption of a uniformity in nature; we may fill in our picture of what is and has 

been, as experience gives it us, in such a way as to make the whole consistent with this uniformity. And practically 

demonstrative inference—that which gives us a right to believe in the result of it—is a clear showing that in no other way than 

by the truth of this result can the uniformity of nature be saved. 

 

No evidence, therefore, can justify us in believing the truth of a statement which is contrary to, or outside of, the uniformity of 

nature. If our experience is such that it cannot be filled up consistently with uniformity, all we have a right to conclude is that 

there is something wrong somewhere; but the possibility of inference is taken 

away; we must rest in our experience, and not go beyond it at all. If an event 

really happened which was not a part of the uniformity of nature, it would have 

two properties: no evidence could give the right to believe it to any except 

those whose actual experience it was; and no inference worthy of belief could 

be founded upon it at all. 

 

Are we then bound to believe that nature is absolutely and universally uniform? 

 

Certainly not; we have no right to believe anything of this kind. The rule only tells us that in forming beliefs which go beyond 

our experience, we may make the assumption that nature is practically uniform so far as we are concerned. Within the range of 

human action and verification, we may form, by help of this assumption, actual beliefs; beyond it, only those hypotheses which 

serve for the more accurate asking of questions. To sum up:— 

 

We may believe what goes beyond our experience, only when it is inferred from that experience by the assumption that 

what we do not know is like what we know. 

 

We may believe the statement of another person, when there is reasonable ground for supposing that he knows the 

matter of which he speaks, and that he is speaking the truth so far as he knows it. 

 

It is wrong in all cases to believe on insufficient evidence; and where it is presumption to doubt and to investigate, there 

it is worse than presumption to believe. 
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Epicurus, 350-270 BC 

Either God wants to abolish evil, 

and cannot; Or he can, but does not 

want to; Or he cannot and does not 

want to. If he wants to, but cannot, 

he is impotent. If he can, but does 

not want to, he is wicked. But, if 

God both can and wants to abolish 

evil, Then how come evil in the 

world? 

1.3.2 Theological Perspective 
 

Today, cosmology is the scientific study of the universe. It seeks to 

understand how the universe was formed, how it evolved and what it will 

become in the future. According to the accepted 'creed' of science, the 

physical universe may have existed for some 13.7 billion years, even 

though for most of this time, there may have been no intelligent, sentient 

life to perceive its existence. However, there has never been consensus on 

this view, not now and certainly not in the past. However, let us first try to 

characterize the scope of the general debate: 

 

Is the universe infinite or finite? 

Is there purpose or design in the universe? 

 

These are also profound questions in the sense that human intelligence 

cannot readily comprehend infinity, while a finite universe in time implies 

a point of creation and therefore raises the question of a creator. 

However, we shall table this sort of question just for the moment, for 

when early man first started to appear, it is more likely that his questions 

about the universe took a far more basic form: 

 

What's going on around me? 

 

In all probability, early man would have been far more focused on a finite universe bounded by his senses. It would have been a 

universe in which life was driven by one primary goal: survival. However, even at this early stage, there may have been a sense 

that there was an extension to everyday life in the earth below and the sky above. Therefore, it is not unreasonable to think 

that these regions would have been thought of as domains beyond the reach of mortal man and therefore the domain of 

deities, i.e. the gods, in all their various guises. Of course, subsequently, the perception of the universe evolved to 

accommodate the influx of new ideas triggered by the ability of science to look ever further into the heavens. However, despite 

all the `paradigm shifts` in thinking, the idea that the universe cannot just be described in terms of its physical dimensions still 

persists and, as such, the finite world of our earliest ancestors became a universe of infinite speculation, limited only by our 

collective imagination and the acceptance of a given society. Therefore, in the 

context of the present discussion, many may argued that science cannot prove the 

non-existence of a metaphysical universe and, as such, the debate has to be 

expanded to accommodate the 'truth` in more than one dimension: 

 

 Spiritual 

 Mythical 

 Theological 

 Philosophical 

 Scientific 

 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/332.Cosmology.html
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Oscar Wilde (1854 - 1900)  

The true mystery of the world is 

the visible, not the invisible. 

This section will naturally be a 

reflection of my own personal 

worldview, which I would 

describe as agnostic. 

At this stage, any classification of the physical and metaphysical universe is only meant to provide an initial frame of reference 

and should not be taken too literally. At one end, we have a universe created by supernatural forces in which humanity appears 

to play a central role. While, at the other, we have a universe built of atoms guided by the laws of physics, with humanity 

reduced to insignificance amidst the cosmic grandeur of a 100 billion galaxies. In the context of these extremes, we may have to 

accept that our perception of truth about the real nature of the universe may always be restricted by the limitations of our 

human intelligence and senses. To put this comment into better perspective, the following quote, taken from a book called 

'Why We Feel: The Science of Human Emotions ' is highlighted: 

 

Most of us believe that the world is full of light, colours, sounds, sweet tastes, noxious smells, ugliness, and beauty, but 

this is undoubtedly a grand illusion. Certainly the world is full of electromagnetic radiation, air pressure waves, and 

chemicals dissolved in air or water, but that non-biological world is pitch dark, silent, tasteless, and odourless. All 

conscious experiences are emergent properties of biological brains, and they do not exist outside of those brains. 

 

Of course, this statement is anchored in the scientific perspective, which theology 

might  argue must always be constrained to the physical universe and ultimately to the 

will of God. However, even accepting the assumption that some questions may remain 

forever unanswered by science, this does not mean that the theological perspective 

remains beyond the duty of inquiry. As such, the remaining discussion will proceed based on the assumption that all knowledge 

can be built on 'non-truths' and that this axiom applies equally to the devout as well as the scientifically minded. 

 

1.3.2.1 A Personal Introduction 
 

I wanted to try to clarify my initial position as an agnostic beyond the idea of being a 

modern-day 'Doubting Thomas' in order to put the rest of this section into better 

perspective. As stated, at many points throughout this website, I am considering the 

arguments put forward by William Clifford in his essay The Ethics of Belief, but have 

attempted to widen the application of these arguments beyond the original secular 

debate to all facets of human beliefs, i.e. science and philosophy, as well as theology. As such, I must apply Clifford's arguments 

to my own duty of inquiry and to weigh the evidence, which may then allow me to make some judgement as to whether the 

limits of inference have been exceeded. Of course, in the context of many religious belief systems, any challenge to the `word of 

God` may simply be considered a blasphemy. However, the immediate problem I have with this fundamentalist position is who 

witnessed the authorship of the word of God, i.e. a mere fallible mortal? As such, I would contend that the issue of blasphemy 

can only be legitimately raised after the authenticity of the `word of God` has been reasonably established. However, at this 

point, I would also like to make some comments about the context of overall discussion by reflecting on the following 

questions: 

 

May some aspects of religious belief always transcend the ability of science to verify or contradict? 

 

This statement is alluding to the separation of a 'philosophical possibility' from a 'verifiable fact'. In terms of the big questions 

about life, the universe and everything, all human knowledge must be considered limited and fallible. In this context, science 

does not have all the answers; in fact, it may have far less than most scientists are willing to admit. 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/34.Clifford.html
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While possibly not very rigorous, 

my initial definition of an agnostic 

would be somebody who continues 

to question any given theological 

position in the absence of sufficient 

evidence. While, on this basis alone, 

some might describe an agnostic as 

a modern-day `Doubting Thomas', I 

would refute this interpretation. For 

it is not a question of doubting the 

evidence, but rather the lack of 

evidence that can be supported by 

other sources. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, this does not mean that, in terms of historical facts and scientific probability, we cannot make some valued 

judgement about specific tenets of any given religion. Therefore, an examination of the historical evidence contained within 

religious scriptures is both legitimate and open to critical examination, as is the probability of miracles that defy all the 

accepted laws of physics. It is for these reasons that I will hold to the position of an agnostic, because while I have not yet seen 

any evidence that would make me reject the laws of physics, there is still much that science has not yet begun to understand 

about the full nature of the universe and the purpose of life within it. . 

 

May some aspects of religious belief always transcend the realm of science in terms of a human emotional need? 

 

Whether we like it or not, the rationale of humanity cannot be defined in terms of logic alone, as we have an emotional 

dimension that cannot be ignored. So while there may be aspects of a religion that are questionable, it would seem foolish to 

ignore the obvious need for people to believe in something that puts our unlikely, precarious and finite existence into some 

larger perspective. Possibly, the best way of describing this emotional dilemma is by example. Imagine that you are the parent 

of young child who is terminally ill and she asks you what is going to happen when she dies? Do you tell her what you 

understand to be a logical truth, i.e. she will simply cease to exist as a self-aware sentient being and her physical remains 

disposed of in accordance to local health and safety regulations? Personally, I think few people, not even a committed atheist, 

would want to take this path, but would rather opt for a path that might bring some degree of comfort to a dying child, 

irrespective of truth or logic. 

 

However, this said, if we are to seek truthful answers, in as much as they might exist and be understood by the world at large, 

the emotional dilemma cited above cannot be forwarded as evidence for the existence of God, only of an emotional need to 

believe in one. Therefore, the arguments, as cited in the first bullet, are considered to be the primary basis of the remaining 

discussion and, as such, we are still left to judge the implications of Clifford's conclusion: 

 

`It is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything on insufficient evidence` 
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Thomas Jefferson  

"Question with boldness even the 

existence of a God; because, if 

there be one, he must more 

approve of the homage of reason, 

than that of blind-folded fear." 

1.3.2.2 Religious Belief 
 

From the very dawn of human history, mankind has struggled to make sense of its 

life and death existence and purpose in the universe. While philosophy and science 

have attempted to rationalise existence, there is a sense in which they may always 

fail to answer the key question: 

 

Why does the universe exist, what is its purpose? 

 

In this context, theology is not constrained by logic or verifiable proof to underwrite its beliefs. In its many forms, religious 

belief has given comfort and solace to countless generations, who may otherwise have sensed no purpose to their existence or 

seen any reason for morality. Therefore, we should not be surprised that religious beliefs have become the cornerstone of 

many cultures, defended not only by the condemning cries of heresy and blasphemy, but also the force-of-arms. However, it is 

also in the nature of mankind to question and challenge; therefore we need to examine the answers provided by theology and 

make some judgement of the various, and often opposing, positions. 

 

 
 

Clearly, each religion may have a different worldview of the universe; therefore we need to look at some of the tenets of these 

religions. However, it needs to be highlighted that this research is not focused on theology per se, although it is interested in 

the broad spectrum of thinking behind theology, which has come to influence how some have come to look at the universe. As 

such, our review will not necessarily be representative of all religions and will, by necessity, be a simplification of only the 

central beliefs and arguments. 
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Mark Twain  

Man is a Religious Animal.  He is the only 

Religious Animal.  He is the only animal 

that has the True Religion - several of 

them.  He is the only animal that loves 

his neighbour as himself and cuts his 

throat if his theology isn't straight.  He 

has made a graveyard of the globe in 

trying his honest best to smooth his 

brother's path to happiness and heaven. 

Currently, it is estimated that there are 

some 20 major religions across the world, 

but these subdivide into over 250 large, 

and essentially separate, religious groups. 

1.3.2.2.1 Scope of Belief 
 

Before proceeding with any discussion of specific religions, lets first establish 

some basic framework of the various theological positions that could be said to 

cover a broad spectrum of belief: 

 
Animism:  A basic belief based on a spiritual existence. 

Pantheism: God(s) are everything and everything is God(s). 

Theism:  One god, the creator of everything, allows miracles. 

Deism:  A god based on reason, excludes miracles. 

Agnostic:  The existence of God has not or cannot be proved. 

Atheism:  Denies the existence of any supernatural God 

 

While there are many different religions, an argument can be constructed for there being only two fundamental theological 

positions concerning the nature of the universe. The first considers the universe in terms of its material substance, which 

operates according to the laws of nature. The second, while accepting the 

reality of the material universe and its laws of nature, also believes in some 

form of metaphysical universe that transcends the physical realm. In this 

separation, a non-believer would probably reject the concept of `god or gods` 

and the notion of miracles that allow events to occur outside the normal laws 

of nature. Of course, nothing to do with religion is this simple and any analysis 

should probably recognize that in the totality of all religious beliefs, any faith 

has to be a minority view. Currently, it is estimated that there are some 20 

major religions across the world, but these subdivide into over 250 large, and 

essentially separate, religious groups. In the case of Christianity, the 'unity of 

the church` is split into more than 30,000 groups with over half having 

independent churches that are not linked to any major denomination. While 

religion may indeed have the answer, there appears to be no consensus of 

what that answer is. So let us begin to breakdown religious doctrine into some 

basic beliefs: 

 

 One God: Monotheism 

 Many God: Polytheism 

 

Polytheism still survives in many forms. However, it probably predates monotheism, possibly reaching back into pre-history 

when mysticism and spiritualism had only just started to take form. Today, monotheistic religions are dominant, possibly due to 

the zealous and missionary efforts of both Christian and Islamic faiths. In the 

history of the Far East, many cities had their own local god, but this form of 

monotheism did not exclude the existence of other gods. In this context, the 

Hebrew Ark of the Covenant may have been an adaptation of a local deity into 

a nomadic lifestyle, which eventually paved the way for a stricter definition of 

monotheism. 
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In the case of Christianity, the `unity of the 

church` is split into more than 30,000 groups 

with over half having independent churches that 

are not linked to any major denomination. 

The table below tries to encapsulate some of the cultural distribution of religion in terms of both geography and time. While 

not shown, the philosophy encompassing the concept of `No God: Atheism` has probably always existed, but would have had to 

become increasingly circumspect in light of religious purges against non-believers, especially in the Middle Ages. 

 

 
Date Western Near East India Far East 

BCE 

3000 
 

Egyptian 
  

2000 
 

Judaism 

  

1500 
  

Hinduism 
 

1000 
 

Torah 
  

560 
   

Buddhism 

550 
   

Taoism 

550 
   

Confucius 

CE 

30 
 

Christianity 

  

100 
   

Shinto 

590 Catholicism 
   

622 
 

Islam 

  

1500 
  

Sikhism 
 

1500 Protestantism 
   

1650 
   

Tibetan Buddhism 

1800 Shakers 
   

1830 Mormonism 
   

1850 
  

Bahai 
 

1845 7th Adventists 
   

1870 Jehovah's Wit. 
   

1955 Scientology 
   

 

  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/55.Judaism.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/56.Christianity.html
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Bible: Peter 5:7  

"Cast all your anxiety on him 

because he cares for you" 

Bible - Samuel-15:3  

Now go and smite Amalek, 

and utterly destroy all that 

they have, and spare them 

not; but slay both man and 

woman, infant and suckling, ox 

and sheep, camel and ass. 

1.3.2.2.2 The Character of God 
 

There are many variations of religious faith and therefore God may be described in many 

forms, from father figure to an ambiguous impersonal force. As such, many have also tried 

to explain the relationship between God and humanity, ranging from devout celebration 

through to fearful appeasement. Equally, some religions hold to the position, i.e. deism, 

that God was the creator of the universe, but was not involved afterwards. Others hold to the notion that God continues to 

sustain the universe, i.e. theism. 

 

 

Many religions attribute God with omnipotence, omniscience and benevolence, although 

the concept of God as a morally good entity is not always universally held. Of course, 

within the concept of omnipotence and omniscience, God must be responsible for not 

only the good things in the world, but also the bad. This apparent contradiction is often 

addressed in a number of ways ranging from the need for free will through to the very 

probable assumption that any notion of God must transcend human understanding. In this 

context, some religions maintain that no true statements about the character of God can 

be made, while an agnostic position argues that the current limitations of human 

knowledge does not allow for any conclusive judgement of about the nature of God to be made. Some religions explain the 

anthropomorphic similarity of God and humanity by stating that we are all made in the image of God. However, the following 

quote from Nietzsche is reminding us of just the reverse, i.e. that humanity has made God in its own image. 
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Albert Einstein  

"I don't try to imagine a God; it suffices 

to stand in awe of the structure of the 

world, insofar as it allows our 

inadequate senses to appreciate it” 

What if God were not exactly truth, and if this could be proved? And if he were instead the vanity, the desire for power, 

the ambitions, the fear, and the enraptured and terrified folly of mankind? (Nietzsche, 1890) 

 

While there may be some possible truth in this accusation, especially as 

religions evolved into more socio-political institutions, does it account for the 

fundamental character of God? Probably not, for although speculative, it is 

suggested that the character of God is still a reflection of our oldest primeval 

fears of a universe in which our purpose and fate is essentially unknown. 

Therefore, in this respect, we may still not be so dissimilar from our ancient 

forebears in trying to come to terms with the dangers and mystery of the world. As such, it is possibly a natural desire to hope 

for an all-powerful, protecting and forgiving God with the promise of everlasting life. All this said; we still need to face up to the 

prospect that religion may only be a solace, not an answer. 

 

1.3.2.3 Religions 
 

Over the last three millennia there have been many `houses` built in the name of God. In part, the fact that we think of 

churches and temples as a house of god may be another extension of the anthropomorphic characteristics we often assign to 

God. However, they may also represent the institutionalization of religion within the structure of society. For within most 

cultures, a religious institution is central to the fabric of social and political power. Although we will only examine a small 

selection of religions, i.e. Judaism, Christianity and Islam, it is believed that they are illustrative of the wider cultural dimension 

inherent in most faiths: 

 

 The interplay of cultural histories 

 The adaptation of theological ideas 

 The definition of moral and social norms 

 

In today's world, we are very conscious of the differences that divide the 

institutions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. However, despite the obvious 

cultural differences, these religions share much in common. Chronologically, 

the beginnings of these religions are separated by over 1500 years, but all 

developed in the same relatively small geography of the Middle East: 

 

 Judaism:         1000BCE 

 Christianity:     30CE 

 Islam:              622CE 

 

While the start of these religions is separated by a large amount of time, there were periods in their history in which basic 

theological ideas were exchanged and adapted. Judaism, Christianity and Islam all essentially share the same concept of one 

God, the creator of everything. At this stage, we will simply highlight that Christianity has an additional interpretation about 

God in the form of the Trinity, i.e. Father, Son and Holy Ghost, However, as a generalization, the God of these religions also 

shares the characteristics of holiness, justness, sovereignty, omnipotence, omniscience, omni-benevolence and omnipresence. 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/57.Overview.html#The_Trinity
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While many Jews, Christians and Muslims do give God an anthropomorphic character, many of their theologians attempt to 

clarify that any anthropomorphic descriptions are only meant as metaphors. 

 

Note: Corrections to any mistakes or misrepresentation of proven facts will be made, but subjective interpretations, 

including my own, are just that - subjective. 

 

Judaism: 

Founded: 2000 BCE 

Doctrine: Torah 

Synopsis: Judaism believes that the world was created by a single, all-knowing 

divinity. God revealed his purpose for humanity to Moses at Mount Sinai and 

through Ten Commandments, God showed humanity how to live their lives 

according to His will. Judaism also believes in the eventual coming of the Moshiach 

as one of thirteen basic principles of faith.  

 

  

Christianity: 

Founded: 29CE 

Doctrine: New Testament/Old Testament 

Synopsis: Christianity is a religion centred on the life, death and resurrection of 

Jesus of Nazareth, as described in the New Testament. Although Christians are 

monotheistic, the one God is also believed to exist in the form of three divine forms 

called the Trinity. Most Christians believe that Jesus is the Son of God and the 

Messiah, originally prophesied by Judaism. 
 

  

Islam: 

Founded: 622 CE 

Doctrine: Quran (Koran) 

Synopsis: Muslims believe that the Angel Gabriel dictated the Quran to Muhammad, 

who they consider to be the last and most perfect of God's messengers to mankind. 

As such, the Quran is considered infallible, without error and the word of God. The 

theology of Islam comprises of both faith and duty 
 

 

 

Billy Connolly 

It seems to me that  

Judaism, Christianity and Islam  

all have the same god, but 

 he's telling them all different things. 

 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/55.Judaism.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/56.Christianity.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/62.Islam.html
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T.R. Grover  

“Mankind, East and West, 

Christian and Muslim, accepted 

the Jewish conviction that there 

is only one God.  Today it is 

polytheism that is so difficult to 

understand, that is so 

unthinkable.” 

1.3.2.3.1 Judaism 
 

From a historic perspective, Judaism is not just the religion of the Jewish people, it also 

reflects their culture, ethics and laws. It is one of the first recorded monotheistic faiths. 

From a religious perspective, Abraham is often considered the first Jew in that he was 

the first to reject idolatry and preach monotheism. As a reward, Judaism believes that 

God appeared to Abraham to tell him that: 

 

 `his descendants would be numberless as the stars and covenanted to him all 

the land from the Nile to the Euphrates (Genesis 15:4-18)`. 

 

The `Torah` is a Hebrew word meaning teaching, instruction, or possibly more 

appropriate in many cases - The Law. It normally infers just the first five books of the 

`Hebrew Bible` or the `Five Books of Moses `, which contains Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, 

Numbers and Deuteronomy. Collectively these works are also known as the 

`Pentateuch`, coming from the Greek word meaning `five containers`, possibly in 

reference to the containers in which the original scrolls were contained. However, in 

totality the Torah consists of 24 or 39 works, depending on numbering system being used, and should not be thought of as a 

single document. These scriptures are a collection of works written in several languages over a period of more than nine 

hundred years, based on oral traditions of a nomadic people. Not surprisingly, over this amount of time, some of the works 

were adapted or completed in accordance to the requirements or interpretations of the day. In these terms, the Torah is truly 

an epic of biblical portions that began with the Israelite Monarchy, around 1100BCE. It 

was in this period that scribes were incorporated into the royal household for the task 

of writing down their oral cultural traditions: 

 

 Poetry & wisdom 

 Prophetic oracles of Jacob and Moses 

 The Ten Commandments 

 The legislative texts that established religious tradition. 

 

As such, the Torah records the wider cultural history of the Jewish people, from its 

origins to the coming of Christianity. In the context of Christianity, the Torah is normally referred to as the `Old Testament`, 

although subject to differ interpretations. In fact, when compared to the information found in the prefaces of today's Western 

bibles, it appears that many key facts are presented in a way that could be construed as misleading. Some go as far to state that 

fundamental facts concerning the history and writing of the Christian Old Testament are in conflict with the original 

interpretation of the Torah. However, the Torah remains the core of Judaism and provides both a religious and ethical 

framework in the form of God's ten commandments to humanity. According to Jewish tradition, God revealed this part of the 

Torah to Moses at Mt. Sinai. 

 

So how does Judaism define God? 
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Rabbi Morgenstern  

“Death is merely moving from 

one home to another.  The wise 

man will spend his main efforts in 

trying to make his future home 

the more beautiful one.” 

Surprisingly, the Hebrew Bible contains no systematic theology and, as such, there is no philosophical or rigorous definition of 

God. As a consequence, there is much scope for scholars and theologians to interpret the nature of God. For example, there is 

no description of God being omnipotent, omniscient, or omni-benevolent, although others have interpreted these attributes 

from the scripture, e.g. 

 

"You cannot see my face; for man shall not see me and live". 

 

Although the scriptures do not provide a systematic description, many argue that they do allow the character of God to be 

inferred, e.g. 

 

"The Lord, the Lord God, merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping 

steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, 

visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children and the children's children, to the third and the fourth generation." 

(Exodus 34:6-7) 

 

Although a matter of subjective opinion, this sort of rhetoric seems to reflect more the characteristics of men rather than God. 

However, the central tenants of interest to our overall discussion is that Judaism is a monotheistic religion believing in one-god, 

still actively sustaining the universe. Formally Judaism conceives of God without form, free of physical matter from which we 

might postulate that God has to exist outside the material universe and is therefore not restricted by the laws of physics. One 

other important belief in Judaism that should be mention is that of `The Moshiach`, which means `the anointed one`. The notion 

of `The Messiah` as a divine saviour who will sacrifice himself to save humanity from the consequences of its sins is purely a 

Christian concept, which has no basis in Judaism. The Moshiach is the one to be anointed as king at the `End of Days` and has 

distinctly different attributes: 

 

 A charismatic political and military leader 

 Descended from King David 

 Well-versed in Jewish law, 

 Observant of its commandments and 

 Judge and maker of righteous decisions 

 

However, for all this, the Moshiach is still a human being, not a god or demigod or any 

other type of supernatural being. However, it is believed that the Moshiach will herald 

the political and spiritual redemption of the Jewish people, which ultimately leads to 

the Jewish people returning from their exile among the nations to their home in Israel. 

At this stage, we are not questioning the tenets of faith, merely the process by which 

they evolved. In cultural terms, Judaism is a very old religion that reaches back into a 

world that was far less sophisticated, at least, in terms of scientific knowledge of the 

cosmos. Equally, Judaism is deeply rooted in the long and turbulent cultural history that is an integral part of the Jewish 

identity. Therefore, long ago, Judaism transcended the normal boundaries of theology, as it ceased to be just a matter of 

religious faith and became a social necessity of belonging to the Jewish community. Later, other religions would also seek to 

create a religious identity that would unfortunately lead to further division, rather than the unity of humanity. 
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Samuel Coleridge  

Christianity is not a theory or 

speculation, but a life; not a 

philosophy of life, but a life 

and a living process. 

1.3.2.3.2 Christianity 
 

In this opening section, the essence of Christianity will be presented in a form 

that was originally designed to teach children about Christianity and consists of a 

series or questions with the answers conforming to Christian doctrine. The 

reason for this approach will become apparent, but is linked to the debate about 

the dividing line between education and indoctrination, which can clearly be 

subjective in the area of religious belief. In subsequent sections, i.e. Part-1: 

Overview and Part-2: Ethics, a more sceptical view of Christianity will be 

presented: 

 

Question: What is Christianity? 

Answer: Christianity is the world's biggest religion, with about 2.2 billion 

followers worldwide. It is based on the teachings of Jesus Christ who lived in the 

Holy Land 2,000 years ago. 

 

Question: Who is the founder of Christianity? 

Answer: Jesus Christ, who was crucified around A.D. 30 in Jerusalem, is the 

founder of Christianity. 

 

Question: Who is Jesus Christ? 

Answer: Jesus Christ is the Son of God. He came to Earth to teach about love and fellowship. He represents the person that all 

Christians must strive to be. Jesus was a Jew who was born about 2000 years ago in Bethlehem. Jesus lived for 33 years before 

being crucified by the Romans. 

 

Question: What other names is Jesus known by? 

Answer: Jesus is also referred to as the Son of God, the Light of the World, the Lamb of God and the Good Shepherd. 

 

Question: Who are Christians? 

Answer: Christians are people who believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, and who follow his teachings and those of the 

Christian churches that grew up after his death. Christians believe that Jesus rose from the dead and appeared to his disciples 

to show everyone that there is another life with one, eternal, loving God. 

 

Question: What do Christians believe? 

Answer: Christians believe that God made the world and that Jesus Christ was the Son of 

God sent to Earth to save humanity from the consequences of its sins. As such, Jesus was 

human and experienced this world in the same way as other human beings of his time. 

Jesus was crucified, but was resurrected from the dead on the third day after his 

Crucifixion. Based on this account, Christians believe that Jesus was the Messiah promised 

in the Old Testament. However, Christians believe that there is only one God, but that this 

one God consists of 3 `persons`, i.e. God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. 

 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/57.Overview.html
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C.S. Lewis  

Christianity, if false, is of no 

importance, and if true, of 

infinite importance. The only 

thing it cannot be is 

moderately important. 

 

Question: What is the Christian holy book called? 

Answer: The Christian holy book is called the Bible. It is divided into the Old and New Testaments. Parts of the writing contained 

in the Old Testament are also sacred to Jewish and Muslim people. 

 

Question: What are the 10 Commandments? 

Answer: 

 Thou shall have no other gods before me 

 Thou shall not make unto thee any graven image  

 Thou shall not take the name of the LORD thy God in vain 

 Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy 

 Honour thy father and thy mother  

 Thou shall not kill 

 Thou shall not commit adultery  

 Thou shall not steal  

 Thou shall not bear false witness against thy neighbour  

 Thou shall not covet anything that is thy neighbour's 

 

Question: How is Christianity similar to other religions? 

Answer: Christianity shares a number of beliefs and practices with other religions, particularly Judaism and Islam. Like Judaism 

and Islam, Christians believe in one God, who created the universe and all that is in it. All believe that this God is active in 

history, guiding and teaching his people. Christianity and Judaism share the same roots. The Old Testament and the Torah of 

Judaism have the same content. The Jews are awaiting the coming of a Saviour, while Christians believe that Jesus Christ was 

the Saviour and are now waiting for his second coming. 

 

Question: Which religion did Christianity develop from? 

Answer: Christianity originally developed as a part of Judaism. Jesus was a Jew. 

 

Question: How is Christianity different from Judaism? 

Answer: Christianity came to regard Jesus as in some sense God's presence in human form. This was unacceptable to most 

Jews. Judaism is defined by a covenant made between God and the Jewish people. Part of this covenant is the Law, a set of 

religious and ethical rules and principles. Most Christians came to regard both this covenant and Law as in some sense 

superseded by Jesus' teaching and the community that he established. On the night he died, Jesus talked about establishing 

a `new covenant` based on his death and resurrection. Jews believe that there is one God like Christians do, but they do not 

believe that this one God consists of 3 `persons`. 

 

Note: As indicated at the begin of this page, the answers to these questions were really designed for children, even so, 

they are still generally reflective of the basic tenets of Christian belief. However, the key issues to now be taken up is 

whether the historical evidence supports this version of the life of Jesus and why accepting Jesus as the Son of God would 

eventually lead the Christian church to the concept of the Trinity. 
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1.3.2.3.2.1 Part-1: Overview 
 

This first part of the discussion of Christianity is intended more as an overview from what might be seen as a sceptic’s 

perspective. While some might feel this is overly biased to a conclusion before the discussion has taken place, it is argued that 

many, including myself, were `educated` to believe that many aspects of religious teaching were based on established historical 

facts. 

 

 
The Bible And Christianity - The Historical Origins 

 
By referencing the alternating perspective of the historical facts, via the link above, it is hoped to balance the established 

worldview that often exists in Christian societies. Despite of the arguments put forwarded in the article above, there initially 

appears to be many historical sources supporting the existence of Jesus, e.g. 

 

 Josephus, Suetonius, Pliny 

 Tacitus, Thallus, Lucian 

 Phlegon, Tertullian, Justin Martyr 

 Clement of Rome, Ignatius, Polycarp 

 Hippolytus, Origen, Cyprian 

 

Again, speaking from my own personal experience of growing up in what would have been described as a Christian society, 

some of my earliest memories are of Sunday school, where the life of Jesus was taught quite literally as the `gospel truth`. 

There was never any discussion of the integrity of information; nobody ever mentioned that some claimed that there was not 

one, undisputed, and authenticated historical mention of Jesus from an independent and contemporary source. While this does 

not disprove Jesus' existence, it does cast some doubt about accepting the `gospel truth` about a man, who Christians claim to 

be the Son of God at face value. Although we will return to this issue, John Remsburg book `The Christ` provides us another 

alternative perspective: 

http://www.bidstrup.com/bible.htm
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Voltaire  

Christianity is the most ridiculous, 

the most absurd, and bloody religion 

that has ever infected the world” 

"Philo was born before the beginning of the Christian era, and lived until long after the reputed death of Christ. He wrote 

an account of the Jews covering the entire time that Christ is said to have existed on earth. He was living in or near 

Jerusalem when Christ's miraculous birth and the Herodian massacre occurred. He was there when Christ made his 

triumphal entry into Jerusalem. He was there when the crucifixion with its attendant earthquake, supernatural darkness, 

and resurrection of the dead took place when Christ himself rose from the dead, and in the presence of many witnesses 

ascended into heaven. These marvellous events which must have filled the world with amazement, had they really 

occurred, were unknown to him. It was Philo who developed the doctrine of the Logos, or Word, and although this Word 

incarnate dwelt in that very land and in the presence of multitudes revealed himself and demonstrated his divine 

powers, Philo saw it not." 

 

Of course, scepticism must work both ways and there are many Christian theologians who will cite counter evidence. However, 

the only real point being made is that there is a fine line between educational teaching and indoctrination; it is left to you to 

judge for yourself whether some religions cross this line. This said, lets continue to examine the central source of Christian 

doctrine. The Old Testament is the first part of the Christian Bible. However, all of the works of the Old Testament were written 

before the birth of Jesus of Nazareth, who is the subject of the subsequent Christian New Testament. The root of the term `Old 

Testament` also means `Old Covenant`. From a Christian perspective, God is said to have established the old covenant with 

Moses at Mt. Sinai, but subsequently Jesus established a new covenant between God and mankind. Therefore, the second part 

of the bible, written after Jesus had established the new covenant was called the New Testament. From the perspective of 

Judaism, they do not accept the Christian assertion of the new covenant and therefore do not accept the inference behind the 

naming of the Old Testament. Equally, the degree to which the laws of the Old Testament apply to Christians is often disputed. 

For example, few Christians follow the dietary laws within the Old Testament, although almost all Christians accept the 

principles of the Ten Commandments. 

 
Another feature shared by the Old and New Testament is the problem of 

authorship. For many centuries, Judaism and Christianity both held the position 

that Moses wrote the key works of the Old Testament. However, more detailed 

and open research, in the 19th century, showed the writing to come from many 

other sources. Likewise, it was the traditional view that the New Testament was 

written by the apostles or their followers. This position was not seriously challenged until the 18th century, when more open 

and critical historical research became more acceptable. It is now generally acknowledged that various authors wrote the 27 

books of the New Testament at different times and places. However, unlike the Old Testament, the New Testament was written 

in a much shorter timeframe, probably in the period from 50-125 CE. The importance of authorship is directly related to the 

overall integrity and accuracy of the information, i.e. its authority as the source of Christian religious belief. For example, 

Christian fundamentalists believe the Bible is factually correct, which then forces them to reject any science that appears to 

contradict the Bible, e.g. Darwinian evolution. In contrast, the evangelical try to avoid such conflicts by taking the position that 

the authors had limited knowledge, but claim this does not alter the divine inspiration of the Scriptures. However, citing only 

`divine inspiration` as the source of the central article of faith still implies that it may be the subjective work of men. Either way, 

one is left questioning why an omniscient God would not be capable of inspiring an unambiguous and factually correct message 

that could withstand any reasonable test of time. 
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The Trinity: 

Clearly, despite differences of interpretation, Judaism and Christianity share common theological scriptures. They appear to 

both be monotheistic religions believing in one God: omnipotent, omniscient, omni-benevolent and omnipresent. Like the Old 

Testament, the New Testament contains no systematic theology therefore the character of the Christian God can also be 

somewhat subjective. Somewhere in the first two or three centuries after the writing of the New Testament, the concept of the 

`Trinity` seems to have been adopted as a central Christian doctrine. This doctrine was required to reconcile the seemingly 

contradictory character of the Christian God, while still maintaining its position as a monotheistic religion. For while there can 

be only one God, the acceptance of three divine beings; namely the `Father, Son, and Holy Ghost` requires some explaining. The 

following is a very basic definition of a very subjective and involved theological argument: 

 

 God is the godhead of the Trinity 

 Holy Spirit is an emanation of God 

 The Son is a manifestation of the Holy Spirit 

 

This concept of the trinity leads to several definitions of monotheism. Judaism, Islam and even some Christians are unitarian 

monotheists, while the vast majority of Christians are Trinitarian monotheists. The unitarian monotheists believe there is only 

one essence to God. While trinitarians maintain the position that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit have but one purpose; 

therefore each can be worshipped as God, without violating the idea that there is only one God. Irrespective of the definition of 

the Trinity, what is possibly more important is: 

 

How did the Christian church come to adopt this theological position? 

 

In general, there is no doctrine of the trinity as such in either the Old or New Testaments. Equally, as far as is known, none of 

the twelve apostles supported this doctrine or had any divine revelation about it. It is also a matter of historical fact that the 

concept of 'one God in three persons' was not firmly established, or accepted Christian theology, prior to the 4th century. One 

suggestion is that as a wider population was converted to Christianity, they brought with them existing ideas from other 

cultures. There is much historical evidence indicating the concept of the Trinity pre-dates Christianity, stretching back to the 

Greek philosophers and even earlier pagan religions, which is discussed below. However, in 325 CE, the Emperor Constantine 

called a general council of the Church in Nicea. It is said that Constantine was worried about the political split in his empire due 

to theological differences in the Christian church. In essence, one side argued that the Father created the Son and therefore 

could not be co-eternal with Him. This meant that Jesus was not God and was therefore subject to the Father. The other side 

argued that the Father and the Son shared the same nature, while remaining two separate entities. In the end, the Council 

backed the latter, which over time evolved towards the concept of the Trinity as understood today. 

 

At one level, the Trinity was an attempt by early Christians to address various facets of God's nature using the common 

language of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. However, the term `Son` is used in several different ways in Christian 

theology and has its roots in much older philosophies. So when the Trinity uses the term `Son` it is also making reference to the 

concept of the `Logos`, which could be translated as God's creative power. In earlier Geek philosophy, the Logos was conceived 

as the principle governing the cosmos, while in Judaism, Logos is described as the word of God, which has creative power and is 

also God's means of communication with the humanity. However, the Greek metaphysical concept of Logos differs from the 

more anthropomorphic description within Judaism. Of course, when these two concepts did eventually collide, it is not so 

surprising that somebody tried to unify the two concepts. This person was Philo of Alexandria (20 BCE-50 CE), a Hellenized Jew. 
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Yes, the same Philo mentioned above, who seems not to have heard about the miraculous life of Jesus, even though he lived in 

the same geography and timeframe. Just to give an example of the entangle history of Christian theology, the phrases `Word of 

God` and `Lamb of God` could simply be attributed to an issue of translation. In Greek, Logos means `word` and was probably 

translated into the Hebrew word `imerah`, but the word `immera` in Aramaic means `lamb`. The reason for highlighting these 

issues is simply to illustrate the possibility that many theological ideas did not necessarily come from a pure moment of divine 

revelation, but instead have a long convoluted history that crosses multiple cultures. 

 

Clearly, the roots of Christianity are possibly more complex and problematic than just the issues of authorship and the Trinity. 

While the power of the Christian church was to grow to control empires, this was not always the case. For although `the people` 

never controlled the power of the church, they were the foundation stones on which it was built. Therefore, the early leaders of 

the Christian church had to also integrate the acceptance of Christianity into the lives of people in an ever-expanding 

geography, already populated with existing and diverse cultural traditions. In this context, it is less surprising that many 

Christian practices appear rooted in earlier cultures, including pagan. For example, fasting, purification, burial, immortality and 

resurrection, even miracles, were all concepts that pre-date Christianity. In effect, previously accepted pagan gods were put to 

use in new forms or simply classified as demons. In essence, many ritual gaps in everyday Christianity were filled with 

adaptations from paganism. As such, many important Christian festivals were contrived to coincide with older pagan festival, 

e.g. Christmas. In the context of our overall discussion, the issue of paganism within Christianity is not central. The main reason 

for highlighting it is to show that the spread of any religious theology is not just a matter of divine enlightenment. In the 

vernacular of modern terminology, religion had to be subject to `market planning` and the `hard sell`. 

 

So is the Bible true or just the product of great marketing? 

 

To many this might sound like blasphemy, but can this charge really be levelled against genuine inquiry? As outlined earlier, 

some have argued that the Bible was never intended to be a historically accurate account of Christian roots, as this would have 

allowed the reader, and not the church, to interpret the principles of faith. In fact, it is claimed that throughout history, the 

church has destroyed thousands of documents, which conflicted with their own viewpoint. Today, the Gospels according to 

Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are placed at the beginning of New Testament, although this was not originally the case. One of 

the earliest versions of the first New Testament, dating back to the 2nd century, consisted only of Paul's Epistles and Luke. 

Some of the earliest writings about Jesus are those of Paul around 50CE, who famously underwent his conversion to Christianity 

on the road to Damascus. However, Paul makes virtually no reference to Jesus' life in a historical context. For example: 

 

 He never talks about Jesus' parents, 

 Does not speak of the virgin birth, 

 He never mentions Bethlehem or Nazareth, 

 Avoids recounting a single miracle, 

 Does not fix Jesus in time or place, 

 Makes no reference to any of the twelve apostles by name, 

 Omits to talk about the trial, 

 Fails to place the crucifixion in Jerusalem. 

 

While the other Gospels could not have been written any earlier than 70CE, they all adopted a biographical style. It is now 

known that none of the apostles actually wrote any of these works. What is more, there is no substantiate evidence as to where 



the mysearch.org.uk website 
All great truths begin as blasphemies 

copyright ©: 2004-2015 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
77 of 193 

 

H.L. Mencken 

The truth is that Christian theology, like 

every other theology, is not only opposed 

to the scientific spirit; it is also opposed to 

all other attempts at rational thinking. Not 

by accident does Genesis 3 make the 

father of knowledge a serpent -- slimy, 

sneaking and abominable. Since the 

earliest days the church, as an 

organization, has thrown itself violently 

against every effort to liberate the body 

and mind of man. It has been, at all times 

and everywhere, the habitual and 

incorrigible defender of bad governments, 

bad laws, bad social theories, bad 

institutions. It was, for centuries, an 

apologist for slavery, as it was the 

apologist for the divine right of kings. 

they got their information or even if they all really existed, at least, as assumed in subsequent ‘gospels’. On this note, it might 

be a good time to cite Flavius Josephus, who was a highly respected and much-quoted Roman historian born in 37CE. Josephus 

was also a native of Judea, a contemporary of the Apostles and the governor of Galilee, the province in which Jesus allegedly 

lived and taught. So although he was not a direct contemporary of Jesus himself, he lived close enough to the time to be 

considered a valuable source. His two major works were entitled `The Antiquities of the Jews` and `The Wars of the Jews` and 

were written around 90CE. The following passage taken from Antiquities and would appear contradictory to the silent of Philo 

on the life of Jesus: 

 

"Now, there was about this time, Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for he was a doer of wonderful 

works, a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. He drew over to him both many of the Jews, and many 

of the Gentiles. He was [the] Christ; and when Pilate, at the suggestion of the principal men amongst us, had condemned 

him to the cross, those that loved him at the first did not forsake him, for he appeared to them alive again the third day, 

as the divine prophets had foretold these and ten thousand other wonderful things concerning him; and the tribe of 

Christians, so named from him, are not extinct at this day." 

 

Unfortunately, most scholars now admit that, at least, some parts of this 

paragraph cannot be authentic. Others go as far to say that the entire 

paragraph is a forgery as the paragraph is absent from earlier copies of the 

works of Josephus. In fact, this paragraph does not appear until the 4th 

century, in the time of Constantine, when Bishop Eusebius was responsible 

for the version of Christianity, which was to become generally accepted. 

Coincidence or not, he is also the first person known to have quoted this 

paragraph of Josephus. Another aspect that is also queried, given the 

profound implications of the paragraph, is that Josephus appears to have 

little else to say about Jesus throughout the rest of his work, a point again 

highlighted by John Remsburg: 

 

"He (Josephus) traversed every part of this province and visited the 

places where but a generation before Christ had performed his 

prodigies. He resided in Cana, the very city in which Christ is said to 

have wrought his first miracle. He mentions every noted personage of 

Palestine and describes every important event, which occurred there 

during the first seventy years of the Christian era. But Christ was of 

too little consequence and his deeds too trivial to merit a line from 

this historian's pen." 

 

This sort of questioning of Christianity's religious authority is not implying that every present-day Christian is involved in a 

conspiracy and their integrity must be doubted. However, it does suggest that the actual history behind Christianity made have 

been `moulded` to fit the needs of the church, not as a religious order, but as a growing socio-political organization. This last 

statement is not meant as a condemnation of Christianity, simply a statement of possible fact, which probably applies to most 

religions, at least, the successful ones. 
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James Siegel 

Belief was immune to logic; it 

operated by its own laws. 

Bertrand Russell 

Man is a credulous animal, and 

must believe something; in the 

absence of good ground for belief, 

he will be satisfied with bad ones.. 

1.3.2.3.2.2 Part-2: The Ethics of Belief 
 

In his essay entitled `The Ethics of Belief (1877)`, William K. Clifford draws the 

conclusion that ‘it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything 

on insufficient evidence`. The following sub-sections now use the principles of 

Clifford's argument to examine some of the key tenets of Christian belief to see if any 

can be proven based on Clifford's 3 principles: 

 

 Christianity: Duty of Inquiry 

 Christianity: Weight of Authority 

 Christianity: Limits of Inference 

 

In this context, Christianity is a generalization of the views held by more than 30,000 

different groups, which over half have independent churches that are not linked to 

any major denomination. While most Christians will interpret the following sub-

sections as an attack on their faith, it is not, it is a quest for historical truth, which has 

nothing to do with the morality of Christian principles. 

 

"The danger to society is not merely that it should believe wrong things, though that is great enough; but that it should 

become credulous, and lose the habit of testing things and inquiring into them" - William K Clifford 

 

For most people brought up in a Christian society, which may account for nearly 1/3 of the world's population, the suggestion 

that Jesus may never have existed, as described by gospel scriptures, may not  only be seen as a heresy, but so ridiculous that it 

can be simply dismissed out of hand. 

 

However, of the sum total of all the people who believe Jesus existed as a real 

person in history, how many have ever researched the historical evidence? 

 

Such questions are not being forwarded as a malicious attempt to rob people of their faith; but rather as a natural consequence 

of searching for historical accuracy.  While  there are many questions about life, the universe and everything that may 

ultimately come down to a belief in a creator, to turn away from historical  evidence as it reveals itself, is a form of dishonesty, 

which seems in conflict with most religious creeds. Yes, there is much solace in religious belief, but ultimately the evolution of 

humanity may depend on us seeing the universe for what it really is, not what we would like it to be. 

 

An Alternative Historic Introduction: 

The history of Christianity has its roots in Judaism, which can trace its written 

history back to 1000 years prior to Christianity. During this time, Judaism itself 

reflects the evolution of theological ideas from different eras of its own history plus 

that of many external influences, not least, Greek philosophy. Successive waves of 

Greek influence, stem back to the time of Alexander the Great (356–323BCE). 

Although the Greek empire fell to the Romans in 146 BCE, the Roman Empire was 

primarily a political empire, relatively unconcerned with culture, which continued the proliferation of Greek philosophy right up 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/34.Clifford.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/59.Inquiry.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/60.Authority.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/61.Inference.html


the mysearch.org.uk website 
All great truths begin as blasphemies 

copyright ©: 2004-2015 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
79 of 193 

 

Friedrich Nietzsche  

Belief in the truth commences with 

the doubting of all those “truths” 

we once believed. 

What is Christianity?  

It started in Palestine as a way of 

life, it moved to Greece and 

became a philosophy, it moved to 

Rome and became an institution, it 

moved to Europe and became a 

civilization, it moved to America 

and became a corporate enterprise. 

Benjamin Jowett  

Doubt comes in at the window when 

inquiry is denied at the door. 

The significance of this line of 

inquiry is simply that it highlights the 

general lack of verified historical 

detail surrounding the Christian 

version of the life of Christ.. 

to and including the time of Christianity. However, the power of Greek philosophy 

was initially problematic to Judaism, which had acquired as much mythology as 

philosophy in the preceding millennium in its transitional description of a vengeful 

and somewhat anthropomorphic God (El, Elohim, Yahweh) in comparison to the 

secular ideas of Greek philosophy of an unspeakable, unknowable god. 

 

One of the first attempts at a reconciliation was made by Philo of Alexandria (30BCE-45CE), who although Jewish, was Greek 

educated to the extent that he probably did not speak Hebrew or Aramaic. Philo's reconciliation of Judaism and Greek 

philosophy was based on a distinction between the essence of God and God's activities in the world. The essence of God, as 

Plato had argued, was shrouded in impenetrable mystery, but the power and evidence of God's existence was everywhere. It is 

possible that the stories in the Pentateuch of Judaism were initially intended as allegorical and, as such, the myths of Genesis 

and Exodus were not meant to be taken literally. However, Philo's attempt at reconciliation was not widely accepted within 

Judaism, but was much better received by the Hellenized Romans of this era, possibly searching for a more moralistic 

philosophy of living rather than the fearful God of Judaism. So, contrary to 

mainstream Judaism, different schools of thought based on Philo's interpretations of 

the scriptures began to appear all around the Mediterranean. This divergence in 

belief may have been part of the catalyst for development of Christianity in this same 

region. 

 

The conflict between Hellenism and traditional Judaism was nowhere more obvious 

than in the northern part of Palestine, which had been so often subject to conquest 

as a result of its position on the crossroads between empires. This region did not 

really consider itself to be Jewish, but rather a separate nation state, albeit subject to the rule of the kings of Israel. It is in this 

region, in the suburb of the capital of Galilee, in a place identified by scripture as Nazareth albeit unsubstantiated by 

archaeology, Jesus is said to have grown up. For all the obvious influence Jesus has had on the world, there is more evidence 

that he never existed than that he did. For example, there is no reliable evidence, from secular sources, that Jesus ever lived, or 

that any of the events surrounding his life, as described in the Gospels, ever happened. Indeed, when scholars apply 

the Negative Evidence Principle, it begins to look like the Jesus we know from the New Testament is the result of mythmaking in 

subsequent centuries. However, we shall now try to consider this evidence in more detail. 

 

The Duty Of Inquiry: 

Christianity was founded in 29CE based on the doctrine of the New and Old 

Testaments. However, it is a religion centred on the life, death and resurrection of 

Jesus of Nazareth, as described in the New Testament. Although Christians are 

monotheistic, the one God is also believed to exist in the form of three divine forms 

called the Trinity. Most Christians believe that Jesus is the Son of God and the 

Messiah, originally prophesied by Judaism. Therefore, it seems reasonable to start 

with one central question: 

 

Was there a Jesus of Nazareth? 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evidence_of_absence
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Undoubtedly, there was a Jesus; unfortunately there was more than one, so the issue is 

more about trying to decide, which if any, was the source of the Christian scriptures. In the 

context of the history of the Jewish people, the archetypal hero was Joshua, the successor 

of Moses, otherwise known as Yeshua ben Nun, which translated means `Jesus of the Fish`. 

The name Jesus can be translated from Yeshua or Yeshu in Hebrew, although the source of 

the English spelling is thought to come from Ioshu in Greek. However, the name Jesus can 

also be linked to a title meaning `saviour`; possibly derived from `Yahweh Saves` and 

therefore many groups in Jewish history may have had heroes with this name. Josephus, a 

first century Jewish historian mentions no fewer than nineteen different Yeshuas/Jesii, 

about half of them contemporaries of the Christ of Christianity. The following list outlines 

some of the confusion: 

 

 Jesus ben Sirach was reputedly the author of the Book of Sirach, aka 'Ecclesiasticus` or the `Wisdom of Jesus the Son 

of Sirach', part of Old Testament. Jesus ben Sirach, wrote in Greek about 180 BCE in a style that combined Jewish 

wisdom and the heroes of Homer. 

 

 Jesus ben Pandira lived in the reign of Alexander Jannaeus (106-79 BCE), one of the most ruthless of the Maccabean 

kings. Imprudently, this Jesus launched into a career of prophecy and agitation. This upset the king and resulted in 

ben Pandira being hung on a tree. Scholars have speculated this Jesus founded the Essene sect. 

 

 Jesus ben Ananias dates from 62CE and caused disquiet in Jerusalem with more doom-laden prophecies. He was 

arrested and flogged by the Romans, but was considered more of a mad man than a danger. Although released, he 

was eventually killed during the siege of Jerusalem from a rock hurled by a Roman catapult. 

 

 Jesus ben Saphat, in the insurrection of 68CE, led the rebels in Tiberias. When the city was about to fall to Vespasian’s 

legionaries, he fled north to Tarichea on the Sea of Galilee. 

 

 Jesus ben Gamala, during 68/69 CE, was a leader of the `peace party` as civil war wrecked Judaea. From the walls of 

Jerusalem he had remonstrated with the besieging legion, but when the walls were breached, he was put to death 

and his body thrown to the dogs and carrion birds. 

 

There is also an additional footnote to the story of Pilate who is said to have allowed the crowd to select the release of just one 

prisoner, but the crowd chose Barabbas rather than Jesus. However, in an original text, the chosen criminal was actually called 

Jesus Barabbas with Bar Abba in Hebrew meaning `Son of the Father`. This would lead to the very strange situation whereby 

Pilate had a Jesus, Son of God and a Jesus, Son of the Father in his prison at the same time. As this is becoming very confusing, 

we possibly need to ask a more specific question: 

 

Was there a crucified Jesus of Nazareth? 

 

Certainly, Jesus ben Stada was a Judean agitator who gave the Romans a headache in the early years of the second century. He 

met his end in the town of Lydda, some 25 miles from Jerusalem, at the hands of the Romans via crucifixion. However, it should 

be remembered that the Romans were possibly crucifying upwards of 500 captives a day during the siege of Jerusalem. 
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Hosea Ballou  

Doubt is the incentive to truth and 

inquiry leads the way. 

Compounding this problem is the apparent situation that there are no undisputed 

historical records to support the biography of the Christian Jesus. For example, at 

the time that Joseph and Mary are said to have been travelling to Bethlehem for a 

Roman census, Galilee was not a Roman province and, as such, there is no 

substantiated evidence to support this aspect of the story. Even if Galilee had been a Roman territory, history knows of no 

‘universal census’ ordered by Augustus, or any other emperor, plus Roman taxes were based on property ownership, not on 

head count. Worse still, there appears to be no evidence that Nazareth actually existed before the second century A.D. We 

might compound the situation even further by looking at some of the unsupported events of Jesus' life in a wider historical 

context. Many Christian beliefs about Jesus have parallels in earlier cultures, including pagan. For example, fasting, purification, 

burial, immortality and resurrection, even miracles, were all concepts that pre-date Christianity. From this perspective, we can 

see further parallels with other traditional stories of miraculous birth, miracles and wondrous healings associated with other 

religious deities, centuries before the life of Jesus is said to taken place. However, despite all the historical ambiguity being 

suggested, Jesus of Nazareth would have lived in a relatively well-documented period of antiquity, i.e. the 1st century of the 

Christian era. To the sceptical, this may only make it more surprising that there is not a single non-Christian historical source 

that independently describes the life and work of Jesus of Nazareth. The sceptical may also wonder whether those real Jesuses, 

who lived and died as normal people, may have left stories behind that were an inspiration to later Christian scribes and used as 

a source material for their own version of Jesus. Of course, Christians may, at this point, raise the question: 

 

Why did people start believing in Jesus, if it wasn’t based on truth? 

 

The problem with this line of argument is that it can be asked of almost any of 20 major religions that exist across the world, 

which then subdivide into over 250 large, and essentially separate, religious groups. In the case of Christianity, the `unity of the 

church` is split into more than 30,000 groups, with over half having independent churches that are not linked to any major 

denomination. The fact is that many of these beliefs are conflicting and only supported by historical hearsay and, in this 

context; many of the aspects of Christian history appear problematic. For example, while crucifixions are a matter of historical 

record, the trial of Jesus runs contrary to known facts in which suspected rebels were more normally arrested and executed by 

the Romans without trial. Philo of Alexandria speaks of Pilate's near continual execution of people without trial. Equally, it was 

not the normal practice of the Romans to allow `enemies of the state` to be immediately removed from the crucifix. The whole 

point of public crucifixions was as a demonstration of the punishment that awaited anybody who opposed Rome's will. Roman 

policy on this matter can be highlighted by the words of Quintilian (AD 35-95): 

 

"Whenever we crucify the guilty, the most crowded roads are chosen, where most people can see and be moved by this 

fear. For penalties relate not so much to retribution as to their exemplary effect." 

  

So what do we know about Nazareth? 

 

According to the Gospel, much of the early life of Jesus centres on the city of Nazareth. Although, the gospels do not tell us 

much about this city, one is led by its description to assume that Nazareth must have been relatively well established and 

sizeable place, even in the context of the day. Therefore, it may surprise some that there appears to be no evidence that 

Nazareth existed before the 2nd/3rd century CE and its significance may result from a misinterpretation of language and a lack 

of knowledge about the local geography on the part of later gospel writers. 
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Thomas Paine  

It is error only, and not truth, 

that shrinks from inquiry. 

 Nazareth is not mentioned in the Old Testament. 

 The Book of Joshua records twelve towns and six villages, but not Nazareth. 

 The Talmud names 63 Galilean towns, but knows nothing of Nazareth. 

 St Paul appears to know nothing of Nazareth. 

 No ancient historian or geographer mention Nazareth. 

 

The importance of Josephus as a historian will be expanded, as he also wrote about Galilee, an area of in which Jesus is said to 

have lived that is barely 900 square miles. During the first Jewish war, around 60 CE, Josephus led a military campaign back and 

forth across the tiny province. Josephus mentions 45 cities and villages of Galilee, but there is no mention of Nazareth. Of 

course, it is possible that Nazareth was not a city or town, but rather an obscure hamlet that nobody remembered. However, 

this possibility does not really fit the story line of later Christian gospels. 

Is there any archaeological evidence? 
 

During the Crusades, a latter day Nazareth changed hands several times. In 1099, the adventurer Tancred had set up a 

'principality of Galilee' with Nazareth as his capital. However, the Christians subsequently lost control of the area and, in 1263, 

Nazareth was completely devastated. It would take over 400 years for Christian forces to regain access to this area through the 

occupation of a ruined crusader fort containing `Mary's Well` over which a church was later built. The eventual demolition of 

this structure, in 1955, allowed for the excavation of the site and apparent discovery of the `Biblical Nazareth` in the very 

grounds of the Church itself. However, the excavation seems more consistent with the site being used as a single family farm 

over many centuries rather than either a village, town or city. In 1962, history and archaeology finally converge with the 

discovery of a fragment of marble at a synagogue, dating from the 3rd or 4th century, which bears the first mention of Nazareth 

in a non-Christian text. It names Nazareth as one of the places in Galilee where a small religious group migrated after the 

Hadrianic war of 135CE. 

 

But what of its links to Jesus? 

 

There is little mention of Jesus` early life in the original gospel; possibly because it was not originally central to the principles of 

faith or simply that there was no knowledge of these events. However, as Christianity grew both over time and in geography, it 

would appear that the Gospel of Mark was `revised` around 150 AD, although Nazareth is still only mentioned once: 

 

And it came to pass in those days, that Jesus came from Nazareth: Mark I, 9 

 

The importance of Nazareth re-emerges in the Gospel of Luke. 

 

And in the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God unto a CITY of Galilee, named Nazareth, To a virgin 

espoused to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David; and the virgin’s name was Mary: Luke1.26,27 

 

And all went to be taxed, every one into his own city. And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the CITY of Nazareth, 

into Judaea, unto the city of David, which is called Bethlehem; because he was of the house and lineage of David: Luke 

2.3,4 
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Sarah Belle Dougherty  

The existence, then, of a 

historical teacher remains moot. 

Even Paul, at 50 AD, the earliest 

contributor to the New 

Testament, does not mention a 

historical Jesus or quote any of 

his sayings or teachings found in 

the Gospels. His emphasis is on 

the dying and resurrecting 

godman Christ, and its birth in 

each individual. The "good 

news" he has for his followers is 

not that Jesus walked the earth 

and died for them, but that 

"Christ is in you." 

However, scholars have speculated that Luke himself was not a Jew because of the errors in his understanding of Jewish 

language and the geography of the area. Even as late as the 3rd century, Origen of Alexandria, one of the early fathers of the 

Christian Church had no clear idea of the location of Nazareth, even though he lived at Caesarea, barely thirty miles from the 

present town of Nazareth. The significance of this line of inquiry is simply that it highlights the general lack of verified historical 

detail surrounding the Christian version of the life of Christ. 

 

 

The Weight of Authority: 

For many growing up within a Christian society, the life of Jesus is not only considered 

as historically factual, but has the authority of the `gospel truth`. 

 

Where is the weight of Christian authority derived? 

 

The weight of authority acquired by the Christian doctrine is derived from Bible. 

However, this source has a long and complex history, which is linked via the Old 

Testament to the Torah of Judaism. However, the Old Testament was written before 

the birth of Jesus of Nazareth, who is the subject of the subsequent Christian New 

Testament. The root of the term `Old Testament` also means `Old Covenant`. From a 

Christian perspective, God is said to have established the old covenant with Moses at Mt. Sinai, but subsequently Jesus 

established a new covenant between God and mankind. Therefore, the second part of the bible, written after Jesus had 

established the new covenant, was called the New Testament. From the perspective of Judaism, they do not accept the 

Christian assertion of the new covenant and therefore do not accept the authority behind the naming of the Old Testament. 

However, from a historical perspective, both the Old and New Testament have 

problems associated authorship from which the weight of authority is derived. For 

many centuries, Judaism and Christianity both held the position that Moses wrote the 

key works of the Old Testament. However, more detailed and open research, in the 

19th century, showed the writing to come from many other sources. Likewise, it was 

the traditional view that the New Testament was written by the apostles or their 

followers. This position was not seriously challenged until the 18th century, when more 

open and critical historical research became acceptable within society at large. 

 

What is the authority of the Bible's authors? 

 

It is now generally acknowledged that various authors wrote the 27 books of the New 

Testament at different times and places. However, unlike the Old Testament, the New 

Testament was written in a much shorter timeframe, probably in the period from 50-

125 CE. As indicated, the importance of authorship is directly related to the overall 

integrity and accuracy of the information, i.e. its authority as the source of Christian 

religious belief. For example, Christian fundamentalists believe the Bible is factually 

correct, which then forces them to reject any science that appears to contradict the Bible, e.g. Darwinian evolution. In contrast, 

the evangelical try to avoid such conflicts by taking the position that the authors had limited knowledge, but claim this does not 

alter the divine inspiration of the Scriptures. However, citing only `divine inspiration` as the source of the central article of faith 
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still implies it to be the subjective work of men. Either way, one could be left questioning why an omniscient God would not be 

capable of inspiring both an unambiguous and factually correct message that could withstand any reasonable test of time. 

 

Can the weight of authority be substantiated by independent historical accounts? 

 

Historically, within a society dominated by Christian doctrine, there was generally little room for any debate about the integrity 

of the historical evidence. However, in recent years, many learned historians have begun to dispute some of the Christian 

version of events. John Remsburg’s book `The Christ` provides an example: 

 

"Philo was born before the beginning of the Christian era, and lived until long after the reputed death of Christ. He wrote 

an account of the Jews covering the entire time that Christ is said to have existed on earth. He was living in or near 

Jerusalem when Christ's miraculous birth and the Herodian massacre occurred. He was there when Christ made his 

triumphal entry into Jerusalem. He was there when the crucifixion with its attendant earthquake, supernatural darkness, 

and resurrection of the dead took place when Christ himself rose from the dead, and in the presence of many witnesses 

ascended into heaven. These marvellous events which must have filled the world with amazement, had they really 

occurred, were unknown to him. It was Philo who developed the doctrine of the Logos, or Word, and although this Word 

incarnate dwelt in that very land and in the presence of multitudes revealed himself and demonstrated his divine 

powers, Philo saw it not." 

 

Of course, evidence on both sides has to be considered and there are many Christian theologians who will cite counter 

evidence. Flavius Josephus (c37-100CE) was a highly respected and much-quoted Romano-Jewish historian. A native of Judea, 

living in the 1st century, Josephus was actually governor of Galilee for a time, the very province in which Jesus is said to have 

performed miracles. Though not born until 37CE and therefore not a direct contemporary of Jesus, Josephus did lived in Cana, 

the very city in which Christ is said to have performed his first miracle. Josephus's two major works are `History of The Jewish 

War' and `The Antiquities of the Jews`. The former was written around 70 AD, while the latter is dated around 90CE. Within 

these collective works, Josephus seems to mention virtually every person of note within Palestine and describes every 

important event, which occurred during the first 70 years of the Christian era. At face value, Josephus appears to support the 

Christian version of history within a single paragraph, which has become known as the Testimonium Flavianum: 

 

"Now, there was about this time, Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for he was a doer of wonderful 

works, a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. He drew over to him both many of the Jews, and many 

of the Gentiles. He was [the] Christ; and when Pilate, at the suggestion of the principal men amongst us, had condemned 

him to the cross, those that loved him at the first did not forsake him, for he appeared to them alive again the third day, 

as the divine prophets had foretold these and ten thousand other wonderful things concerning him; and the tribe of 

Christians, so named from him, are not extinct at this day." 

 

Therefore, in just 127 words, Josephus apparently confirms virtually all of the major Christian contentions: 

 

 Jesus’ more than human status  

 Jesus’ miracles and teachings 

 Jesus’ ministry among the Jews and the Gentiles  

 Jesus’ role as the Messiah  
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The Jesus Mysteries 

This book discussing the history of 

Christianity, presents evidence that 

the account given by the Church, 

and still accepted today, is 

inadequate. In fact, history has 

been built on a literal 

interpretation of mythic allegories, 

enforced by sectarian propaganda 

and the systematic destruction of 

conflicting writings. While biblical 

researchers have long been aware 

of problems in the traditional 

accounts of Jesus and the New 

Testament, this information has 

only been in general circulation for 

the last few decades. The current 

trend in Jesus studies has been to 

assume as axiomatic the historical 

existence of the teacher Jesus, and 

then attempt to deduce from 

scripture, archaeology, cultural 

studies, and the Judaism of the last 

few centuries BC who Jesus might  

have actually been. 

 Jesus’ condemnation by the Jewish priests  

 Jesus’ sentence by Pilate  

 Jesus’ death on the cross  

  Jesus’ resurrection on the 3rd day  

 Jesus’ post-death appearance  

 Jesus’ fulfilment of divine prophesy 

 

However, it has to be said that not a single writer before the 4th century, e.g. Justin, 

Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, Cyprian or Arnobius make a single 

reference to the significance of Josephus’ words. In the 3rd century, Origen of 

Alexandria spent half his life and a quarter of a million words arguing against the 

pagan writer Celsus. Origen drew on all sorts of proofs and witnesses in defence of 

Christianity. He quotes from Josephus extensively. Yet even he makes no reference to 

this key paragraph, which would appear to be the ultimate support of his position. In 

fact, Origen actually said that Josephus was "not believing in Jesus as the Christ." 

Many contend that the reason that Origen did not quote the Testimonium Flavianum 

was simply because this paragraph had not yet been written! It was apparently 

absent from earlier copies of the works of Josephus and did not appear in Origen's 

third century version of Josephus, referenced in his Contra Celsum. There are other 

contextual anomalies with the Testimonium Flavianum: 

 

Why would Josephus support the position of Jesus, as the messiah, but remain an 

orthodox Jew throughout his life? 

 

If Josephus thought Jesus was 'the Christ' would he not have written more than one 

paragraph about his life rather than as an aside within Pilate's story? 

 

Why would he write much more about John the Baptist than about Jesus? 

 

Why did he write so much more about the lives of other self-proclaimed messiahs, 

including Judas of Galilee, Theudas the Magician, and the 'Egyptian Jew' messiah? 

 

The paragraph appears in Book 18, which starts with Roman taxation under Cyrenius 

in 6CE, then goes on to discuss various Jewish sects at the time, including the Essenes, and a sect of Judas the Galilean. He then 

discusses Herod's building of various cities. Chapter 3 starts with a discussion of Pilate, who planned to slaughter all the Jews, 

but then changes his mind. It then outlines how Pilate uses sacred money to supply water to Jerusalem, thereby causing the 

Jews to protest. Pilate then sends spies among the Jews with concealed weapons and triggers the ensuing massacre. Only then 

comes the paragraph about Jesus. Outside of this single paragraph, in all of Josephus's voluminous works, there is no other 

reference to Jesus or Christianity. Subsequent historical evidence suggests that the paragraph about Jesus did not appear until 

the beginning of the 4th century, at the time of the Emperor Constantine. Bishop Eusebius, a great Church propagandist and 

self-confessed `liar-for-god`, was the first person known to have quoted this paragraph of Josephus, in about 340CE. This was 

after the Christians had become an accepted and increasingly powerful religion under Emperor Constantine. 
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Note: It a historical fact that the Christian church ordered whole libraries of antiquity to be torched. Yet unlike the works 

of his Jewish contemporaries, the histories of Josephus survived; with some now saying that they survived only because it 

served the purpose of the Christian church for them to do so. 

 

The Limits of Inference: 

Clearly, based on the weaknesses highlighted within our assessment of 

the `weight of authority`, doubts would appear to exist. However, in 

many cases, the weight of historical evidence is simply inconclusive and 

therefore we can only infer rather than necessarily prove certain 

conclusions. History tells us that at the time of Emperor Constantine, 

Bishop Eusebius was highly influential in the development of Christian 

theology. Up until this time, Christianity is essentially a monotheistic 

religion believing in one God that was omnipotent, omniscient, omni-

benevolent and omnipresent. However, the New Testament contained 

no systematic theology, therefore the character of the Christian God 

was open to interpretation. Subsequent to the writing of the New 

Testament, the concept of the `Trinity` seems to have been adopted as 

a central Christian doctrine. This doctrine was required to reconcile the 

seemingly contradictory character of the Christian God, while still 

maintaining its position as a monotheistic religion. For while there can be only one God, the acceptance of three divine beings; 

namely the `Father, Son, and Holy Ghost` requires some explaining. The following outline is a basic definition of what in reality 

is a very subjective and involved theological argument: 

 

 

 God is the godhead of the Trinity 

 Holy Spirit is an emanation of God 

 The Son is a manifestation of the Holy Spirit 

 

This concept of the trinity leads to several definitions of monotheism. Judaism, Islam and even some Christians are unitarian 

monotheists, while the vast majority of Christians are Trinitarian monotheists. The unitarian monotheists believe there is only 

one essence to God. While trinitarians maintain the position that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit have but one purpose; 

therefore each can be worshipped as God, without violating the idea that there is only one God. Irrespective of the definition of 

the Trinity, what is possibly more important is: 

 

How did the Christian church come to adopt this theological position? 

 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/60.Authority.html
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Freke and Gandy  

In synthesizing the myth of the 

dying and resurrecting 'godman' 

with the Jewish expectations of a 

historical Messiah, its creators set 

in motion an outcome they could 

never have guessed. And yet, upon 

analysis, the end was already there 

in the beginning. The Messiah was 

expected to be a historical, not a 

mythical, savior, as such, it was 

inevitable that the Jesus-Messiah 

story would have to develop a 

quasi-historical setting. And so it 

did. What had started as a myth 

encoding in ancient scripture now 

appeared to be an account of 

historical events. From this point 

on, it was unavoidable that, sooner 

or later, it would be interpreted as 

historical fact. And so it followed 

that a new type of religion came 

into being, a religion purported to 

be based on history not myth, but 

reliant on blind faith, a belief 

without Knowledge. 

 In general, there is no doctrine of the trinity as such in either the Old or New 

Testaments. Equally, as far as is known, none of the twelve apostles supported this 

doctrine or had any divine revelation about it. It is also a matter of historical fact 

that the concept of 'one God in three persons' was not firmly established, or 

accepted Christian theology, prior to the 4th century. However, there is historical 

evidence indicating that the concept of the Trinity pre-dates Christianity, stretching 

back to the Greek philosophers and even earlier pagan religions. However, in 325 

CE, the Emperor Constantine called a general council of the Church in Nicea. It is said 

that Constantine was worried about the political split in his empire due to 

theological differences in the Christian church. In essence, one side argued that the 

Father created the Son and therefore could not be co-eternal with Him. This meant 

that Jesus was not God and was therefore subject to the Father. The other side 

argued that the Father and the Son shared the same nature, while remaining two 

separate entities. In the end, the Council backed the latter, which over time evolved 

towards the concept of the Trinity as understood today. Either way, we may infer 

that mortal men decided this aspect of the Christian doctrine, without necessarily 

waiting for any divine guidance. 

 

Of course, it can be argued that the Trinity was simply an attempt by early Christians 

to address the many and complex facets of God's nature using the common 

language of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. However, the term `Son` is used 

in several different ways in Christian theology and has its roots in much older 

philosophies. So when the Trinity uses the term `Son` it is also making reference to 

the concept of the `Logos`, which could be translated as God's creative power. In 

earlier Geek philosophy, the Logos was conceived as the principle governing the 

cosmos, while in Judaism, Logos is described as the word of God, which has creative 

power and is also God's means of communication with the humanity. However, the 

Greek metaphysical concept of Logos differs from the more anthropomorphic description within Judaism. Of course, when 

these two concepts did eventually collide, it is not so surprising that somebody tried to unify the two concepts. This person was 

Philo of Alexandria (20 BCE-50 CE), a Hellenized Jew. Yes, the same Philo previously mentioned, who seems not to have heard 

about the miraculous life of Jesus, even though he lived in the same geography and timeframe. Just to give an example of the 

entangled history of Christian theology, the phrases `Word of God` and `Lamb of God` could simply be attributed to an issue of 

translation. In Greek, Logos means `word` and was probably translated into the Hebrew word `imerah`, but the word `immera` 

in Aramaic means `lamb`. The reason for highlighting these issues is simply to illustrate the possibility that many theological 

ideas did not necessarily come from a pure moment of divine revelation, but instead have a long convoluted history that 

crosses multiple cultures. To many this might sound like blasphemy, but: 

 

Can this charge really be levelled against genuine inquiry? 

 

Some have inferred that the Bible was never intended to be a historically accurate account of Christianity’s roots, as this would 

have allowed the reader, and not the church, to interpret the principles of faith. In fact, it is claimed that throughout history, 

the church has destroyed thousands of documents, which conflicted with their own viewpoint. Today, the Gospels according to 
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Freke and Gandy  

So it came to be that the 

uninitiated Christians proclaimed 

that the mystic events in the 

Jesus myth were historical facts, 

and its followers would only be 

saved by believing. Once 

Christianity became the religion 

of the Roman Empire, the 

Christian literalist suppressed all 

other types of Christianity as 

"heretical" and the vast majority 

of Pagan documents, temples, 

and inscriptions were deliberately 

destroyed. 

Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are placed at the beginning of New Testament, 

although this was not originally the case. One of the earliest versions of the first New 

Testament, dating back to the 2nd century, consisted only of Paul's Epistles and Luke. 

Some of the earliest writings about Jesus are those of Paul around 50CE, who famously 

underwent his conversion to Christianity on the road to Damascus. However, Paul 

makes virtually no reference to Jesus' life in a historical context. For example: 

 

 He never talks about Jesus' parents 

 Does not speak of the virgin birth 

 He never mentions Bethlehem or Nazareth 

 Avoids recounting a single miracle 

 Does not fix Jesus in time or place 

 Makes no reference to any of the twelve apostles by name 

 Omits to talk about the trial 

 Fails to place the crucifixion in Jerusalem. 

 

While the other Gospels could not have been written any earlier than 70CE, they all infer a biographical style, which suggested 

first-hand knowledge of Jesus’ life and gave the impression of historical accuracy. However, it is now generally accepted that 

none of the apostles could have actually written any of these works, but more important we have no evidence of where they 

got their information. This sort of questioning of Christianity's religious authority is not implying that every present-day 

Christian is involved in a conspiracy and their integrity must be doubted. However, it does suggest that the actual history 

behind Christianity may have been `moulded` to fit the needs of the church, not as a religious order based on historical fact, but 

as a growing socio-political organization. 

 

Note: This last statement is not meant as a condemnation of Christianity, simply a statement of inference, which possibly 

applies to most religions, at least, the successful ones. 
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Islam is based on a belief that the 

word of God was revealed to 

Muhammad through the Angel 

Gabriel between the years 610 

and his death in 632. History then 

suggests these revelations were 

recorded in the Quran sometime 

between 650-750. 

1.3.2.3.3 Islam 
 

Islam is derived from the Arabic word ‘Salema’, which in English might 

be interpreted in a number of ways, i.e. peace, purity, submission and 

obedience . However, in its religious context, Islam implies a 

submission to the will of God and obedience to His law. Today, Islam 

often projects itself as a way of life for those who believe in God and 

want to live a life of worship and obedience to God. The reward for 

following its doctrine is forgiveness from God and an everlasting life in 

Heaven. As a simple summary, the creed of Islam might be reduced to 

three central axioms of belief: 

 

 Belief in one God 

 The revelation of the Prophet Muhammad 

 The recording of these revelations in the Quran 

 

As such, Islam is a monotheistic faith where the followers of Islam, i.e. 

Muslims, are expected to believe that the Quran is the flawless and 

the final revelation of God given to mankind through the prophet Muhammad. While Islam recognizes the Torah and Bible as 

religious scriptures, Muslims believe that these works have been misinterpreted or distorted by their followers. Therefore, they 

believe the Quran to be corrective of Jewish and Christian scriptures. However, despite these theological differences, Muslims 

would initially appear to believe in the same monotheist deity as the Judeo-Christian religions and its roots tracing back to a 

common ancestry in Abraham around 1800-1700 BCE. However, as unitarian monotheists, Muslims strongly disagree with the 

Christian theology concerning the Trinity of God and only accept Jesus as a prophet rather than the Son of God. Another 

distinction is that Islam does not allow any visual images or depictions of God, as they believe God is incorporeal and therefore 

any depiction of God would be meaningless and idolatry. 

 

So, what is the authority underpinning Islamic belief? 

 

Clearly, any examination of the source of authority related to Islamic belief must 

focus on the life of Muhammad and the recording of the Quran. The first important 

claim is that the word of God was revealed to Muhammad through the Angel Gabriel 

on numerous occasions between the years 610 and his death in 632. The second is 

that these revelations were memorized by Muhammad and his followers and 

eventually recorded in the Quran. The Quran consists of 114 chapters or suras 

comprising of 6,616 verses or ayas, which is said to amount to 77,943 words. 

 

When was the Quran written? 

 

In truth, it would seem that there is no hard evidence as to exactly when the first Quran was compiled, but anecdotal evidence 

suggests  that the Quran was first written down, in its entirety, somewhere between 646-650 CE from material originating from 

Muhammad before his death in 632 CE. However, other evidence suggests that the first recognisable version of Quran did not 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/57.Overview.html#The_Trinity
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The Quran consists of 114 

chapters or suras comprising of 

6,616 verses or ayas, which in 

total are composed of some 

77,943 words. 

It is also a tenet of faith that the 

Quran, as memorized by 

Muhammad, is an exact word-for-

word copy of an eternal heavenly 

book, inclusive of punctuation, 

titles and divisions of chapters. 

appear until the time of the third Caliph, Uthman ibn Affan, between 650 and 656 CE; 

while others scholars have gone further by suggesting that the final version, as 

recognised today, may not have been fully compiled much before 750 CE. Of course, 

any delay in the actual writing of the Quran might be seen to throw doubt of the claim 

that the Quran was Muhammad‘s sole miracle, even though much of the historical 

evidence suggests that the Quran did not exist in its current written form during 

Muhammad‘s lifetime. If so, it would seem that Muhammad could never have verified the flawless compilation of the Quran 

before his death. In this context, we might understand why there is so much controversy surrounding the chronology of the 

Quran, e.g. 

 

But what of the revelations of Muhammad? 

 

Islam, like Judaism and Christianity, is based on a belief that God or Allah wants to 

communicate with humanity, but in the case of Islam, the character of Allah is 

different in that he does not reveal himself to humanity in any personal way. 

Therefore, Allah sends his word through prophets. Equally, because the character of 

Allah is transcendent and unapproachable, only a one-way communication from God 

to humanity is possible. According to Muslim tradition, the revelations were 

essentially dictated to Muhammad in instalments via the angel Gabriel as an exact 

word-for-word copy of an eternal heavenly book, including punctuation, titles and divisions of chapters. As a consequence, 

every letter and every word is free from human influence and it is this `fact` that is said to form the basis of the Quran's 

religious authority. However, from a more sceptical perspective, it could be argued that there was only ever one, 

uncorroborated source to this authority, which is the man who claims to have received the revelations, i.e. Muhammad. While 

Muslims believe the Quran to be the flawless word of God, it shares one aspect with other religious scriptures, i.e. it appears 

that many of God’s words are framed in social and political interpretation, which are not timeless, but merely reflect the age in 

which they were written. In the case of the Quran, it appears to borrow from the legal traditions of earlier Byzantine and 

Persian cultures and a theology rooted in the Torah, dating back to Abraham. Therefore, like Judaism and Christianity, Islam 

now faces the same issue of trying to reconcile the teachings of its historical religious scriptures with the changing social norms 

of the 21st century. For example, the attitude towards women has changed considerably in the last 12 centuries and therefore 

it does not seem unreasonable to ask whether all future social development must continue to be rooted in the social norms of 

7-8th century Arabia. 

 

So what is known of Muhammad's life? 

 

The following summary is believed to align to the generally accepted version of Muhammad's life, although historians still 

question many of the facts in this account. However, what details are known might still help us gain some perspective of Islam’s 

claim of religious authority. According to traditional Muslim history, Mohammad was born in 570 CE in Mecca and died 632 CE 

in Medina, which is today part of Saudi Arabia. The main sources of information about Muhammad are the Quran and the 

hadiths plus early biographies. However, the hadiths are not a biography, rather a collection of sayings and actions of 

Muhammad and his companions. Likewise, the Quran is not a biography of Muhammad; it simply provides some information 

about his life. Therefore, some have  argued that any statements taken from these documents, which are an integral part of the 

religious doctrine of Islam, cannot be immediately accepted as an impartial description of actual historical events. The earliest 
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surviving biographies are the `Life of the Apostle of God` by Ibn Ishaq, dated around 768 CE, and subsequently edited by Ibn 

Hisham in 833 CE and al-Waqidi's biography of Muhammad in 822CE. This timeline shows these biographies to be written some 

1-2 centuries after Muhammad's death and the title may give some hint of the narrative. Of course, by this time, these men 

were documenting historical events central to the doctrine of an Islamic empire that was growing to be the geo-political 

successor of the Roman Empire in North Africa and the Middle East. Therefore, even these documents might be viewed with 

some caution; as history itself shows us that the recording of events often depends on the perspective of the victor. 

 

What else might help us to better understand Muhammad’s life? 

 

It is said that Muhammad was born into the tribe of the Quraish in Mecca. His father's and mother’s names are thought to have 

been Abdullah and Aminah, and while the family were said to be both prosperous and influential, his father died before he was 

born. At that time, it was the tradition within Muhammad's family tribe to hand over their infants to a nurse from a Bedouin 

tribe, believing the desert air to be a healthier environment for a child. Some sources also claim that Muhammad may have had 

health problems, possibly suffering from fits, which caused his mother to ask the Bedouin nurse to keep the child for longer. 

Contrary to these speculative claims, Muhammad's mother is believed to have died when he is only six and therefore, more as a 

consequence of losing both parents, he spends much of his childhood among the nomadic tribes and follows the caravans on 

the main trade routes through Mecca. Later, in his life, a wealthy widow named Khadijah asks Muhammad to oversee her 

trading business, but becomes attracted to his skill and appearance, such that she proposes marriage, when he is 25 and she is 

40. While they had six children, two boys and four girls, both of the sons died early in life. So, the first part of Muhammad’s 

adult life starts, at the age of 25, when his older wife entrusts him with her business affairs and for the next 15 years he lives 

the life of a prosperous, but unremarkable merchant, except for one exception. From time to time, Muhammad is said to have 

withdrawn into the mountains to meditate and pray and on one such occasion, in 610 CE, he has a vision of the archangel 

Gabriel that will change the direction of his life. However, before pursuing this key aspect of Muhammad’s life, we should 

possibly tried to understand a little more about the culture he lived in. 

 

So what is known about the culture surrounding Muhammad at this time? 

 

Geologically, it is known that the Arabian Peninsula was both arid and volcanic, which made wide-spread agriculture almost 

impossible, except near oases or springs. As consequence, the Arabian landscape is described as only being ‘dotted’ with towns 

and cities adjacent to the largest oases, the largest of these being Mecca and Medina. However, for many, survival in such 

desert conditions depended on the existence of nomadic Bedouin communities that travelled from place to place seeking water 

and pasture for their flocks. At this time, most Bedouin groups operated as kin-related clans, which while often belonging to 

some larger tribal group, seldom met as such. In this context, it was mostly clan councils that determined the distribution and 

use of water resources, critical to nomadic life. Some larger clans might also have been comprised of free warriors and slaves, 

as clashes over water rights, animals or any number of perceived slights to a clan’s honour might lead to violence. However, the 

constant feuding within Bedouin society also prevented it from forming any larger and more powerful alliances. Of course, in 

retrospect, it might be recognised that these tribes always had the potential to play an important role in the formation of any 

future Islamic empire. However, at the start of the 7
th

 century, Medina might be described as the primary agricultural 

settlement, while Mecca acted as a financial marketplace for many of the surrounding tribes. From a pre-Islamic perspective, 

many would have believed in various gods or goddesses, who were often seen as the protectors of individual tribes and linked 

to more tangible objects or places, such as trees, springs and wells. History indicates that there was an important pre-Islamic 
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shrine in Mecca, called the Kaaba, which is thought to have housed over 

360 idols of tribal deities, which would have been the site of an annual 

pilgrimage. 

 
Note, today, the Qurân considers that the construction of the 

Kaaba was carried out by Abraham and that it was the first house 

built for humanity to worship Allah and, as such, it is now 

considered the most sacred site in Islam. However, history might 

suggest that many of today’s established religions quickly came to 

recognise the expediency of integrating the focus of older 

religious beliefs into the storyline of any new emerging religion. 

 
Beside its tribal gods, many Arabs of that time may have retained a 

general belief in a supreme deity, i.e. Allah, although if seen as remote 

from the everyday struggle for existence, this description of a deity may 

have been less of an object of cultural worship at that time. 

 

How did Muhammad’s visionary revelations  start to change this picture? 

 

From about 613 CE, it is believed that Muhammad started to preach in Mecca about existence of one all-powerful, but merciful 

God. It is said that he acknowledges that other prophets, e.g. Abraham, Moses and Jesus, had also preached the same truth in 

the past. However, his strict vision of monotheism was not popular within the general culture of Mecca given the preference 

towards long-standing tribal deities. So while Muhammad begins to win some converts to his new creed, he also makes 

powerful enemies among the traders of Mecca. In 622 CE, there is a plot to assassinate him and he and his followers are forced 

to flee to Medina, some 300 kilometres to the north. This event is considered by many to mark the beginning of Islam, although 

it appears to pre-date the creed of Islam in terms of any written form of the Quran. In Medina, Muhammad starts to win new 

converts among the surrounding Bedouin clans, such that this emerging force is perceived as a threat to the Quraysh of Mecca, 

who then initiate a series of attacks on Medina. However, Muhammad's forces win a series of important victories over the 

Quraysh, which eventually leads to a truce, in 628 CE, such that Muhammad and his followers are allowed to visit the Kaaba in 

Mecca. From a purely historical viewpoint, Muhammad's return to Mecca, in 629 CE, might also be interpreted as a reflection of 

his growing political leadership, as well as his ability to convince the Bedouin tribesmen of his religious revelations. Either way, 

by 630, many of the citizens of Mecca start to accept the new religion; although some might question whether this was a 

matter of the head over the heart in the face of mounting social-political pressure. However, despite this success, Muhammad 

only lives for another two years after effectively taking control of Mecca and although Muhammad has several daughters by his 

first wife, he has no living son and so, given the customs of the time, there was no obvious successor. 

 

What might this tell us about Muhammad’s life? 

 

If we were to try to encapsulate the significant periods of Muhammad life, there appears to be two distinct periods. The first in 

Mecca, from 613-622, in which he attempts to establish a new religious creed with only limited success, as he is eventually 

forced to flee to Medina. The second, and more successful period is in Medina, from 622-630, which will eventually leads to 
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winning the battle with Mecca. However,  what has puzzled many historians is how such a fledging ‘Islamic’ empire would grow 

to conquer Jerusalem, in 638 C.E, just 6 years after the death of Muhammad and prior to any known evidence of the Quran in 

written form. 

 

So how do we separate fact from fiction at point? 

 

In part, historians have been wrestling, unsuccessfully, with this issue for over a thousand years, so this discussion will not be so 

presumptuous as to assume that it knows the answer. However, if we step back from the description in which Muhammad is 

revered as a religious prophet and simply consider him as a man, who was the product of an Arabic-Bedouin culture in the 

6/7
th

 century, we might gain some practical perspective. However, before going down this road, let us address the sensitivity 

that many Muslims will have to this line of speculative enquiry head on. There are many people in the world who believe 

different things and each should have a right to come to their own judgement about role of God in their lives. However, the 

right to a given religious belief has to be accompanied by the right of others to question the tenets of faith of the various, and 

contradicting, religions now in existence. While the following discussion will question aspects of Islamic belief, the approach is 

no different to that taken with Judaism and Christianity, as such it is not intended to be deliberately offensive or blasphemous 

to any specific religion. However, honest inquiry has to be allowed to challenge accepted history, especially when its appears to 

rest on anecdotal evidence. Of course, if any aspect of this discussion can be shown to be wrong in respect to known historical 

evidence, it will be corrected. 

 

So was Muhammad, man or myth? 

 

When this question was asked of the Christian description of Jesus, there was a suggestion that the man may have been lost to 

myth. This assessment was based on the perception that simply too much of Jesus’ life cannot corroborated in any factual 

history, as written in a contemporary period, while many other claims simply transcend into a metaphysical belief. While for 

many having a deeply held religious conviction, this may appear to be a one-dimensional assessment of an agnostic; history 

does seem to repeatedly shows us that the description of any historic ‘icon’ tends to involves a great detail of selective truth to 

the point that it can become a total fabrication of an actual life. However, in direct response to the question above, there would 

appear to enough historical evidence to support the claim that Muhammad was indeed an real man of history, who lived a life 

as outlined above. 

 

But  does myth still surround the man? 

 

While the traditional account is that the Quran was revealed to Muhammad and written down in segments, there is no 

evidence that supports its existence before Muhammad’s death, at least, in any form recognised today. Therefore, this tends to 

lead to secondary questions as to who actually wrote the Quran, plus why and when.  However, before speculating on such a 

sensitive issue, it might worth revaluating some key aspects of Muhammad’s life in terms of the  wider history of the Middle 

East. As indicated, the history of the Jews and Arabs can be linked to a common ancestor in the form of the biblical Abraham, 

dating back to some 1800-1700 BCE.  Based on accounts taken from the Torah scriptures, Abraham is considered to be the 

founding father of both the Jewish and Arabic identities and therefore must play a pivotal role in Judaism, Christianity and 

Islam. 

 

So who were Abraham’s descendants? 
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The historic scriptures suggest that Abraham had a wife Sarah, who eventually had a son called Isaac very late in their lives. 

However, before conceiving Isaac, Abraham had taken Sarah’s maidservant, Hagar, either as a concubine or another wife, who 

then gave birth to his first son called Ishmael. Purely by way of background, Abraham is also said to have married Keturah and 

that they had another six sons, Zimran, Jokshan, Medan, Midian, Ishbak, and Shuah. The biblical references also suggest that 

Abraham may have had other concubines and other children. However, Ishmael was Abraham’s first born son and would 

therefore normally be considered the rightful heir of Abraham; except that the Jewish scriptures go onto suggest that God’s 

covenant with Abraham required him to acknowledge Isaac as his heir, not Ishmael. As a consequence, Ishmael and his mother 

Hagar were sent away, i.e. effectively banish to the desert on Sarah’s insistence, so that it was Isaac that became heir to 

Abraham, at least, within the Jewish account. Without going into the lengthy details, Ishmael is said to eventually become the 

founder of the Arabic tribes according to both the Hebrew Torah and the Quran, while Isaac would become one of the three 

patriarchs of the Israelites. In the context of this common history, it is not so surprising that Ishmael descendents might also 

have retained some preference for a monotheistic form of religion. 

 

What bearing might this history have on the development of Islam? 

 

Of course, Ishmael and Muhammad are separated by nearly 2,500 years of history and during this time, the idea of monotheism 

in the form of Judaism and Christianity became wide-spread across the middle eastern world, due to the expansion of the 

Roman Empire. By 330CE, the Roman Emperor Constantine had moved his capital from Rome to the Greek city of Byzantiumin 

in order to be safe from barbarian invasion and renamed the city - Constantinople. In a historical context, Constantine is also 

remembered for being the first Roman emperor to convert to Christianity, although whether this religious conversion was more 

a matter of political expediency might be debated. Certainly, history would suggest that Constantine was an astute politician 

and recognised the growing importance of religion in stabilising political power. For example, in 325 CE, Constantine called a 

general council of the Church in Nicea, because he was worried about the political split in his empire due to theological 

differences in the Christian church. In essence, one side argued that the Father created the Son and therefore could not be co-

eternal with Him. This meant that Jesus was not God and was therefore subject to the Father. The other side argued that the 

Father and the Son shared the same nature, while remaining two separate entities. Again, whether Constantine’s real focus was 

on the theological debate or the political fallout might be debated, but he ended up supporting the decision that would lead to 

a redefinition of monotheism. As such, most Christians would become trinitarian monotheists, whereas Judaism, and the 

subsequent emergence of Islam would strongly support the idea of unitarian monotheism. Whether Mohammad was aware of 

this difference is unknown, but clearly the fall out of this debate had several centuries to reach the city of Jerusalem and 

possibly onto to both Mecca and Medina. 

 

But why is Jerusalem being introduced to this picture? 

 

As previously outlined, many historians have puzzled over how a 'fledging' Islamic empire managed to  conquered Jerusalem, in 

638 C.E, just 6 years after the death of Muhammad and possibly prior to any known evidence of the Quran in written form. For 

after Muhammad’s death, in 632 CE, there was no obvious successor, although two possibilities quickly emerged in Abu Bakr, 

the father of Muhammad's wife A'isha, and Ali, a cousin of Muhammad and the husband of Muhammad's daughter Fatima. 

However, it was Abu Bakr who was elected, and takes the title 'khalifat rasul-Allah' which is translated as 'successor of the 

Messenger of God' that also introduces the word ‘caliph’ to the other languages of the world. However, the first Caliph, Abu 

Bakr lives no more than two years after the death of Muhammad. Even so, within this brief time, the Arabic armies have begun 
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The caliphate was the first form 

of government inspired by Islam 

and, as such, it came to exert an 

ever-growing political, as well as 

religious authority. 

Sunni Islam dictates that the head 

of state, the caliph, should be 

selected by Shura, i.e. elected by 

Muslims or their representatives. 

While Shia Islam believe the 

caliph should descend from a line 

of iman appointed by God 

their astonishing expansion, subduing the whole of Arabia and striking as far north as Palestine. Abu Bakr is then succeeded, in 

634, by Omar, another father-in-law of Muhammad, who in 638 captures the city of Jerusalem. Six years later Omar is stabbed 

and killed in the mosque at Medina and Uthman is chosen as the third caliph, who was a son-in-law of Muhammad. By the end 

of his reign, in 656, and still only 20 years after Muhammad’s death, the emerging Islamic empire has conquered as far afield as 

north Africa, Turkey and Afghanistan. As such, some historian have sought to understand what catalyst really drove the rapid 

expansion of the Islamic empire, i.e. 

 

Did the Quran forge the empire or did empire come to understand the political importance of the Quran, such that it influenced 

its writing? 

 

Clearly, this is an contentious issues that will be sensitive to many Muslims, but it is 

hoped that they will understand why some people outside their faith consider it a 

necessary question. For example, Islam like Christianity, has a very attractive 

description of Jannah, or Heaven, for those who adhere to the doctrine of faith. In a 

more sceptical context, the description of an afterlife might also be seen as an 

expedient means of political and social control, which was undoubtedly the case 

within both Judaism and Christianity. So while noting the implication of the question above, it seems that Muhammad’s life is 

central to the formation of the Islamic identity and possibly provides the best explanation for its rapid expansion into an 

empire. In support of this argument, we might reflect that Muhammad’s childhood probably left him with a deep empathy for 

the Bedouin way of life, which may have been a significant factor in his later success in Medina. Of course, prior to  Medina, 

Muhammad had spent most of his early adulthood as a merchant in and around Mecca, i.e. 595-610, until he has his first vision, 

which sets him on the path of being a prophet. Muhammad is said to have started preaching in Mecca in 613, but a large 

number of Mohammed's followers had to seek refuge in Abyssinia, as early as 615, due to the resistance in Mecca to 

Mohammed’s new creed, which subsequently led to Muhammad being forced to flee to Medina in 622. 

 

So what changed in Medina? 

 

Clan and religious feuding had been a way of life in Medina for a long time, but there 

was an increasing realisation that the old tribal  ways of settling disputes via a blood-

feud was becoming unworkable without somebody to arbitrate the disputes. So, 

although Muhammad’s life as a prophet in Mecca might not have been a total success, 

it was enough to establish Muhammad’s status, such that he was invited by a 

delegation from Medina to act as an neutral arbitrator to help resolve the constant 

feuding, not only between different Bedouin clans, but also its Jewish inhabitants. In 

return, Medina offered to protect Muhammad and his followers from further 

persecution from Mecca, but in accepting this offer, Muhammad becomes not only a religious prophet, but a political figure 

with influence extending into the surrounding Bedouin tribes. An example of Muhammad’s growing stature as a political leader 

might be seen in the drafting of a document known as the ‘Constitution of Medina’, which established an alliance between a 

majority of the Bedouin tribes and the Muslim emigrants from Mecca. However, this document also defined the rights and 

duties of all citizens and the relationship between the different communities in Medina, specifically the Jewish population, who 

were know as the ‘People of the Book’. Initially, Muhammad may have considered both Jews and Christians as possible allies in 

his opposition to more pagan-like practices as, in principle, they were all rooted in the idea of monotheism dating back to 
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Abraham. Therefore, Muhammad anticipated their support and so drafted the Constitution of Medina so as to demand the 

political loyalty of the Jews and Christians in return for religious and cultural autonomy. However, the Jewish and Christian 

communities effectively rejected Muhammad’s religious vision, such that his attitude towards both the Jews and Christians 

appears to have quickly hardened. After only two years, Mohammed's relationship with these communities had deteriorate to 

the point that most remaining Jews were either expelled or executed for cooperating with Mohammed's enemies. 

 

Muhammad: merchant, religious prophet, political leader or military strategist? 

 

As time progresses and the antagonism between Mecca and Medina continues to escalate, Mohammed has to defend his 

position in the region through a number of military campaigns. Due to the success of these campaigns, Muhammad now 

completes a transition from merchant to religious prophet to political leader and finally military strategists. So, in the process of 

expanding his role as an arbitrator of tribal disputes to include directing military campaigns, Muhammad had effectively created 

an alliance with even greater resources than Mecca, although Mecca had made its own alliances with some of the Bedouin 

tribes. In the end, it seem that these two large alliances had no other option but to go to war. However, Muhammad may have 

also come to understand the wisdom of political compromise and, in the end, Mecca and Medina sign the ‘Treaty of 

Hudaybiyyah’ that committed both sides to a ten-year truce and allowed Muhammad and his follower to return to Mecca to for 

the purpose of pilgrimage. 

 

But is this enough to explain the rise of the Islamic empire? 

 

While only a tentative sketch of a complex and not well documented period of history, the evidence suggests that after 

Muhammad's death, his father-in-law, Abu Bakr, assumed the leadership of the Muslim community. Although Abu Bakr lives no 

more than two years after the death of Muhammad, it can be argued that Muhammad's legacy had already established the 

foundation of what would quickly expand into an Islamic empire, based on the growing social cohesion of Muhammad’s 

religious vision and the unification of military forces created by years of conflict between Mecca and Medina. As a 

consequence, the Arabic armies were able to continue with an expansion, which first unified the whole of Arabia and then 

proceeded north into Palestine. Abu Bakr is then succeeded, in 634, by Omar, who in 638 captures the city of Jerusalem. In 644, 

Uthman becomes the third caliph and by the end of his reign, in 656, the emerging Islamic empire has conquered as far afield as 

north Africa, Turkey and Afghanistan. Of course, the speed of this expansion might also have to be seen in the context of the 

collapse of the Roman Empire, but that is another story in itself. 

 

But what of the writing of Quran? 

 

While the issue of the dictation of the word of God through the angel Gabriel to Muhammad is a matter of obvious importance 

to Muslims, from an agnostic perspective, the chronology of the actual compilation of the Quran might not have been that 

important to the expansion of Islam as a growing political and military force in the 7
th

century. Of course, this is not to under-

estimate the importance and power of a religious creed, who followers and soldiers believed in the reward of forgiveness from 

God and an everlasting life in Heaven. However, it is probable that most of those fighting for Islam, in the 7
th

 century, would not 

have been able to read the Quran, even if it had exist in a written form. Therefore, it might be argued that the original power of 

the Quran was not in its written form, but in the verbal telling and believing of Muhammad’s vision. However, what can be said 

with certainty is that, today, Islam has grown to have over a billion followers from all over the globe and is said to be the second 

largest religion in the world. As such, there is no denying the importance of Islam, along with Judaism and Christianity, in 
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Today, Islam has grown to have 

over a billion followers from all 

over the globe and is said to be 

the second largest religion in the 

world. However, irrespective of 

numbers, Islam must still be 

subject to a duty of inquiry in 

which its authority is weighed and 

the limits of inference questioned 

forging a view of the world that is accepted as a religious truth by a large percentage of 

the world's population. However, the primary concern of this discussion is not whether 

Islam is a popular religious belief; but rather whether Islam provides any real insight to 

the nature of the universe? The answer to this question must ultimately hinge on 

whether Muhammad did truly receive the divine words of God, all 77,943 of them. Of 

course, this question cannot be answered in absolute terms, all we might say is that, 

throughout history, many people have claimed to have talked to God. Whether we 

believe there is any truth in any of these claims will often depend on the cultural 

education/indoctrination of our formative years and whether they align to the 

worldview we now hold. 

 

So  how much of even this brief historical review reflects a ‘truthful’ account? 

 

While this discussion has made sceptical comments against some of the claims pertaining to the religious authority assumed by 

the Islamic faith, it has generally tried to remain factual, in as far as ‘the facts’ can be verified by history. Of course, like other 

religions, Islam also appears to transcend the physical into the metaphysical with its claim that the Quran represents the word 

of God as dictated to Muhammad by the archangel Gabriel. However, the following quote suggests a different human history: 

 

Abul Kasem 

By analysing, dissecting and carefully interpreting the contents of the Qur’an, the Ahadith (Muhammad’s traditions) and 

Sirah (Muhammad’s biography) the author has identified several parties who had undoubtedly contributed to the 

composition of the Qur’anic verses. It was not Allah who wrote the Qur’an; it was not even Muhammad alone who did 

this either. The Qur’an is not the creation of a single entity or a single person. There were several parties involved in the  

composition, scribing, amending, inserting and deleting the Qur’anic verses. The most important personalities involved 

in the creation of the Qur’an were: Imrul Qays, Zayd b. Amr, Hasan b. Thabit, Salman, Bahira, ibn Qumta, Waraqa and 

Ubayy b. Ka’b. Muhammad, himself, was involved in the make-up of a limited number of verses, but the most influential 

person who motivated Muhammad in the invention of Islam and the opus of the Qur’an, perhaps, was Zayd b. Amr who 

preached ‘Hanifism’. Muhammad later metamorphosed Zayd’s ‘Hanifism’ into Islam. Therefore, the assertion that Islam 

is not a new religion stands to be true. However, the important finding is that the Qur’an is definitely not the words of 

Allah—it is a human-made scripture which Muhammad simply passed up as Allah’s final words to mankind. Another 

important aspect of this essay is that among the ancient religions that the writers of the Qur’an incorporated in it, 

perhaps the practices of the Sabeans is crucial. In fact, the rituals of 5 prayers and the 30-day fasting were actually 

adapted from the Sabeans. Qur’an, thus, is a compilation of various religious books that existed during Muhammad’s 

time. Muhammad, not Allah, simply adopted, picked and chose from various sources and created the Qur’an. While 

many parties contributed to the Qur’an, Muhammad became its chief editor—to say it plainly. 

 

As a ‘non-believer’, born into a different culture and a different time with only limited access to the details of Muhammad's life, 

it is difficult to come to any definitive judgement of the historical facts. However, the issue of education versus indoctrination is 

cited as being of specific concern in terms of the extent to which Muslin’s are expected to simply believe, without question, in 

the authority of its scriptures on the fear of being accused of blasphemy: 
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Arthur C. Clarke 

The greatest tragedy in mankind's 

entire history may be the 

hijacking of morality by religion. 

Blasphemy in Islam is any impious utterance or action concerning God, Muhammad or anything considered sacred in 

Islam. While the Quran admonishes blasphemy, it does not necessarily specify the punishment for blasphemy, although 

the hadiths, which are another source of Sharia law, suggest various punishments for blasphemy, including death. 

Depending on which sect of Islam applies, the punishment may depend on whether the blasphemer is Muslim or non-

Muslim, man or woman. Within this context, the punishment may range from a fine, imprisonment, flogging, 

amputation, hanging  or beheading. 

 

Like the text of other ancient religious scriptures, the Quran often reflects a culture of 

intolerance towards non-believers of its particular form of monotheism at the time of 

its writing. In this respect, examples can be highlighted in which the Quran appears to 

advocate the killing the non-Muslims and what would now be seen as human rights 

abuses towards minorities and women. History also suggests that the Islamic empire 

expanded based on Jihad, i.e. holy wars, and the killing the non-believers, although we also have to recognise the crimes 

against humanity committed by the Christian Crusaders in its many ‘holy wars’.  As a consequence, it may be argued that any 

fundamentalist position, be it anchored in the antiquity of Jewish, Christian or Islamic scriptures, may fail to accept the need for 

human morality to evolve beyond its religious beliefs.  
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Ulrich Beck  

The basic assumption of the 

secular society is that modernity 

overcomes religion. 

1.3.2.4 Secularism 
 

Secularism is not a religion, in fact, it is really just a basic principle that the public 

institutions of society should be separated from religious belief. In a sense, 

secularism can be described as supportive of the freedom of any religious belief, 

while maintaining the freedom of the individual from the  imposition of a religion 

by the state or by the church. The term `secularism` was first used by the British 

writer George Holyoake in 1846 in the context of social order. However, in 1896, 

Holyoake defined secularism in the following terms: 

 

Secularism is a code of duty pertaining to this life, founded on considerations 

purely human, and intended mainly for those who find theology indefinite or 

inadequate, unreliable or unbelievable. Its essential principles are three: (1) 

The improvement of this life by material means. (2) That science is the 

available Providence of man. (3) That it is good to do good. Whether there 

be other good or not, the good of the present life is good, and it is good to 

seek that good. 

 

Holyoake also held to the idea that secularism should not get involved in the religious debate, mainly because he thought it was 

irrelevant, but also because he believed secularism should be distanced from atheism. However, others at this time, held to the 

idea that secularism was a reflection of an 'age of enlightenment' where more and more people were turning towards science 

and rationalism rather than religion and superstition. Of course, neither of these arguments prevented opponents of secularism 

from the counter-claim that a government with a religious ethos was more likely to be morally ethical than a secular 

government. 

 

Does history reflect a better moral ethos when governments are directed by religious faith? 

Do governments, irrespective of type, totally adhere to religious ethos or personal morality? 

 

Although, Holyoake might be credited with the term secularism, the basic idea can also be traced back to earlier scholars and 

philosophers, such as Averroes, a 12th century Arabic scholar, who unsuccessfully tried to reconcile the science of Aristotle with 

Islamic scriptures.  However, today, secularism is still generally perceived to be a humanist ideal, very much along the lines 

outlined by Holyoake above, although we might clarify his 3 principles: 

 

 Humanity can improve life by its own effort. 

 Science is a reflection of human intelligence. 

 Humanity is capable of defining morality. 

 

Whether humanity, and collective governments, are capable of 'acting' morally is 

another matter, but possibly this line of thought only takes us back to human survival 

needs rather than any implicit need for a deity to tell us what is right and wrong. This said, others have held different views to 

Holyoake regarding the separation of secularism from religious belief for more philosophical reasons. By way of an example, we 

might consider the ideas of William Clifford who became famous for his argument that beliefs are not simply private acts, but 
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rather public acts and therefore have both moral and social consequences. In his essay The Ethics of Belief, he drew the 

conclusion that `it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything on insufficient evidence` based on three 

lines of arguments, which will be examined in more detail in a subsequent sub-section. Of course, from the modern-day 

perspective, we might consider the right to hold to a secular or atheist position to be well established. However, in 1842, 

Holyoake was prosecuted for blasphemy after remarks made during a lecture on socialism. At this time, it is unclear that 

Holyoake was actually a confirmed atheist, although his subsequent trial and imprisonment for 6 months may have hardened 

his position on such matters; especially as his 2 year old daughter died while he was in prison. In 1850, Holyoake published an 

account of an exchange with the chaplain of the prison in which he was held along the following lines: 

 

Chaplain: Are you really an atheist, Mr Holyoake? 

Holyoake: Really I am. 

Chaplain: Do you deny that there is a God? 

Holyoake: No; I deny that there is sufficient reason to believe that there is one. 

Chaplain: I am very glad to find that you have not the temerity to say that there is no God. 

Holyoake: And I am very sorry that you have the temerity to say that there is one. If it be absurd in me to deny what I 

cannot demonstrate, is it not improper for you to assert so dogmatically what you cannot prove? 

Chaplain: Then where would you leave the question of atheism? 

Holyoake: Just where it leaves us both. It is a question of probability. 

Chaplain: Ah! The probabilities in favour of atheism are very few. 

Holyoake: How do you know that? Did you ever examine the question without prejudice, or read that written in its 

favour without fear? Those who dare not look at all never see far. 

Chaplain: But if the atheist has so much on his side, why does he not make it known? We do not keep back our 

evidence. 

Holyoake: Has the atheist an equal opportunity with you? Is it generous in you to taunt him with lack of evidence 

when you are prepared to punish its production? 

Chaplain: The reason is that your principles are so horrible, as Robert Hall has said, 'Atheism is a bloody and ferocious 

system'. 

Holyoake: Permit me, sir, to return that gentle speech to tell you that your principles are horrible and that Christianity 

is a bloody and ferocious system. 

Chaplain: Really I am shocked to hear you speak so dreadfully of Christianity. 

Holyoake: Why should you be shocked to hear what you are not shocked to say? 

Chaplain: But atheism is so revolting. 

Holyoake: But Christianity is so revolting. 

Chaplain: How dangerous is it for atheism to corrupt the minds of children? 

Holyoake: How pernicious is it for Christian doctrines to corrupt the thoughts of infancy? 

Chaplain: But you are only asserting. 

Holyoake: Are you doing otherwise? I sometime think that Christians would be more respectful in their speech if the 

same language be applied to them with the impunity which they apply to others. 

Chaplain: But, my dear sir, the language of the atheist is so shocking to Christian feeling. 

Holyoake: And, my dear sir, has it ever occurred to you that the language of the Christian is shocking to the atheistical 

feeling? 

Chaplain: Atheists have a right to their opinion, I allow, but not to publish them.  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/64.Ethics.html


the mysearch.org.uk website 
All great truths begin as blasphemies 

copyright ©: 2004-2015 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
101 of 193 

 

Gene Roddenberry 

We must question the logic of 

having an all-knowing all-

powerful God, who creates faulty 

Humans, and then blames them 

for his own mistakes. 

Holyoake: I shall think you speak reasonably when you permit the same rule to be applied to the Christian. 

Chaplain: But you really cannot be an atheist? 

Holyoake: And you say this who have be party to imprisoning me here for being one! If you believe yourself, go and 

demand my liberation 

Chaplain: Ah - when you come to die you will wish that you were a Christian. 

Holyoake: Can it be that I shall wish to hold a creed that I distrust, one that 

leads me to deny another the liberty I claim for myself. If to be capable of 

looking back with satisfaction on conduct like this is to be a Christian, may I 

never die the death of the righteous, and may my last end never be like this. 

 

Clearly, a lot has changed in the 150+ years since this exchange, not only in attitudes, 

but in the historical evidence underpinning the Christian record. However, this change 

in attitude is not universal and it is clear that in many parts of the world, whole societies are still required to maintain a 

common belief or, like Holyoake, face the accusation of blasphemy. As such, the question still remains, if a religious belief is so 

certain of the truth of its position, why do they so often react in such hostility to the challenge of historical evidence.  

 

1.3.2.5 Theists, Atheists and Agnostics 
 

As stated previously, secularism is not a religion, but rather a principle 

that seeks to separate the state and church in the hope that it will 

protect an individual from the imposition of a specific religious doctrine 

by the state or by the church. However, in practice, the separation of 

the power of the state from the power of religion is both more difficult 

and more complex than the aspiration of a principle; with history and 

geography providing alternative examples of when and where the 

direction of subjugation has been reversed. As such, this insight might 

act as the backdrop against which two opposing worldviews have 

coexisted in the form of theist belief and atheist non-belief. 

 

But what is the agnostic position in all this? 

 

In practice, each individual under the label of 'theist', 'atheist' or 

'agnostic' affectively sits within a spectrum ranging from zealous belief 

through to zealous non-belief, which an agnostic might wish to qualify 

based on the limits of verifiable knowledge. As indicated, the degree to 

which a belief can be verified as fact seems to describe the agnostic position.  For example, a person who believes in a god, i.e. 

a theist, but still acknowledges this belief cannot be verified, might be described as agnostic theist. By the same logic, a person 

who does not believe in any gods, i.e. an atheist, but acknowledges that the existence of some sort of creator cannot be totally 

disproved might be described as an agnostic atheist. Of course, the actual spectrum of belief might not only be separated into 

every colour of the rainbow, but possibly every shade in between.  As we have, in part,  already outlined the basic tenets of 

theist beliefs within the limited scope of Judaism, Christianity and Islam, we shall now focus more of the positioning and non-

beliefs of atheists and the agnostic. 
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Atheism has its roots in Greek philosophy with the adjective ‘atheos’ meaning ‘godless’. However, this word also came to imply 

the active denial of deities by the 5th century BCE through which some Greek philosophers were said to "sever their 

relationship with the gods".  Subsequent translations of classical Greek texts came to interpret the original Greek word `atheos` 

into the Latin word ‘atheos’, which aligns more closely to the modern position associated with the word ‘atheist’. However, the 

English definition has its roots in the French word ‘athéisme’ dating back to 1587, although there is evidence of the label 

‘atheist’ being used as early as 1577; with related words emerging later, i.e. deist in 1621, theist in 1662, theism in 1678 and 

deism in 1682. With this long history, it should not come as too much of a surprise that the meaning of these words has 

developed over time with the ebb and flow of religious power. For example, the Romans originally accused the Christians for 

being atheists for not worshiping the pagan deities, although we might easily understand why this subsequently changed. 

However, today, the generally accepted position of an atheist would probably be the rejection of any form of deity, inclusive of 

any spiritual, supernatural and even the transcendental concepts linked to more philosophical beliefs, such as Hinduism or 

Buddhism. 

 

European Renaissance and Atheism: 

The broad impact of the European Renaissance and the subsequent Reformation of the Church has already been outlined. 

However, initially, this period only triggered the fragmentation of the church into other sects, e.g. protestant Calvinists, but did 

eventually opened the door to a more sceptical and philosophical worldview. By the 17th century, this scepticism was beginning 

to be openly discussed, especially in France and England, where some Protestant thinkers were taking a far more sceptical 

position to supernatural events. Equally, during this period, the idea of `deism’ was beginning to be embraced in opposition to 

‘theism’, which while still accepting the idea of God as the creator, rejected the presence and day-to-day involvement of God in 

the world after the act of creation. However, the more philosophy position of deism, at this time, still rejected the atheist 

position of the complete non-existence of god. 

 

In this historical context, the political ideology associated the French Revolution would be a key event that allowed atheism to 

be finally openly discussed in public and ultimately led to France becoming a secular society, at least, in principle. Such changes 

also led to later philosophers becoming  increasingly influenced by the determinism of science that was beginning to flourish 

throughout Europe, which would further undermine many of the metaphysical assumptions of theological belief. 

 

Secular Foundation of America: 

Today, many have a perception of American being underpinned by fundamentally Christian principles inherited from their 

forefathers who were fleeing religious persecution in Europe.  However, history does not really support this perception, but 

rather suggests that the Founding Fathers of America sought to create a secular society that respected the rights of all religions, 

inclusive of Christian theists, deists, agnostics and atheists. 

 

This interpretation is supported by the American Constitution (1787), which outlines the principles of American law and justice. 

Examination of the Constitution shows it to be based on secular principles as nowhere does it appeal to God, Christianity, Jesus, 

or any supreme being, but rather appeals to the American people in the form:  "We the people...”. It is suggested that the 

omission of God in the Constitution was not an oversight, but rather a deliberate desire of the Founding Fathers to separate the 

state from the church, i.e. it was secular by design and intent. In opposition, some may point out that the Constitution does not 

specifically include the secular principle to separate church and state, while also highlighting the US motto: 

 

"In God we trust" 
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While, this is indeed, the official motto of the United States, it first appeared on a US coin in 1864 following an upsurge in 

Christian sentiment during the Civil War, but was not officially adopted until after an Act of Congress in 1956. As such, this 

motto post-dates both the American constitution and just as critically the 1st Amendment (1789), which is far more specific on 

its secular intent: 

 

“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or 

abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the 

government for a redress of grievances.” 

 

However, at the end of the day, we must recognize that a secular society is no more atheist than theist in principle; therefore 

the philosophical division between these two worldviews is not resolved by secularism, it simply aspires to allow each to 

coexist. Of course, this position does not/has not prevented each side from attempting to convert the other to its worldview, 

either by logical argument , by weight of numbers or even by political machination. 
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Jules Henri Poincaré  

Science is facts; just as houses are 

made of stone, so is science made 

of facts; but a pile of stones is not 

a house, and a collection of facts 

is not necessarily science. 

1.3.3 Scientific Perspective 
 

To many science is not/should not be a described in terms of a subjective 

worldview, but rather as an a investigative process that seeks to verify the 

facts about the workings of the universe. Whether this is or always has been 

the case will be examined as a precursor to the main section on science. 

However, even if we simply accept the creed of science to be the pursuit of 

truth, the fact is that there are some who reject many of the findings of the 

scientific worldview, either because its complexity cannot be understood or 

more simply because science directly conflicts with a deeply held religious 

belief. Therefore, in this context, the theological and scientific worldviews are 

often seen to be in conflict, which again begs the question: 

 

Is the collective worldview defined by the majority or by a powerful minority? 

 

If the latter, the notion of a collective worldview may be a misnomer for a 

process that may be better described in terms of the 'survival of the fittest'. 

However, possibly we should start this discussion by first saying that the 

scientific perspective may take issue with the numerous philosophical 

definitions of the truth, e.g. rational truth, absolute truth, gospel truth, subjective truth, established truth, as science normally 

works on the premise that truth is based on facts and facts have been empirically verified.  However, science also proceeds 

from speculation to fact via a process that ranges from hypothesis to experimental verification. However, verification can 

sometimes itself be subjective or mistaken and through the passage of time, theory can sometimes assume the authority of 

fact, as Einstein himself once pointed out: 

 

"Concepts that have proven useful in ordering things can easily attain an authority over us such that we forget their 

worldly origin and take them as immutably truths. They are then rubber-stamped as a "sine-qua-non of thinking" and an 

"a priori given". Such errors often make the road of scientific progress impassable for a long time." 

 

If this is indeed the case, it might be a mistake to assume that science cannot be 

subject to non-truths in the form of mistakes and even lies. Therefore, the scientific 

perspective must also be subject to Clifford's 3 lines of argument: 

 

 Duty of Inquiry: 

 Weight of Authority 

 Limits of Inference 

 

While Clifford's essay was not written in the context of scientific debate, there is no reason why these principles should not 

apply to science. However, for anybody to come to any reasonable judgement about the validity of any scientific perspective 

requires a broad spectrum of understanding of the many fields within science and its historical development. Unfortunately, 

the acquisition of this knowledge can be both time consuming and often shrouded in mathematical hieroglyphs apparently 

carrying the authoritative stamp of QED, i.e. `quod erat demonstrandum`, a Latin phrase implying that something has been 
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Albert Einstein  

As far as the propositions of 

mathematics refer to reality 

they are not certain, and so far 

as they are certain, they do not 

refer to reality 

Pierre Emile Duclaux  

Science is a series of judgments, 

revised without ceasing. 

proved. However, it is important at this point to make the distinction between a 

mathematical proof and a physical proof, because the verification of the mathematics 

may only be valid within the assumptions of a given  model, which itself may be little 

more than an approximation of the physical reality under observation. Therefore, we 

need to ask ourselves the following question: 

 

If the assumption of a scientific model is wrong, what does the mathematics prove? 

 

As has been pointed out, history shows us that science is not carried out in isolation, as it is often subject to the incumbent 

worldview of a given society or culture. In addition, the majority of scientists will have been 'educated' to accept this worldview 

from childhood. So while, as individuals, we tend to  think we are personally immune from such effects, we need only ask 

ourselves a few simple questions to see that this might not be so: 

 

Are you so different from the people who surround you?  

Comparing yourself to people from other cultures; are there any obvious differences? 

Do these differences suggest conformity to your own culture? 

 

Our path to adulthood requires us to assimilate a lot of information, most of which we must take on trust. This is not a criticism, 

simply a necessity of life, but it can be a limitation if we allow our current worldview to become entrenched in dogma. In this 

context, dogma is not constrained to any religious views, but also extends to any philosophical and scientific views, which may 

be categorized as follows: 

 

 Belief: A truth that can be accepted without proof or logic. 

 Logic: A truth based on deduction without recourse to empirical verification. 

 Fact: A truth assumed to have been verified. 

 

However, as Einstein's quote suggests there is much in science that has attained `authority`, which still needs to be challenged. 

At this point, it might be useful to put our collective experience of the universe into some initial perspective. By way of analogy, 

the spectrum of visible light is only a very small portion of the overall electromagnetic spectrum, which extends well beyond 

normal human senses. As such, we are blind to much of the wider universe, which may even contain additional ‘dimensions` for 

which we have no senses to perceive and limited intelligence to even understand. 

 

 The microscopic universe: <10
-6

 

 The human universe: 10
-6 

<>10
+6

 

 The macroscopic universe: >10
+6

 

 

The list above is a crude division of the perceived totality of our universe from the 

microscopically small quantum universe to the macroscopically large cosmos. From an 

evolutionary perspective our senses and intelligence have only adapted to meet the 

demands of human universe and we have no direct or intuitive experience of these 

other 'realms'. For example, if we base a human unit of distance on 1 metre, then 10
-3

 metres corresponds to 1 millimetre, 

typically the smallest measure on a ruler. In comparison, the radius of a hydrogen atom has been estimated to be 8-orders of 
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Galileo Galilei  

You cannot teach a man 

anything; you can only help him 

find it within himself. 

magnitude smaller, e.g. 10
-11 

metres. Likewise in the macroscopic universe, the estimated radius of just the visible universe has 

been estimated to be in excess of 10
26 

metres. While we cannot easily comprehend the speed of light at 3*10
8
 metres/second, 

we may get some idea of the size of the visible universe when we realize that light from some of the stars in our night sky will 

have required billions of years to get here. However, such obstacles of scale has not stopped science from constructing models 

of the cosmic universe for millennia, although many of these models were more 

philosophical or theological in nature, which have only been superseded by scientific 

observation within the last 100 years. 

 

As such, relatively recent developments within science have completely overturn many 

previous models of 'science' and, in so doing, rewritten much of what was thought to be established fact along the way. This 

might suggest that some scientific truths can be just as transitory as any other form of truth. Equally, we occasionally have to 

remind ourselves that our direct experience of the wider universe is still virtually non-existent and many of the latest models 

are little more than hypothesis. Most of the accepted models of the universe are based on the standard model of particle 

physics, which in-turn is built on two foundation stones, which we have come to know as relativity and quantum mechanics. 

Unfortunately, these two models do not always sit comfortably with each other, suggesting to some that there may be more 

than a few `blank pages` in our understanding of the quantum and cosmic universes. 

 

1.3.3.1 Scientific Premise 
 

At this stage, we are addressing science, not as a subject, but rather a 

worldview perspective. As such, we need to try to understand the premise and 

principles on which science is said to operate: 

 

So what is the definition of a scientific truth? 

 

In my dictionary, truth is defined as a `quality or state of being accurate`. While 

this seems reasonable enough, it also suggests some ambiguity about the 

degree of accuracy that may exist. Possibly this is why we often feel we need 

to qualify the degree of truth by some additional qualification, i.e. `this is the 

absolute truth`. At other times, we may feel justified in simply accepting a truth 

at face value, when it appears that there cannot possibly be any argument, e.g. 

1 + 1 = 2. 

 

In many ways, the foundations of scientific truth are often built on such simple 

principles, which are then used to build greater truths. However, as the foundations grow to support ever more complex 

structures, problems can appear. At some point, facts can become assumptions; science just a hypothesis and scientific truth 

subject to interpretation. 

 

So how can we distinguish the false from the true? 

 

Clearly, the truth is normally based on something we believe to be true, but science requires this belief to be strengthened by 

rational logic and empirical verification. However, this simple premise is not always so straightforward and, as an example, we 
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Less than 1% of the population 

within western society are 

science graduates. This figure 

would fall even closer towards 

zero, if we include the entirety of 

the world's 6.7 billion population 

might consider the following somewhat dubious statement, which appears to satisfy 

some of the criteria of belief, logic and observation: 

 

Nothing remains the same. True or false? 

 

Based on the idea of entropy, science might verify this statement, although 

philosophical logic might then conclude that if nothing remains the same, then even 

truth must be subject to change and as a result, our notion of truth is, at best, only transitory. Possibly, one-way of breaking out 

of this paradox is to reconsider Plato's philosophy, as described in his Doctrine of Forms. By this means, we may be able to 

conceive of absolute truth in its perfect form, but then have to accept its realization in the everyday world may be less than 

perfect. 

 

By accepting this inherent limitation, do we not, at least, avoid the pitfalls of intransigence and dogma? 

 

Clearly, we all hold to a particular worldview because we believe it to be true to some degree. However, if we are to avoid 

dogma, we must also accept that all worldviews, even our own, may be less than perfect and by remaining open-minded, we 

hopefully retain the ability for our worldview to `evolve`. 

 

Are there any parallels between the development of a worldview and the process of evolution? 

 

We might wish to consider the apparent 'evolution' of early spiritual mythology to encompass the growth of rational logic, 

which in-turn began to demand more rigorous empirical verification. Of course, if we are to equate the progression of our 

worldviews to an analogous evolutionary process, do we not have to factor in the principle of natural selection? 

 

In response to this requirement, it might be suggested that of all the myriads of individual and collective worldviews conceived, 

only the `fittest` have survived by some metaphysical form of natural selection. If so, surely the truth of our worldviews has, 

and will, simply continued to improve with time. Of course, this is just an assumption and we need to ask ourselves whether 

this perception of evolution is not only too simplistic, but whether it is wrong. In its normal context, natural selection simply 

implies that life strives to survive and the fittest are those best able to survive in a given environment. Therefore, the attributes 

being associate with `best able to survive` does not necessarily have to be endearing or, in any real sense, be an improvement. 

Therefore, in this analogous process, do we not have to accept the possibility that the worldviews that survive are simply those 

best able to survive in a given socio-political environment, rather than being more noble evolutions of the truth? 

 

You might, at this point, start to wonder where all these arguments are leading. In many ways, we are simply trying to reach a 

subjective judgement about the truth of any worldview from the perspective of theology, philosophy and/or science. Today, 

many people feel justified in accepting that scientific fact must be a statement of truth by virtue of the assumption that all 

science is based on rational logic and empirical verification. However, we need to question this position: 

 

So, is the assumption that all science is verified fact valid? 
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As indicated, some may have come to accept that any statement of science is a verified statement of fact and therefore an 

implicit statement of truth. Unfortunately, in an imperfect world, this assumption may not only be premature, it may be false. 

Therefore, is it not appropriate to, at least, look at the evidence before we accept the `gospel truth` according to science? 

 

As an illustration of the dangers, in the 20th century some scientists started to forward the notion of a `Theory of Everything`. 

Within this concept, the complexity of the universe might appear to be reduced to an equation that would hopefully fit nicely 

on a student's tee shirt . While you may rightly highlight that this claim, implicit in the name, was not necessarily meant to be 

taken too literally, several respected commentaries on 20th century science have already forwarded the idea that `the end of 

science is nigh`. As such, these commentaries give credence to the idea that science had already laid claim to the truth and only 

the mundane tasks of filling in the details remained. 

 

The question is then whether this is simply an issue of excessive optimism or something more problematic? 

 

While we might dismiss this example in terms of excessive optimism, does this ignore a more worrying issue, i.e. it denies the 

existence of any deeper truths about the workings of the universe? Let us again draw analogy with the evolutionary model and 

try to consider the development of science in terms of a process of natural selection, i.e. survival of the fittest. Of course, in this 

more abstract context, the attributes of the fittest can no longer be described in terms of physiology, but possibly the 

term `financial endowments` may serve us as an alternative description. Science is expensive and not immune to market forces, 

which includes the many socio-political factors that make up today's global economy. As such, science has had to adapt to a 

changing environment; one in which leading edge research requires considerable financial backing, normally only available 

through established institutions. In the main, these institutions do not operate as benign benefactors; rather they are 

organizations that adhere to a concept of profit and loss; or have some form of political or religious agenda. Either way, these 

organizations are normally looking for some sort of a return on their investment, which means that the financing of research 

with no strings attached is virtually non-existent. As a consequence, the competition for finance to do leading edge science, in 

any form, is both fierce and selective. 

 

So how might this supposed selection process work? 

 

Well, as a broad generalization, it is not unreasonable to suggest that funding is predicated on the qualifications and reputation 

of the research team in a given field. Of course, what this tends to favour is people educated within a recognized system that 

adheres to the accepted principles of established science or even the beliefs of the financial benefactors. Equally, as the 

breadth of science continues to grow exponentially, even science graduates often have little option but to accept many of the 

detailed facts being given to them on trust, i.e. weight of authority, especially in fields tangential to their own expertise. Even 

after graduating, peer pressure and peer reviews often ensures that the majority of scientific papers published, only challenge 

the details within the `standard model`, rather than attacking its very foundations. Please understand this is not being 

forwarded as a conspiracy theory, simply the recognition of a form of natural selection that might inherently work to reinforce 

established science rather than necessarily challenging its fundamental truths, i.e. the accepted model. As such, this 

evolutionary analogy might also suggest that natural selection would not lead to any rapid change, but rather proceed in small, 

incremental steps. Of course, this process may still be interspersed with a few random events, plus the occasional catastrophic 

event that undermines the stability of the environment as a whole, e.g. the theory of relativity and quantum mechanics. 

 

So what is the real nature of scientific development? 
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If science is the pinnacle of 

human understanding, the sad 

fact is that so few are sufficiently 

qualified to judge its truth and 

tell us where it is heading. 

Isaac Asimov  

I prefer rationalism to atheism. 

The question of God and other 

objects-of-faith are outside 

reason and play no part in 

rationalism, thus you don't have 

to waste your time in either 

attacking or defending. 

Earlier comments may have given the impression that science is a conservative institution. However, we probably need to own 

up to some anomalies within this evolutionary hypothesis, in which progress is assumed to be a slow process, occasionally 

interspersed with a rare events, so catastrophic, the entire scientific paradigm is changed. However, there is now some 

evidence to suggest that a new selective force is increasingly taking over from natural selection, as history indicates that the 

rate of progress of human civilization is no longer being driven by changes to our genetic make-up. Equally, it is quite possible 

that within the next few hundred years, science may be able to engineer genetic changes, increase IQ and extend life 

expectancy. In addition, computer science, in conjunction with advances in neurology, may conceive of new forms of artificial 

intelligence (AI). In such a world, human evolution will not be driven by natural selection, but rather by a new scientific truth. 

 

So who will judge the truth (and wisdom) of this worldview? 

 

While it is accepted that the real complexity of these issues has been grossly 

simplified, the intention has been only to highlight some of the inherent dangers in 

accepting scientific truth, as an alternative gospel truth. Long before the exponential 

explosion of scientific complexity, Descartes argued to `never accept anything as true 

without evidence of its truth and to check and review all truths`. Unfortunately, even if 

you accept the undertaking of this wisdom, it is unclear how one can adequately start 

to ascertain the truth of science given the breadth, depth and complexity of all accepted facts and principles. In all honesty, it 

appears to be a challenge that few are qualified to undertake. Less than 1% of the population within western society are physics 

graduates. This figure would fall even closer towards zero, if we include the entirety of the world's 7.3 billion population. So if 

science is the pinnacle of human understanding, the sad fact is that so few are sufficiently qualified to judge its truth and tell us 

where it is heading. 

 

1.3.3.2 Rationalism & Methodology 
 

The entirety of this section of the website has been considering the concept of 

worldviews from 3 different perspectives, i.e. theology, philosophy and science, which 

it may be fair to say are all, to some extent, composed of beliefs, ideas and facts to 

various degrees. For example, science supports the concept of belief in the form of a 

hypothesis, while many aspects of theology are undoubtedly based on facts. However, 

let us now add to this mix, the concept faith, logic and verification plus one other 

ingredient – rationalism. While there are many definitions of this word, often 

dependent on context, there is a general assumption that a rational conclusion should 

consider all of the evidence available, even thought the weighting of that evidence 

may vary. So let us try to test the premise of rationalism against the following fairly profound questions using Clifford’s stated 

principles of inquiry, authority and inference: 

 

What is the nature of god? 

What is the nature of the universe? 

What is the nature of life? 
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In many ways, the probability of god is often linked to the fundamental issue of how the universe and life came to exist. 

Possibly, because humanity is not really very good at assimilating the idea of infinity, either in space or time, it is not that 

surprising that almost every culture in history, crossing all geographies, has devised its own creation myth, and while each 

attempts to rationalize creation in its own way, each finds it difficult to completely circumvent one nagging doubt: 

 

What created the creator? 

 

This problem seems to have some parallels with the concept of the prime mover that Greek philosophers used to rationalize the 

source of all motion, although this idea does not depend on any theological concept of a creator, as defined by monotheist 

faiths. The dilemma implicit in this sort of debate is often characterized by the following story: 

 

A famous scientist was giving a lecture on astronomy. After the lecture, an elderly 

lady stopped the scientist and told him that he was wrong, stating that: “the 

world was really a flat plate supported on the back of a giant turtle”. The scientist 

responded to this idea by asking: “What is the turtle standing on?" to which the 

lady triumphantly replied: "You're very clever, young man, but it's no use, it's 

turtles all the way down." 

 

While we might all smile at what appears to be ridiculous notion, it is no more so than 

some other creation myths, and it is not always clear that we always have a better 

answer. Of course, some religions may claim that they do have an answer, but our duty of 

inquiry into the historical accuracy of some religious scripts has thrown doubt on the 

reliability of some spiritual knowledge. Equally, many of the stories told in the scriptures 

appear to conflict directly with the science-based chronology of geological time and the 

theory of evolution, as now supported by the science of DNA. It might also be argued that 

Clifford’s limits of inference is supportive of the scientific premise, if the laws of physics 

are indeed universal, i.e. inference is only valid when what we don’t know is like what we 

do know. If so, it would not be unreasonable to, at least, require some independent 

verification of any claim that suggests these laws have been circumvent, in any way, by a 

miraculous event. 

 

Given the points made, maybe we should try to separate out the claims of any specific 

theology and just consider the rationalism associated with a theist or deist belief. In this 

restricted context, it is mainly the theist belief that comes into conflict with previous arguments because God remains active in 

the world imparting unknowable knowledge to mankind and becomes the source of miracles that defy the laws of physics. It is 

against this position that scepticism has been raised that challenges all historical claims of miracles and seeks evidence of any 

unknowable knowledge being passed to humanity in any of the exchanges between God and 'his' many self-proclaimed 

prophets. However, this said, the deist position appears to be more difficult to refute as it only claims that God was the creator 

of the universe, but subsequently has had no direct involvement in the universe. In this form, the deist God might be described 

as the intelligence behind the design of the universe or even more simply the architect of the laws of physics. So, in many ways, 

we have come to the central debate: 
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Islamic creationism 

Campaigners in countries like Turkey, Lebanon, Egypt, 

and Indonesia have fought the teaching of evolution in 

schools, sometimes with great success. Creationist 

conferences have been held in Pakistan, and moderate 

Islamic clerics are on record publicly condemning 

Darwin’s ideas. A recent study of Muslim university 

students in the Netherlands showed that most rejected 

evolution. Islamic creationism books are hot sellers at 

bookstores throughout the Muslim world. 

Christian creationism 

Young Earth is the belief that the Earth was created by 

God within the last ten thousand years, as described in 

Genesis. It is also often assumed that the Universe has a 

similar age as the Earth. According to one recent poll, 

Young Earth creationist views are held by as many as 

44% of adults in the United States 

Erwin Chargaff  

One of the most insidious and 

nefarious properties of scientific 

models is their tendency to take over, 

and sometimes supplant, reality. 

Was there some intelligent design behind the creation of the universe? 

Was there some intelligent design behind the creation of life? 

Is there purpose in the existence of the universe or life? 

 

It is going to be suggested that there are two fundamental 

reasons why these questions are so difficult to answer. The first 

is the obvious difficulty of verifiable proof. The second is more 

an emotive issue as, by desire, many people would like to think 

that there is some purpose to life and cling to the hope that 

death is not the end. In many ways, the rationalism of science 

has to first overcome this emotional desire before it can even 

submit its evidence for consideration. Of course, for now, the 

theists, deists, agnostics and atheists will continue to come to 

different conclusions about these questions. However, the 

overall position of science must not become tied to the 

transitory belief of individuals, if science is to remain true to its methodology, as even scientists have been known to circum to 

all manner of beliefs, ideas and facts that were unverified and, as a result, later proved to be false. 

 

The reason for raising this last point is that we often form our 

worldview, certainly an initial one, based on the weight of 

authority of just a few key individuals in our lives, e.g. parents, 

teachers, preachers. The sad thing is by the time many people 

have the freedom, and self-awareness, to think for themselves; 

they have already become convinced of the localized worldview 

that surrounds them. If science and history has taught us 

anything so far, surely it is that all knowledge is partial and 

transitory. Of course, this statement has to also encompass science as well as philosophy and theology. 

 

1.3.3.3 The Accepted Models of Science 
 

As we stand at the beginning of the 21st century, we can look backing at scientific 

developments that stretches back to the time of Aristotle. While this development 

can be seen as a process of incremental steps, the process itself is also changing, 

not only in terms of its rate of change, but also in its very nature. In January 1900 

the atomic hypothesis was just becoming widely, but not universally accepted. 

Atoms were considered point particles, but it wasn't clear how the various types of 

atoms differed. The electron had only just been discovered (1897) and, at this point, nobody was quite sure whether electrons 

were even located within atoms. 

 

However, it was known that the `vibrations` of the atoms increased at higher temperatures. Therefore, it was believed that the 

increased vibration also accounted for the brighter radiation from hotter bodies. By 1900, several scientists were trying to 

match these observations to an equation that would predict the intensity of radiation, as a function of temperature. In that 
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George Box 

Remember that all models are wrong; 

the practical question is how wrong 

do they have to be to not be useful. 

year, 1900, Max Planck was to provide just such an equation, but was initially unable to explain why it worked. Only later did he 

introduce the idea that the vibrating atoms were radiating discrete bundles or quanta of energy, which he announced on 14 

December 1900, a date that many now consider the birth of quantum mechanics and a landmark in science. However, at the 

beginning of the 20th century, there was also another change taking place in scientific thinking, as it continued to ‘evolve’ 

towards being a collective process of acquiring answers to smaller problems and then assembling these answers into larger, 

more coherent hypotheses, which might just then provide another insight to a bigger problem. With hindsight, we see that the 

following individual discoveries were, in fact, in the process of being assembled into what we now consider to be the 

foundations of the standard model of physics: 

 

 1900. Planck: quantum theory. 

 1905. Einstein: special relativity, photon concept. 

 1911. Rutherford: nuclear atom. 

 1913. Bohr: quantum theory of the atom. 

 1915. Einstein: general relativity. 

 1922. Compton: photon-electron collision. 

 1925. de Broglie: wave theory of mechanics. 

 1925. Heisenberg: matrix mechanics. 

 1926. Schrödinger: wave mechanics. 

 1928 Dirac: theory of electrons 

 1928. Bohr: complementarity principle. 

 1932. Anderson: Discovery of the positive electron. 

 and so on.... 

 

In this context, the Quantum Model probably had no one single moment of 

discovery, rather it was more analogous to a process of evolution and the natural 

selection of ideas. This point is being highlighted because it reflects an important 

change that is starting to take place in science, which we might described as `the 

sum of the parts`. While individual discoveries are still being made and subject to 

verification, these discoveries are then being assembled into collective models that are becoming increasingly difficult to verify 

as a whole. It should also be noted that even the process of verifying individual discoveries will become increasingly difficult, as 

the limits of technology are reached. So, as the sum of the parts increases, the bigger problem is not only more difficult to 

verify, but also more difficult to understand. Let us consider what might appear to be an extreme, and possibly tangential, 

example to illustrate the point: 

 

It is estimated that the human brain has some 100-billion neuron cells. If we knew exactly how every individual cell worked, and 

could verify this understanding, could we say that we knew how the collective human mind worked, and just as importantly, be 

able to prove it? 

 

While science has not reach an understanding of this level of complexity, it does show the direction we are heading. If so, what 

point is being made here? The point is about complexity and the limits of intelligence, or brain capacity, of any one individual to 

understand the entirety of the collective problem for which a solution is being constructed. So let me now pose the next 

question: 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/519.Radiation.html
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John von Neumann  

The sciences do not try to explain, they hardly 

even try to interpret, they mainly make 

models. By a model is meant a mathematical 

construct which, with the addition of certain 

verbal interpretations, describes observed 

phenomena. The justification of such a 

mathematical construct is solely and precisely 

that it is expected to work—that is, correctly 

to describe phenomena from a reasonably 

wide area. 

 

If no one individual understands the totality of science, where does this understanding exist, does it even exist? 

 

If we stick to our human comparison, an individual neuron cell is not considered intelligent. However, we assume that 

intelligence does indeed emerge as a function of the increasing inter-connectivity or networking of these cells, which in a 

human brain may exceed some 100 trillion connections.  

 

So, as a speculative assumption, is it possible that human society is already in the process of creating a new form of 

intelligence by virtue of its increasing ability to inter-connect more and more individuals via a variety of new and ever-

faster modes of communication.  

 

However, having introduced this speculative idea, we will leave it as a topic for another part of the website and return to the 

subject of the development of 20th century science. In the early part of the 20th century, a similar problem of complexity and 

verification started to also hit cosmology. The following timeline shows some of the major ideas being suggested at this time: 

 

 1905 - Einstein proposes the Special Theory of Relativity 

 1915 - Einstein proposes the General Theory of Relativity 

 1917 - de Sitter forwards an isotropic static cosmology 

 1922 - Slipher publishes his findings on galactic redshifts 

 1922 - Friedmann publishes a solution to Einstein's field equations 

 1927 - Lemaître proposes a creation event as a result of an expanding universe 

 1928 - Robertson proposes a redshift-distance relation 

 1929 - Hubble demonstrates a linear redshift-distance relation 

 1933 - Milne names and formalizes the cosmological principle 

 1934 - Lemaître links cosmological constant to a vacuum energy. 

 1938 - Paul Dirac suggests the gravitational constant may decrease with time 

 1948 - Alpher, (Bethe) & Gamow introduce the concept of inflation 

 1948 - Bondi, Gold, & Hoyle propose a steady state cosmology 

 1948 - Gamow predicts the existence of the cosmic microwave 

background radiation 

 and so on.... 

 

As paradigm shifts go, the relativity of space and time was, and still is, 

difficult for most people to understand, let alone accept. However, there 

were implications in the general theory that even Einstein could not 

initially accept. When applied to the universe as a whole, general relativity 

suggested that the universe must either be expanding or contracting, but 

could not be static. This suggestion ran contrary to the belief of all 

previously accepted paradigms that assumed the universe was created 

complete, rather than being work in progress. Of course, this was an issue that had implications that went far beyond the realm 

of science, as the nature and purpose of the universe is a foundation stone to most theological and philosophical worldviews. 

However, in 1929, Edwin Hubble appeared to provide evidence that our universe does indeed appear to be expanding. This, in-
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Saint Augustine 

What then is time?  

 If no one asks me, I know what 

it is.  If I wish to explain it to him 

who asks, I do not know.   

turn, led to new ideas by LeMaitre, and subsequently Gamow, that if you reversed this expansion backwards in time, you would 

arrive at a point in space-time, i.e. a singularity, from which the totality of universe was created. If this was correct, it meant 

that the universe was neither infinite in size or age. Over the same period of time that the new cosmology model was being 

developed, a fundamentally new picture of the microscopic universe was also being developed. Many of the ideas that would 

come to underpin quantum physics were outlined at the 1927 Solvay Conference, attended by Planck, Einstein, Bohr, 

Heisenberg, Dirac and Pauli to name just a few. During this conference, a discussion developed among some of the young 

participants concerning the religious views of Einstein and Planck, centred on Heisenberg, Pauli and Dirac. In the context of the 

current discussion of worldviews, we might table Paul Dirac's position for reflection: 

 

I cannot understand why we idle discussing religion. If we are honest, and scientists have to be, we must admit that 

religion is a jumble of false assertions, with no basis in reality. The very idea of God is a product of the human 

imagination. It is quite understandable why primitive people, who were so much more exposed to the overpowering 

forces of nature than we are today, should have personified these forces in fear and trembling. But nowadays, when we 

understand so many natural processes, we have no need for such solutions. I can't for the life of me see how the 

postulate of an Almighty God helps us in any way. What I do see is that this assumption leads to such unproductive 

questions as why God allows so much misery and injustice, the exploitation of the poor by the rich and all the other 

horrors He might have prevented. If religion is still being taught, it is by no means because its ideas still convince us, but 

simply because some of us want to keep the lower classes quiet. Quiet people are much easier to govern than clamorous 

and dissatisfied ones. They are also much easier to exploit. Religion is a kind of opium that allows a nation to lull itself 

into wishful dreams and so forget the injustices that are being perpetrated against the people. Hence the close alliance 

between those two great political forces, the State and the Church. Both need the illusion that a kindly God rewards—in 

heaven if not on earth—all those who have not risen up against injustice, who have done their duty quietly and 

uncomplainingly. That is precisely why the honest assertion that God is a mere product of the human imagination is 

branded as the worst of all mortal sins. 

 

As has been pointed out in the review of 'history', there is obviously some basis for the argument that religious belief had been 

exploited for political gain. Although, on reflection, Dirac may have been too quick to attribute the fear of the unknown to 

'primitive' people, as it is quite possibly that these fears are still latent in us all and only waiting for the veneer of civilisation to 

be removed before reappearing - see 'The Psychology of Belief'. Dirac also points out some of the apparent character flaws of 

God, who appears to allow 'so much misery and injustice' - see 'The Probability of God'. 

 

1.3.3.4 Timelines 
 

Irrespective of your own worldview, it is difficult to reject the impact science has made. Four timelines have been collated, 

which try to put the incredible process of scientific and technology development into some sort of perspective by producing 

comparative timelines. 

 

 The physical universe 

 Human achievements up to the 20th century 

 Human achievements in the 20th century 

 Human achievement in information technology 
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The diagram below is based on an approximated assumption of the universe starting some 15 billion years ago and extends 

some 15 billion years into the future, when our galaxy, the Milky Way, will collide with its near galactic neighbour, the 

Andromeda galaxy. Our Sun will consume the Earth in the next 5 billion years or so, although a flat expanding universe would 

still be young, as its life may extend to +10
100

 years. Of course, this version of events pre-supposes a certain worldview is 

correct, which may not be the case and much of this site is given over to looking at some of the underlying evidence that 

supports the scope of the worldviews that exist today. 

 
The whole of recorded human history is less than 10,000 years in comparison to the age of the physical universe. Therefore, all 

of recorded human history approximates to about 0.00007% of the age of the universe. At this stage, our physical exploration 

of the expanding universe in which we live is essentially non-existent. Surprisingly, despite the almost infinite size of the 

universe, the SETI programme has yet to find any 'fingerprints' in the heavens that indicates the activity of other intelligent 
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John Archibald Wheeler  

Time is what prevents everything 

from happening at once.  

The radius of physical universe is 

unknown, but certain models 

suggest it has to be in excess of 

46 billion light years.  

sentient beings. Even if evidence is found, it is possible that time and space may effectively separate humanity, in its present 

form, from ever having direct contact. 

It is realized that this picture of our future is in stark contradiction to that provided by 

science fiction. However, a review of the achievements up to and including the 20th 

century would indicate that we are now on the threshold of a new era. This era may 

see Homo Sapien inadvertently sowing the seeds of its own extinction in order that a 

new type of sentient life may progress and possibly stretch our present concepts of reality beyond what our imagination feels 

comfortable accepting. It is highlighted that many people may not like some of the implications drawn within some sections of 

this website, not because they are necessarily that wide of the mark, but because the implications for mankind in such a future 

may not appear promising from our present perspective. Unfortunately, just because we do not like the consequences does not 

necessarily make the conclusions wrong. It is in the nature of paradigm shifts that they are often unpalatable to the majority, 

when initially presented. 

 

1.3.3.4.1 The Timeline of the Physical Universe 
 

Our concept of reality is based on a physical universe that exists in space-time. Current 

estimates put the age of the universe at some 13.7 billion years and therefore the size 

of the visible universe is defined by the speed of light times the age of the universe, 

i.e. 13.7 billion light years in radius. Within the visible universe it has been estimated 

that some 2000 billion billion stars exist. In comparison to this mind-boggling 

definition of space-time, mankind has a recorded existence of less than 10,000 years and has only travelled to its local Moon, 

just a few light-seconds from Earth. 

 

 

The Evolution of the Universe: 

 -15*10
9
 years:  

The Big Bang is the name give to the primordial event in the 

universe, estimated to have lasted less than 10-35 of a second. 

 -15*10
9
 years:  

Universe forms and the concepts of space and time emerge. 

Duration of this phase is 10-6 of a second 

 -15*10
9
 years:  

Basic elements formed. The universe is still less than 3 seconds 

old. 

 -15*10
9
 years:  

The ?matter era? starts as the universe cools and fusion of 

matter begins to take on form. This phase lasts approximately 

300,000 years. 

 -15*10
9
 + 300,000 years:  

Stars and galaxies begin to form as matter collapses under the 

effects of gravity. 
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Scientists may wish to argue, and 

do, that our present-day 

understanding has already taken 

us to the 'edge' of the universe. 

However, the expansion of this 

discussion takes place in either 

the Evolution or Science sections 

of this website. 

There is an alternative scenario 

to the future of the universe in 

which it contains enough matter 

to collapse back on itself under 

the force of gravity. However, as 

yet, not enough matter can be 

found to substantiate this 

particular paradigm. 

 -5*10
9
 years:  

Formation of the solar system and its planets. 

 

The Evolution of Life: 

 -3.5*10
9
 years:  

The earliest life forms appear on Earth 

 -500*10
6
 years:  

Fish appear 

 -440*10
6
 years:  

First land plants appear 

 -400*10
6
 years:  

First amphibians appear 

 -360*10
6
 years:  

Early reptiles evolve 

 -250*10
6
 years:  

First dinosaurs and mammals evolve 

 -200*10
6
 years:  

Early birds appear 

 -65*10
6
 years:  

Dinosaurs become extinct 

 

The Evolution of Mankind: 

 -1,000,000 years:  

Early man appears 

 -140,000 years: 

Homo sapiens migrates out of Africa 

 -10,000 years:  

This period of recorded human history represents less than one millionth of 1% of the perceived age of the universe. 

  

The Future of the Universe? 

 +226*10
6
 years:  

The solar system completes one more orbit around the Milky Way's centre. 

 +5*10
9
 years:  

The Sun ends its main sequence of life as a red giant, growing large enough 

to engulf all the inner planets, including Earth, before condensing to become 

a white dwarf. 

 +10*10
9
 years:  

Milky Way and Andromeda galaxies collide. 

 +1*10
14

 years:  

Almost all stars stopped shining, having become brown or white dwarfs. 

Little or no life as we known could remain in the universe. 
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In the context of the 4.5 billion 

years of geological Earth time, the 

last million years represents 0.02% 

 +1*10
14

 years:  

Planets have been dislodged from their solar systems by close encounters of stellar kind. 

 +1*10
20

 years:  

The remaining stars (brown or white dwarfs) have all either been dislodged from their galaxies or collapsed into 

central galactic black holes. Dwarf collisions cease and the last few stars stop shining. 

 +1*10
40

 years:  

Proton decay has left the universe with only black holes and subatomic particles. 

 +1*10
100

 years:  

The last black hole evaporates, emitting a flash of visible light in what has become a cold dark universe.   

  
1.3.3.4.2 Human History of Achievements until 1900 
 

While recorded human history has been infinitesimal small in time compared to the 

age of the universe, mankind's achievements have added both invention and 

understanding to the universe. As time passes, each generation has added to the 

knowledge for the next generation, and so knowledge has both accumulated and 

accelerated. 

 

 -1,000,000 years: 

Patterned tools first used by anthropoids 

 

 -400,000 years: 

Man begins to use fire 

 

 -40,000-10,000 years: 

Homo sapiens develop from Neanderthal man and fishhooks and 

tools made from bone 

 

 -10,000-5000 years: 

Earliest canoe paddle dated. The wheel is invented in the Tigris-

Euphrates Basin by Sumerians. Earliest dugout canoe dated. 

Earliest known bricks appear in the Iranian Plateau 

 

 -5000-0 years:  

First loom made in Egypt. First man-made bridge built. Oldest 

known map appears in Mesopotamia. Southwestern Asians 

begin using bronze. Animal-drawn wheel vehicles. Cuneiform alphabet of ideogram pictures is created. Egyptians 

invent the first black ink. Glass originates in Western Asia. Great Pyramid of Cheops built at Giza, Egypt. Sickle 

invented by the Sumerians for harvesting grain. The Iron Age begins in the Middle East. The Minoans of Crete develop 

the first flush toilet. Babylonians create the first windmills, which pump water for irrigation. Chinese begin weaving 

with silk. Egyptians are the first to use the sundial. First canal built merging the Nile and the Red Sea. Earliest known 
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However, the last 3000 years of 

recorded history, in which most 

civilizations emerged, represents 

only 0.00006% on this timeline. 

Classical evolution cannot 

directly account for the 

acceleration in knowledge in the 

last 3000 years. It seems 

important to understand what 

form of evolution does account 

for this change. 

musical notation appears in India. Gunpowder first used in Chinese rockets. Pharos of Alexandria is one of the first 

permanent light- houses built. Astronomical calculator. Paper first used in China. 

 

 First Millennium: 

First pontoon bridge developed to help Caesar cross the Rhine River. Egyptians develop the first leather bookbindings. 

Assyrians & Babylonians begin using the arch in their architecture. Chess is invented in India. Block printing is 

developed in Japan. Coffee's stimulant properties are discovered Chiao Wei-Yo develops the first canal lock. 

 

 11-15th Century:  

Roger Bacon publishes the composition of gunpowder. First public clock built 

in Milan. Chaucer publishes the Canterbury Tales. Earliest dated engraving is 

Christ Crowned With Thorns. First muzzle-loaded rifles developed in Italy and 

Germany. DaVinci designs the first parachute, Italy. The first bomb is 

invented 

 

 16th Century:  

Wooden tramways, the precursor to railroads, are built in Transylvania. First known etching made by Urs Graf. First 

instance of stone bullets. Ambrose Pare, a Frenchman, begins building false limbs. Concrete composition publicized. 

Zacharias Janssen invents compound microscope in the Netherlands. Galileo develops the first thermometer, Italy. 

 

 17th Century:  

Hans Lippershey of the Netherlands develops the telescope. Galileo creates the astronomical telescope, Italy. John 

Napier discovers logarithms. Dud Dudley builds first blast coal-fired iron smelting furnace in the UK. Inquisition forces 

Galileo to recant his belief in Copernician theory. Digital calculator, Blaise Pascal, France. Evangelista Torricelli invents 

the barometer in Italy. Otto von Guericke develops first air pump. Peter Borel develops the first formula of invisible 

ink. Pendulum clock, Christian Huygens, Netherlands. Robert Hooke builds the first universal joint. De Sivrac, France 

invents precursor of the bicycle, the "celerifere". 

 

 18th Century: 

Steam boilers begin to be developed. Jesuit priest Francesco de Lama publishes the idea of the hot air balloon. 

Machine gun invented by James Puckle, UK. Benjamin Franklin invents the bifocal lens. Steam engine invented by 

James Watt. M. Garsault develops the first paper patterns of clothing. First system of factory farming developed by 

Moody in Nottinghamshire, UK. First design for airship by JBM Meusnier. John Greenwood builds first dental drill. A 

Benedictine monk named Luzuel makes the first organ without bellows. Hot air balloon, Joseph and Jacques 

Montgolfier, France. Louis S. Lenormand uses the first working parachute, France. Phillip Vaughn in Wales first makes 

radial ball bearings. N.J. Conte introduces graphite pencils. Edward Jenner, an Englishman, develops first system of 

inoculation. 

 

 19th Century:  

First suspension bridge, James Finley, USA. First electric arc lamp, Sir 

Humprehey Davy, UK. Richard Trevithick works on the first steam-powered 

locomotive, UK. Frenchman Joseph Niepce begins his work on the 
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At the beginning of the century, 

heavier than air flight had not 

occurred, but within 70 years, a man 

was standing on the Moon. 

However, for all its achievements on 

entering the 21st century, mankind 

may not necessarily be wiser. 

photograph. Rene Laennec develops the first stethoscope. Sadi Carnot, France establishes theory of the internal 

combustion engine. Braille invented, Louis Braille, France. Lawn mower invented by Edwin Budding and John 

Farrabee, UK. Work starts on the first "analytical engine" by Charles Babbage, UK. Samuel Colt invents the revolver 

pistol, US. The telegraph is invented by Samuel F. B. Morse, US. Louis Daguerre creates the direct positive image on 

silver plate in France. Charles Goodyear discovers the vulcanised rubberin US. First postage stamp created, UK. Robert 

Thomson designs first pneumatic tyre. Ascanio Soberero discovers how to make nitro-glycerine, Italy. Elias Howe 

creates sewing machine in US. Twining & Harrison both work on precursors to the modern refrigerator. Elisha Otis 

invents a safety device for carrying passengers in elevators. Gyroscope invented by Leon Foucault, France. First slot 

machine developed, Denham UK. Edwin L. Drake is the first to make oil wells, US. Modern cigarette is developed in 

UK. Louis Pasteur starts development of pasteurisation technique. Dynamite created by Alfred Nobel, Sweden. 

Christopher Sholes and Carlos Glider develop the first typewriter, US. JP Knight builds first traffic signal in UK. W. 

McGaffey develops the vacuum cleaner. Hippolyte Mege-Mouriez develops margarine. Pianoforte with pedals 

developed by John Broadwood, UK. John P. Holland, an American, begins work on submarines. Alexander Graham Bell 

invents the telephone, US. Thomas A. Edison develops the gramophone and phonograph. The French begin using the 

first pesticide. Electric fan invented by Schuyler Wheeler, USA. Electric flat iron invented by Henry W. Seely, USA. First 

man-made fiber invented by Sir Joseph Swann, UK. Edward Butler creates the motorcycle, UK. Lewis E. Waterman 

creates the fountain pen, US. Renard and Krebs build the first practical airship. Karl Benz develops automobile with 

internal combustion engine. Electric transformer developed by William Stanley, US. W. L. Judson develops the zipper, 

US. Thomas Edison is the first to show "moving pictures. X-rays developed by Wilhelm Roentgen, Germany. First lie-

detector test developed by Cesare Lombroso. Electric stove invented by Hadaway, USA. Valdermar Poulsen of 

Denmark develops the first tape recorder. 

 

1.3.3.4.3 20th Century Achievements 
 

The rate of change was never so apparent as in the 20th century. Therefore, the 

broader achievements of this unique century have been listed separately. 

 

 1900-09:  

The first radio receiver received a radio transmission. James Mackenzie 

invents the lie detector. The Wright brothers invent the manned airplane. 

John A Fleming invents a vacuum diode or Fleming valve. Albert Einstein 

published the Theory of Relativity. Lee Deforest invents electronic 

amplifying tube (triode). Leo Baekeland invents the first synthetic plastic called Bakelite. Colour photography invented 

by Auguste and Louis Lumiere. Paul Cornu invented the very first piloted helicopter. Cellophane invented by Jacques 

E. Brandenberger. Model T first sold. 

 

 1910-19:  

Thomas Edison demonstrated the first talking motion picture. The first tank patented by Australian inventor De La 

Mole. The Merck Chemical Company patented, what is now know as, ecstasy. Eugene Sullivan and William Taylor co-

invented Pyrex. Radios tuners invented that received different stations. Stainless steel invented by Henry Brearly. 

Short-wave radio invented. The flip-flop circuit invented. The arc welder invented. 
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John F. Kennedy  

We stand today on the edge of a new 

frontier, the frontier of the 1960s, a 

frontier of unknown opportunities and 

perils, a frontier of unfulfilled hopes 

and threats. The new frontier of which I 

speak is not a set of promises, it is a set 

of challenges. 

 1920-29:  

Te first robot built. John Larson invents the lie detector. Insulin invented by Sir Frederick Grant Banting. The first 3-D 

movie is released. The television invented by Vladimir Kosma Zworykin. The mechanical television invented by John 

Logie Baird. Robert H. Goddard invents liquid-fuelled rockets. JWA Morrison invents the first quartz crystal watch. 

Philo Farnsworth invents a complete electronic TV system. Scottish biologist Alexander Fleming discovers penicillin. 

 

 1930-39:  

Frank Whittle and Dr Hans von Ohain both invent a jet engine. Harold Edgerton invents stop-action photography. 

Germans Max Knott and Ernst Ruska co-invent the electron microscope. Polaroid photography invented by Edwin 

Herbert Land. Karl Jansky invents the radio telescope. FM radio invented by Edwin Howard Armstrong. Stereo records 

invented. Joseph Begun invents the first tape recorder for broadcasting. Wallace Carothers and DuPont Labs invent 

nylon. Robert Watson-Watt patents radar. Bell Labs invents the 

voice recognition machine. The first jet engine is built. Roy J. 

Plunkett invents tetrafluoroethylene polymers or Teflon. Igor 

Sikorsky invents the first successful helicopter. The electron 

microscope invented. 

 

 1940-49:  

Peter Goldmark invents modern color television. Konrad Zuse's 

Z3, the first computer controlled by software. Enrico Fermi 

invents the neutronic reactor. John Atanasoff and Clifford Berry 

build the first electronic digital computer. Albert Hofmann 

discovers the hallucinogenic properties of LSD. Emile Gagnan and 

Jacques Cousteau invent the aqualung. The kidney dialysis 

machine invented by Willem Kolff. Synthetic cortisone invented 

by Percy Lavon Julian. Vannevar Bush proposes hypertext. The 

atomic bomb invented. Dennis Gabor, develop the theory of 

holography. Mobile phones first invented. Bardeen, Brattain, and 

Shockley invent the transistor. 

 

 1950-59:  

Charles Ginsburg invented the first videotape recorder (VTR). Edward Teller and team build the hydrogen bomb. 

Transistor radio invented by Texas Instruments. Oral contraceptives invented. The solar cell invented by Chaplin, 

Fuller and Pearson. Optic fiber invented. The first computer hard disk used. The hovercraft invented by Christopher 

Cockerell. Fortran (computer language) invented. The modem invented. Gordon Gould invents the laser. The 

integrated circuit invented by Jack Kilby and Robert Noyce. The internal 

pacemaker invented by Wilson Greatbatch. Jack Kilby and Robert 

Noyce both invent the microchip. 

 

 1960-69:  

The halogen lamp invented. Valium invented. The audio cassette 

invented. Spacewar, the first computer video game invented. Dow Corp 
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Norman Mailer 

The horror of the Twentieth Century 

was the size of each new event, and 

the paucity of its reverberation. 

Peter Cochrane 

“Imagine a school with children that can 

read or write, but with teachers who 

cannot, and you have a metaphor of the 

Information Age in which we live. 

invents silicone breast implants. The first videodisc invented. BASIC is invented by John George Kemeny and Tom 

Kurtz. Soft contact lenses invented. The compact disk invented by James Russell. Kevlar invented by Stephanie Louise 

Kwolek. Electronic Fuel injection for cars invented. The first handheld calculator invented. The computer mouse 

invented by Douglas Engelbart. The first computer with integrated circuits made. Robert Dennard invented RAM 

(random access memory). The arpanet (first internet) invented. The artificial heart invented. The ATM invented. The 

bar-code scanner is invented. 

 

 1970-79:  

The floppy disk invented by Alan Shugart. The liquid-crystal display (LCD) invented by James Fergason. The 

microprocessor invented by Faggin, Hoff and Mazor. VCR or videocassette recorder invented. The word processor 

invented. Pong (first video game) invented by Nolan Bushnell. Gene splicing invented. The ethernet invented by 

Robert Metcalfe and Xerox. The 'Post-It Note' invented by Arthur Fry. Giorgio Fischer, a gynecologist from Rome, Italy, 

invents liposuction. The laser printer invented. The push-through tab on a drink can invented. The ink-jet printer 

invented. Magnetic resonance imaging invented by Raymond V. Damadian. Dan Bricklin and Bob Frankston invented 

the VisiCalc spreadsheet. The artificial heart Jarvik-7 invented by Robert K. Jarvik. Cellular phones invented. Cray 

supercomputer invented by Seymour Cray. 

 

 1980-89:  

The hepatitis-B vaccine invented. MS-DOS invented. The first IBM-PC 

invented. The scanning tunneling microscope invented. Human growth 

hormone genetically engineered. Programmer Jaron Lanier first coins the 

term "virtual reality". The CD-ROM invented. Windows program invented 

by Microsoft. A high-temperature super-conductor. Synthetic skin 

invented by G. Gregory Gallico, III. The first 3-D video game invented. Disposable contact lenses invented. Digital 

cellular phones invented. The abortion pill invented. Doppler radar invented by Christian Andreas Doppler. Prozac® 

invented at the Eli Lilly Company by inventor Ray Fuller. The first patent for a genetically engineered animal High-

definition television invented. 

 

 1990-99:  

The World Wide Web/Internet protocol (HTTP/HTML) created. The smart pill invented. The pentium processor 

invented. HIV protease inhibitor invented. The Java computer language invented. DVD invented. Web TV invented. 

The gas-powered fuel cell invented. Viagra invented. Tekno Bubbles patented. 

 

1.3.3.4.4 Information Technology Achievements 
 

Finally, the last timeline is dedicated to information technology, incorporating 

both the developments in computing and telecommunication, which in 

conjunction gave rise to the 'Information Age' and the 'Internet' during the 

20th century. 

 

 1662: William Oughtred invents the circular slide rule on the basis of Napier's logarithms. 

 



the mysearch.org.uk website 
All great truths begin as blasphemies 

copyright ©: 2004-2015 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
123 of 193 

 

 1666: In England, Samuel Morland produces a mechanical calculator that can add and subtract. 

 

 1777: Philipp-Matthaus Hahn builds and sells a small number of calculating machines precise to 12 digits. 

 

 1786: The third Earl of Stanhope invents a multiplying calculator. 

 

 1801: A linked sequence of punched cards controls the weaving of patterns in Joseph-Marie Jacquard's loom. 

 

 1811: Luddites destroy machinery that threatens to eliminate jobs. 

 

 1820: Charles Babbage begins to design and build the Difference Engine. 

 

 1832: In January Samuel Morse and Alfred Vail demonstrate elements of the telegraph system. 

 

 1844: Samuel Morse sends a telegraph message from Washington to Baltimore. 

 

 1854: George Boole publishes "An Investigation of the Laws of Thought," describing a system for symbolic and logical 

reasoning that will become the basis for computer design. 

 

 1858: A telegraph cable spans the Atlantic Ocean for the first time and provides service for a few days. 

 

 1861: A transcontinental telegraph line connects the Atlantic and Pacific coasts. 

 

 1876: Alexander Graham Bell invents and patents the telephone. 

 

 1889: The first four-function calculator is invented. 

 

 1895: Guglielmo Marconi transmits a radio signal 

 

 1901: The keypunch appears and changes very little over the next half century. 

 

 1907: Dutch physicist Kamerlingh Onnes at Leiden University discovers superconductivity. 

 

 1911: John A. Fleming patents the diode vacuum tube, setting the stage for better radio communication. 

 

 1919: T.J. Watson renames CTR to IBM and popularizes the "Think" slogan he coined at National Cash Register. 

 

 1920: Karel Câpek first uses the word 'robot' in his play RUR (Rossum's Universal Robots). 

 

 1924: Eccles and Jordan, US physicists, invent the flip-flop electronic switching circuit critical to high-speed electronic 

counting systems. 
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 1928: The quartz crystal clock makes possible unprecedented timekeeping accuracy. 

 

 1929: Herbert Hoover's face is seen on screen during the first demonstration of television in the US. Accompanying 

voice transmission uses telephone wires. 

 

 1930: Colour television signals are successfully transmitted. 

 

 1936: Konrad Zuse realizes that programs composed of bit combinations can be stored, and he files a patent 

application in Germany for the automatic execution of calculations, including a 'combination memory'. 

 

 1937: IBM introduces not only the 601 multiplying punch-card machine but also an electric typewriter. George Stibitz 

develops a binary circuit based on Boolean algebra. 

 

 1940: In December, Colossus, a British vacuum tube computer, becomes operational at Bletchley Park through the 

combined efforts of Alan Turing, Tommy Flowers, and M.H.A. Newman. It is considered the first all-electronic 

calculating device. 

 

 1944: The Harvard Mark I (a.k.a. IBM Automatic Sequence Controlled Calculator [ASCC]), produced by Howard Aiken, 

is dedicated at Harvard University on August 7, 1944. Bletchley Park Museum 

 

 1945: J. Presper Eckert and John Mauchly sign a contract to build the EDVAC (Electronic Discrete Variable Automatic 

Computer. John von Neumann introduces the concept of a stored program in a June 30 draft report on the EDVAC 

design. Working on a prototype of the Mark II, in the summer Grace Murray Hopper finds the first computer "bug," a 

moth that had caused a relay failure. 

 

 1946: ENIAC, designed by J. Presper Eckert and John Mauchly, is unveiled at the University of Pennsylvania on 

February 14. 

 

 1947: On December 23, Bell Labs management is informed by John Bardeen and Walter Brattain that along with 

William Shockley they have developed the first transistor. The magnetic drum memory is introduced as a data storage 

device for computers. 

 

 1948: Claude Shannon publishes 'A Mathematical Theory of Communication', formulating the modern understanding 

of the communication process. 

 

 1949: The Whirlwind computer, constructed under the leadership of Jay Forrester at MIT to be the first real-time 

computer, is placed in service during the third quarter. It contained 5,000 vacuum tubes. Short Order Code, 

developed by John Mauchly, is thought to be the first high-level programming language. 

 

 1950: Alan Turing publishes an article in the journal Mind establishing the criteria for the Turing Test of machine 

intelligence. 
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Dave Barry 

“The information encoded in your DNA 

determines your unique biological 

characteristics, such as sex, eye colour, 

age and Social Security number.” 

 

 1951: William Shockley invents the junction transistor. 

 

 1952: On television, a Univac-I predicts the outcome of the presidential election and expands the public 

consciousness regarding computers. 

 

 1953: The IBM 650, known as the Magnetic Drum Calculator, debuts 

and becomes the first mass produced computer. 

 

 1954: Earl Masterson's Uniprinter, or line printer, developed for 

computers, executes 600 lines per minute. Texas Instruments 

introduces the silicon transistor, pointing the way to lower 

manufacturing costs. 

 

 1956: IBM introduces and begins installing the RAMAC (random-access method of accounting and control) for hard 

disk data storage. 

 

 1957: The Univac 1103A becomes the first commercial machine with a ferrite-core memory. John McCarthy and 

Marvin Minsky chair a meeting at Dartmouth College at which the concept of artificial intelligence is developed. John 

McCarthy forms MIT's Artificial Intelligence Department. Russia launches Sputnik I into orbit on October 4, and the 

"space race" begins. USSR launches Sputnik, first artificial earth satellite. In response, US forms the Advanced 

Research Projects Agency (ARPA), the following year, within the Department of Defense (DoD) to establish US lead in 

science and technology applicable to the military 

 

 1958: Bell's development of the modem data phone enables telephone lines to transmit binary data. 

 

 1959: John McCarthy develops Lisp (list processing) for artificial intelligence applications. On July 30, Robert Noyce 

and Gordon Moore file a patent application for integrated circuit technology on behalf of the Fairchild Semiconductor 

Corp. 

 

 1960: At Cornell University, Frank Rosenblatt builds a computer-the Perceptron-that can learn by trial and error 

through a neural network. Working at Rand Corp., Paul Baran develops the packet-switching principle for data 

communications. Fernando Corbató at MIT develops a way for multiple users to share computer time. 

 

 1961: Georg C. Devol patents a robotic device, which Unimation soon markets as the first industrial robot. It is first 

used to automate the manufacture of TV picture tubes. First paper on packet-switching (PS) theory. Leonard 

Kleinrock, MIT: "Information Flow in Large Communication Nets" (May 31), 

 

 1962: The Telstar communications satellite is launched on July 10 and relays the first transatlantic television pictures. 

The first video game is invented by MIT graduate student Steve Russell 
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 1963: On the basis of an idea of Alan Turing's, Joseph Weizenbaum at MIT develops a "mechanical psychiatrist" called 

Eliza that appears to possess intelligence. At the University of California, Berkeley, Lotfi Zadeh begins work on fuzzy 

logic. 

 

 1964: Basic (Beginner's All-Purpose Symbolic Instruction Code) is developed at Dartmouthby John Kemeny and 

Thomas Kurtz. It spawns many variations. Doug Engelbart invents the mouse. IBM develops a computer aided design 

system. With a speed of 9 megaflops, Control Data Corp.'s CDC 6600,designed by Seymour Cray, claims the title of 

first commercially successful supercomputer. 

 

 1965: At the University of Belgrade, Rajko Tomovic makes one of the earliest attempts to develop an artificial limb 

with a sense of touch. ARPA sponsors study on "cooperative network of time-sharing computers" 

 

 1966: First ARPANET plan. Lawrence G. Roberts, MIT: "Towards a Cooperative Network of Time-Shared Computers" 

(October) 

 

 1967: First design paper on ARPANET published by Larry Roberts: "Multiple Computer Networks and Intercomputer 

Communication 

 

 1968: The Seymour Cray-designed CDC 7600 supercomputer achieves 40-megaflops performance. 

 

 1969: The US Department of Defense commissions Arpanet for research networking, and the first four nodes become 

operational at UCLA, UC Santa Barbara, SRI, and the University of Utah. DDP-516 mini computer with 12K of memory; 

AT&T provides 50kbps lines 

 

 1970: Shakey, developed at SRI International, is the first robot to use artificial intelligence to navigate. Dennis Ritchie 

and Kenneth Thomson develop Unix at Bell Labs. RCA's MOS (metal-oxide semiconductor) technology promises 

cheaper and smaller ICs. The floppy disk and the daisywheel printer make their debut. ARPANET hosts start using 

Network Control Protocol (NCP), first host-to-host protocol. First cross-country link installed by AT&T between UCLA 

and BBN at 56kbps. 

 

 1971: Ray Tomlinson of Bolt Beranek and Newman sends the first network e-mail message. Ray Tomlinson of BBN 

invents email program to send messages across a distributed network 

 

 1972: Hand-held calculators become popular, making the slide rule obsolete. Researchers at Xerox PARC develop an 

experimental PC called Alto that uses a mouse, Ethernet, and a graphical user interface. The @ sign was chosen from 

the punctuation keys on for its "at" meaning (March) 

 

 1973: Work begins on the Transmission Control Protocol at a Stanford University laboratory headed by Vinton Cerf. 

Through a technique called large-scale integration, 10,000 components are placed on a 1-sq-cm chip. A 4-Kbit D-RAM 

chip becomes commercially available. Bob Kahn poses Internet problem, starts Internet research program at ARPA. 

Vinton Cerf sketches gateway architecture in March on back of envelope in a San Francisco hotel lobby. 
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 1974: In Stockholm, chess-playing computers engage in their first tournament. At Xexoc PARC, Charles Simonyi writes 

the first WYSIWYG application, Bravo. 

 

 1975: IBM introduces the laser printer. The first PC, an Altair 8800, available as a kit, appears on the cover of Popular 

Electronics in January. Satellite links cross two oceans (to Hawaii and UK)and the first TCP tests are run over them by 

Stanford, BBN, and UCL. 

 

 1976: IBM develops the ink-jet printer. The Cray-1 from Cray Research is the first supercomputer with a vectorial 

architecture. 

 

 1977: The Apple II is announced in the spring and establishes the benchmark for personal computers. Bill Gates and 

Paul Allen found Microsoft, setting up shop first in Albuquerque, New Mexico. 

 

 1978: Intel's first 16-bit processor, the 8086, debuts. TCP split into TCP and IP (March). 

 

 1979: Cellular telephones are tested in Japan and Chicago. The first electronic spreadsheet program, Don Bricklin's 

and Bob Franston's VisiCalc, is unveiled on May 11 and proves to be the "killer app" for early PCs. Digital videodisks 

appear through the efforts of Sony and Philips. 

 

 1980: IBM selects PC-DOS from upstart Microsoft as the operating system for its new PC. The Osborne 1 "portable" 

computer weighs 24 pounds and is the size of a small suitcase. ARPANET grinds to a complete halt on 27 October 

because of an accidentally-propagated status-message virus 

 

 1981:Japan grabs a big piece of the chip market by producing chips with 64 Kbits of memory 

 

 1982: Time magazine names the computer as its "Man of the Year." Japan launches its "fifth generation" computer 

project, focusing on artificial intelligence. Commercial e-mail service begins among 25 cities. First definitions of an 

"internet" as a connected set of networks, specifically those using TCP/IP, and "Internet" as connected TCP/IP 

internets 

 

 1983: Completion of the TCP/IP switchover marks the creation of the global Internet. 

 

 1984: MIDI (Musical Instrument Digital Interface) standards are developed for interfacing computers and digital music 

synthesizers. The CD-ROM, introduced by Sony and Philips, provides significantly greater storage capacity for digital 

data. A motion picture, The Last Starfighter, uses extensive supercomputer-generated graphics. NEC manufactures a 

256-Kbit chip, and IBM introduces a 1-Mbit RAM chip. Motorola introduces the MC68020 with 250,000 transistors. In 

Neuromancer, novelist William Gibson coins the term cyberspace. Domain Name System (DNS) introduced as number 

of hosts breaks 1,000 

 

 1985: Inmos introduces transputers, featuring concurrent processing architecture. Supercomputer speeds reach 1 

billion operations per second with the release of the Cray 2 and Thinking Machines' parallel processor. The Omnibot 
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2000 from Tony Kyogo can move, talk, and carry objects. In October, Intel introduces the 80386 chip with 32-bit 

processing and on-chip memory management 

 

 1986: Experimental 4- and 16-Mbit chips are introduced. The four-processor Cray XP performs 713 million floating-

point operations per second. 

 

 1987: Number of Internet hosts breaks 10,000. 

 

 1988: Motorola's 32-bit 88000 series of RISC microprocessors offer processing speeds of up to 17 million instructions 

per second. Graduate student Robert Morris Jr. reveals the need for greater network security by releasing a worm 

program into the Internet on November 2. 

 

 1989: Microsoft introduces Windows 3.0 in May, intensifying its legal dispute with Apple over the software's "look 

and feel" resemblance to the Macintosh operating system. Intel's 80486 chip with 1.2 million transistors is introduced 

in April. The Japanese Ministry of Trade and Industry abandons its program to build a fifth-generation computer and 

plans instead for a sixth-generation computer to be based on neural networks. Number of hosts breaks 100,000. 

 

 1990: Berners-Lee writes the initial prototype for the World Wide Web, which uses his other creations: URLs, HTML, 

and HTTP. Hewlett-Packard and IBM both announce RISC-based computers. Intel's i486 and iPSC/860, and Motorola's 

68040 become available. Scientists at Bell Labs demonstrate the first all-optical processor on January 29. Toaster by 

John Romkey, (controlled via SNMP) makes its debut at Interop. 

 

 1991: Cray Research unveils the Cray Y-MP C90 with 16 processors and a speed of 16 Gflops. NSFNET backbone 

upgraded to T3 (44.736Mbps) NSFNET traffic passes 1 trillion bytes/month and 10 billion packets/month. 

 

 1992: DEC introduces the first chip to implement its 64-bit RISC Alpha architecture. Number of hosts breaks 

1,000,000. The term "surfing the Internet" is coined by Jean Armour Polly . 

 

 1993: Intel's Pentium is introduced in March.Students and staff at the University of Illinois' National Center for 

Supercomputing Applications creates a graphical user interface for Internet navigation called NCSA Mosaic. US White 

House comes on-line (http://www.whitehouse.gov/): Mosaic takes the Internet by storm (22 Apr); WWW proliferates 

at a 341,634% annual growth rate of service traffic. Gopher's growth is 997%. 

 

 1994: Leonard Adleman of the University of Southern California demonstrates that DNA can be used as a computing 

medium. Netscape's first browser becomes available in September and creates a rapidly growing body of Web surfers. 

NSFNET traffic passes 10 trillion bytes/month 

 

 1995: The Intel Pentium Pro is announced. Toy Story is the first full-length feature movie completely computer 

generated. Windows 95 is launched on August 24 with great fanfare. Sun launches JAVA on May 23 

 

 1996: The Java programming language, unveiled in May, enables platform independent application development. 

"Duke" is the first applet. 
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In 2003, the Human Genome Project is 

completed, it signals the beginning of a new age. 

Even so, it may be AI that equates to the 

'immaculate conception' of the 21st century 

resulting from the coupling of computer science 

and the information age. 

 

 1998: Web size estimates range between 275 (Digital) and 320 (NEC) million pages for 1Q. 

 

 1999: A forged Web page made to look like a Bloomberg financial news story raised shares of a small technology 

company by 31% on 7 April. 

 

 2000: A massive denial of service attack is launched against 

major web sites, including Yahoo, Amazon, and eBay in early 

Februar. Web size estimates by NEC-RI and Inktomi surpass 1 

billion indexable pages. 

 

 2001: Viruses of the Year: Code Red (Jul), Nimda (Sep), 

SirCam (Jul), BadTrans (Apr, Nov) 

 

 2002: A distributed denial of service (DDoS) attack struck the 

13 DNS root servers knocking out all but 5 (21-23 Oct). 

 

 2003: The SQL Slammer worm causes one of the largest and 

fastest spreading DDoS attacks ever. Taking roughly 10 

minutes to spread worldwide. The worm took down 5 of the 

13 DNS root servers along with tens of thousands of other 

servers, and impacted a multitude of systems ranging from 

(bank) ATM systems to air traffic control to emergency (911) 

systems (25 Jan). 

 

 2003: The Human Genome Project is completed. It has identify some 20,000-25,000 genes in human DNA and 

determined the sequences of the 3 billion chemical base pairs that make up human DNA, but more than this, it signals 

the beginning of a new age. 
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Friedrich Nietzsche     

“You have your way. I have my way. As 

for the right way, the correct way, and 

the only way, it does not exist.”   

1.3.4 Personal Perspective 
 

As implied by the title, this discussion is a personal perspective and, as such, it 

reflects my own agnostic views about religion. Although, this entire website 

might be described as a personal perspective, it has endeavoured to undertake 

an honest duty of inquiry on all subjects discussed. So while my own perspective 

is not intended as some thinly veiled attempt to convert anybody to some 

agnostic or atheist calling; it cannot help but reflect my own personal interpretation of the facts. Therefore, the first of the 

three discussions below considers why some people need to believe in some sort of God, while other people believe that they 

have little choice but to face up to the reality of the universe, for what it is, and not what they would like it to be: 

 

 The Psychology of Belief 

 

Within the scope of this overall section, we have tried to reflect on how people come to 

any particular worldview of life. Along the way, it has been suggested that we form our 

worldview based on the axioms of philosophy, theology and science, albeit to varying 

degrees. On this premise, we have generalised that theology is representative of our 

beliefs; while philosophy reflects our logic and science the verification of facts. While it 

has been accepted that this is possibly an over simplistic summary, it still appears to 

provide an adequate framework for discussion. Although it might be worth pointing out 

that once we establish our worldview, we often appear capable of using logic, as 

associated with philosophy, to either justify our beliefs in any given religion or our 

acceptance of almost any scientific assumption. As such, it might be argued that many 

people are polarised towards either their theological beliefs or their scientific beliefs and 

subsequently used philosophic arguments to address the uncertainty in either position. In 

this respect, the core of many worldviews is often centred on the attempt to resolve 

issues that we really know cannot be resolved, at least at this time, while recognising that 

the collective worldview of any given society can be just as much a product of 

indoctrination as education. However, in the context of this personal perspective, it 

seems sensible to narrow the scope of all possible differences in our worldviews to just 

one central issue: 

 

Does God exist? 

 

However, if we could just put all relative positions on this issue to one side for just a few seconds, might we accept that most 

religious belief, as defined by ancient scriptures, have their origins  at a point in time when there was little real understanding 

of the wider universe or the mechanisms that are now known to support life. Equally, while accepting that science has taken 

huge steps in its understanding of the mechanisms at work in the universe, and those that help to sustain life, it still cannot 

really explain the existence of life or the universe. As such, it would seem that certainty cannot be claimed by either 

perspective, at least, not on the issue of God. If so, there appears to be some room for further logical conjecture, which within 

this personal perspective has been divided into the following two discussions: 

 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/456.Beliefs.html
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Lord Barnett  

Bias and impartiality is in the 

eye of the beholder.  

Stuart Chase   

“For those who believe, no proof is 

necessary. For those who don't 

believe, no proof is possible.”  

 After Life 

 The Probability of God 

 

Of course, it is recognised that my perspective has no more claim on righteous certainty 

than any other, possibly less, given an acceptance of a limited knowledge of all the 

related arguments that surround such topics. However, this is true of most people and 

ultimately even the collective wisdom of an entire society does not guarantee certainty 

on any given topic. Therefore, ultimately, we have to choose either to accept the worldview of the majority, which may be 

culturally biased and little more than a system beneficial to the powerful, or endeavour to follow our own personal duty of 

inquiry.  

 

1.3.4.1 The Psychology of Belief 
 

In many of the discussions throughout this website, the issue of human emotions 

versus human needs is touched upon. In particular, there is a discussion of the 

attributes of human intelligence and something called emotional intelligence. 

However, it is felt that some initial outline of the implications that arise from these 

two different facets of our thinking is important to consider, before we actually try 

to discuss the emotive issue of God in any logical context. While there was an earlier introduction of Maslow’s hierarchy of 

human needs, on reflection, there was no clear idea as to where religious belief fitted into this hierarchy, which seems to be a 

major oversight given the near universal need for some sort of spiritual belief across all cultures. However, it is possible that an 

argument can be made that the human need for spiritual belief means different things to different people, which effectively 

runs vertically across all of the definitions of needs within Maslow’s hierarchy, i.e. 

 

 Physiological: 

There can be a physiological need, that emanates from emotional grief, to 

believe that the lost of a loved one is not permanent.  

 

 Safety:  

There is an implicit sense of security in the belief that God will look after 

you.  

 

 Social: 

Even before the formality of organised religions, spiritual belief manifested 

itself in ceremonies that socially bonded groups of people in a common 

belief. 

 

 Esteem: 

As the formalism of religious organisation grew, esteem was bestowed on 

those who rose within the hierarchy of a religious organisation.  

 

 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/457.AfterLife.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/458.Probability.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/101.Intelligence.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/102.Emotions.html
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Seneca 

Death either destroys us or 

unmasks us. If it means liberation, 

better things await us when our 

burden is gone; if destruction, 

nothing at all awaits us, blessings 

and curses are abolished.   

 Self-Actualisation: 

Might be described as a sense of power or the ability to influence, which has clearly manifested itself in the history of 

many religious and political organisations. 

 

If this is the case, then we might better understand why belief is still such an 

important issue today, albeit for different reasons to different people. However, there 

is also the psychology of ‘wants versus needs’  that we might initially characterise in 

terms of an indirect example, e.g. the dilemma of what a child wants versus what a 

child needs. At an emotional level we want our children to be happy, but at a logical 

level, we recognise that simply giving in to all our children’s ‘wants’ is not usually in 

the best interests of the child’s long-term development. We might also recognise the 

issue of the child’s need for make-believe, which although not initially considered as a 

problem, would become a matter of concern if it persisted into adulthood. However, it is clear that all our ‘wants and 

beliefs’ do not simply disappear with the transitions to adulthood, although they are undoubtedly transformed in scope and 

sophistication by this process. For our beliefs are no longer simply childish wishes, but rather the more fundamental need to 

address the apparent uncertainty of a life that some claim has no other purpose than what you make of it. While many of us 

can rationalise the logic of our opinion from the comfort and security of our position in society, we may have little actual 

experience of the despair and fear that life can inflict on others. In such cases, the need for a belief that transcends the 

limitations and injustices of this world is not illogical; it is simply a psychological necessity, which cannot be dismissed by any 

atheist philosophy. However, there is a dichotomy in this position, for either we all have to accept the ‘reality’ of this emotional 

belief or turn our eyes away from the reality we perceive before us. Possibly, some might argue that, in this context, the debate 

about the existence or non-existence of God may simply be one of intellectual interest and not of human necessity. Of course, if 

this is the case, we may also have to accept the implications on the future of a humanity that cannot accept the universe for 

what it is.  

 

1.3.4.2 After Life 
 

Jannah is often compared to Christian description of Heaven, although there are 

differences. Jannah is the Islamic idea of paradise, which might be interpreted as 

simply the 'Garden'. According to Islamic belief, after death, one will reside in the 

grave until the appointed resurrection, after which Muslims believe that an 

individual will be judged according to his or her deeds in the worldly life. In-line with 

Muslim belief, everything one longs for in this world will be there in Paradise, 

although there appears to be some level of 'segregation' in that the highest level of 

Paradise is where the prophets, the martyrs and the most truthful and pious people 

will dwell. In contrast to Jannah, the words Gahannam and Nar are used to refer to 

the Christian idea of hell. Of course, on a more sceptical note, one might question 

whether the description of Heaven or Jannah has always served a more earthly 

purpose rooted in political and social control. For it would seem that you might more 

easily convince somebody to serve, and even die, for a common cause, if they 

profoundly believe in an afterlife, as described above. Clearly, such ideas were, and 

remain, a powerful motivation for many people. So the first question is: 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/165.Reality.html
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Heaven  

Heaven is the English name for a 

transcendental realm where 

human beings who have 

transcended the physical world 

continue to exist in an afterlife. It 

also refers to another plane of 

existence, which various religions 

and spiritual philosophies often 

described as the holiest possible 

place, accessible by people 

according to various standards of 

divinity, goodness, piety, faith or 

other virtues.  

Salvation  

Salvation is a concept in which God 

saves humanity from spiritual 

death in the form of eternal 

damnation, through the existence 

of an eternal afterlife. While many 

religions hold to the idea of 

salvation, few actual agree on the 

details.  

Can we ever consider the implications of an afterlife in more logical terms? 

 

Well, it would appear that we can take few things in life for granted, but it would 

seem that there is one important exception, i.e. we must all die at some point in the 

future. For while science may come to address a degree of longevity, immortality 

remains an unrealistic, and possibly undesirable, goal. Philosophically, most people 

come to accept this outcome as inevitable, but contrary to the scientific evidence, 

many people preferred to put their faith in some sort of theologically inspired 

description of a life after death. While accepting that this is not a cheery subject, it 

does seem to be one of some importance within our overall discussion of a worldview 

built upon the axioms of philosophy, theology and science. However, as in most 

discussions of this nature, there would appear to be no absolute guarantee that any 

single perspective can be certain of its facts. However, we might start based on what 

we do know, which relates to life before death. Medical science has acquired a lot of 

information about the human body and the functioning of the brain over the last 

couple of hundred years. As such, we might crudely describe the human body, for the purposes of this discussion, as a life 

support system for the brain in which our consciousness resides. For all evidence suggests that any damage to the brain can 

seriously affect our personality and that death of the brain is a terminal event. So, as a simplistic, although possibly unsettling  

starting point: 

 

What do think happens to somebody in the afterlife, who has always been mentally disabled in this life? 

 

Scientifically, this may be more of a rhetorical question, as science possibly has little more to say on the subject of an afterlife, 

which has to transcend the physical realm. However, philosophically and theologically, it is a question that raises the profound 

issue of our perception of any continued existence in the afterlife. 

 

So what underpins the idea of an afterlife? 

 

Clearly, many people have witnessed death and will accept that the physical body and brain simply decay after death, such that 

life based on our physical form, would appear to end when we physically die. Therefore, as suggested, the concept of an 

afterlife is essentially a matter of philosophical debate and theological conjecture that requires some aspect of life to transcend 

our physical existence, which is often referred to as the ‘spirit’ or ‘soul’ of a person. 

 

What is the nature of the soul? 

 

It is suspected that there are as many different descriptions concerning the nature of 

the soul as there are religions and schools of philosophy. However, it might be 

suggested that the idea of the life of a person continuing on into some form of spirit 

world has been around as long as humanity has grieved over the loss of a loved one 

and is an idea that appears across most cultures. As such, the idea of the soul may 

have originated as a natural and near universal response to an emotional need to 

alleviate grief through the idea that the life of a person, who has just died, continues 
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Christian Belief?  

In 1980, a Gallop Poll in the US 

showed that 43 per cent of 

Catholics and 20 per cent of 

Protestants agreed with the 

statement that "heaven is a divine 

reward for those who earn it by 

their good life." 

Muslim Belief?  

God will hold every human, 

Muslim and non-Muslim, 

accountable for their deeds in life 

at a preordained time unknown to 

man. Resurrection, as defined by 

the Qur'an, is followed by 

judgement of all souls. Sins that 

can consign someone to hell 

include lying, dishonesty, 

corruption, ignoring God or God's 

revelations, denying the 

resurrection, refusing to feed the 

poor, indulgence in opulence and 

ostentation, the economic 

exploitation of others, and social 

oppression. 

on in another realm that is also thought to be ‘a better place’. In this context, the soul 

is not just a theological belief; it is a very basic human need, which later became a 

central theme of the myriad of philosophical and theological doctrines that not only 

sought to explain death, but the very essence of life as well. In this context, the logic 

of science may often appear cold and without compassion, unable to explain the 

purpose of life or death. However, the goal of science is only to reflect how the 

universe really is, not how we would like it to be. 

 

So what, if anything, might we say about the existence of a soul? 

 

Well, despite much searching, science has found no substantive evidence that supports the existence of a soul that survives 

death. So, despite the millions of claims people have made to having seen a ghost of a person, presumably in some sort of 

afterlife, all controlled attempts to verify such claims have either failed or proved to be inconclusive. 

 

But surely science is not in a position to verify events that transcend the physical realm? 

 

While possibly true, but this argument has to work both ways. If science cannot prove the non-existence of the soul, theology 

must be no more able to prove its existence or speak with any authority on such matters. 

 

If we cannot prove the existence of the soul, one way or the other, can we still expand the discussion by speculating on the 

assumed nature of an afterlife? 

 

It is clear that the idea of an afterlife has become a central belief of most religions. 

What is possibly more of an issue is how most religions feel able to speak with such 

apparent authority on the nature of heaven and the concept of eternal salvation 

given the apparent uncertainty that implicitly surrounds such concepts. In addition, 

this apparent authority does not mean that all religions share a common vision of the 

afterlife, far from it, for it would appear that virtually all religions have developed 

their own descriptions of the afterlife based on their own interpretation of ancient 

scriptures. However, history suggests that most theological ideas of an afterlife 

developed subsequent to the writing of these religious scriptures, which were 

invariably rooted in a time of limited understanding of science and the functioning of 

the human brain. Therefore, it does not seem unreasonable that we should continue 

this discussion by considering some of the wider implications that come along with 

the idea of an eternal afterlife. 

 

In what form will ‘you’ exist for all eternity? 

 

The key word here is ‘you’ because it might be argued that the metamorphosis that 

must overtake us on the death and decay of our body, and more importantly our 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/8.Evolution.html#Maslow
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brain, must be a fairly traumatic experience, if we somehow survive it. However, despite the implications of such a radical 

change, it would seem that there is a common belief that some sense of our personal identity is retained by which we might 

recognise ourselves and other people after death. 

 

Is  it reasonable to assume that we continue to exist as essentially the same person after death or is the word ‘person’ even 

applicable? 

 

Many people seem to envisage the afterlife as some continuation of their self-awareness, as an individual, because if this were 

lost, they would cease to be and therefore will have effectively died, even if some spiritual soul continues to exist. As such, it 

would seem that many people prefer to belief that the afterlife will preserve some aspect of their sense of self, which would 

appear to be rooted in the memories of their life before death: 

 

So what makes you ‘you’ and not something else? 

 

Clearly, our sense of self is based on an outward perception other people have of us and an inward perception of ourselves 

supported by all our memories that have helped define our lives. However, before pursuing this line of thought, let us consider 

this question from a slightly different perspective: 

 

If you woke up in the afterlife, what are you expecting find? 

 

For many people, the idea of an afterlife often holds the hope of being reunited with loved ones who died before them. 

However, there are also some negative implications associated with this idea that do not often get discussed, for fairly obvious 

reasons, but are none the less relevant to this discussion. Initially our thoughts may focus on a partner in life, e.g. husband or 

wife, or equally a child lost too early in life. By way of a sad example, in 1851, Charles Darwin lost his own beloved daughter, 

Annie, of whom he wrote: 

 

"We have lost the joy of the household and the solace of our old age. Oh that she could now know how deeply, how 

tenderly we do still and shall ever love her dear joyous face." 

 

It is known that the death of Annie affected both Darwin and his wife deeply, albeit in different ways due to their opposing 

beliefs. However, while it is pure speculation you cannot help wondering, after reading the words above, as to whether Darwin 

would have gladly been proved wrong in his own beliefs, so that on his death he might have been reunited with his daughter. 

For it would seem that logic cannot always override the emotional need to believe in an afterlife. However, this said, it does not 

really change the fact that we often wish for many things that in reality never come true. 

 

Where does the list of the people associated with our lives end and are they all locked in time, waiting for us, as we remember 

them? 

 

At one level, there is simply the ambiguity of a person’s age being constrained by our memory of them, and presumably they of 

us. However, there is also the more distressing idea of a mother’s sincere desire to be reunited with a baby lost in childbirth. It 

is distressing, not just because of the nature of the loss, but because it is so difficult to resolve the meaning of the continuance 

of an afterlife of a baby that did not have time to form any identity prior to death. Of course, if the baby’s soul does develop 
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after death, would the mother still recognise her baby's soul and would the soul of the grown baby still want the love of an 

aged mother to which it had never had the chance to bond. So, with these sad thoughts in mind, let us return to our earlier 

question: 

 

What makes you ‘you’? 

 

Certainly, within the context of our physical life, our identity as a person appears to be linked to both our physical form and our 

mental abilities. However, with this said, we must also recognise that we undergo much change during our lives, to the extent 

that the person we were once, age 7, will bear little resemblance to the person we will become, age 70. 

 

So is it possible to retain our sense of identity in the afterlife? 

 

While some vague notion of an incorporeal existence might be suggested at this point, it hardly seems to address the wider 

implications of an eternal existence without form.  For it would seem that our identity is predicated on our human form and 

this form, for better or worse, has defined the scope of the physical senses through which we have experienced life and has 

helped underpin our memories, our likes and our prejudices. 

 

So can we really even begin to imagine an existence without form lasting for eternity? 

 

Without spelling out all the implications of an eternity spent with countless generations of family members who you may have 

never met, and possibly had no particular desire to meet, even in life, we come to what might seem to be a flippant question: 

 

What are you going to do for the rest of eternity in the afterlife? 

 

OK, if we skip over the mundane inference of this question, there is still the logical consequence of what we do within the 

eternity of an afterlife.  Of course, before we even attempt to answer such a question, we need to realise that according to 

many religions, the nature of the afterlife is not just about our wishes, as it would appear that God places some fairly specific 

requirements on who gains entry to heaven or hell. However, in practice, most religions seem divided on the actual ‘terms and 

conditions’ imposed by their beliefs, although most appear to subliminally allude to the need to have lived a ‘good’ life as a 

prerequisite to entering heaven. However, there is often an escape clause for the sinner who genuinely repents and embraces 

the beliefs of a particular church, assuming that it really has the endorsement of the 'one and only' God. Therefore, on this 

point, we might wish to question how some theologians, schooled in the beliefs of a certain religion, have come to speak with 

such authority and certainty on such matters, as certainty does not appear to exist in the conflicting spread of their ideas. For 

example, many religions simply imply that those who do not believe in God must go to a place without God, which is either 

described as Hell or Purgatory. In contrast, others are slightly more benign in the suggestion that everyone will go to Heaven, 

eventually, no matter what they have done or believed on Earth, although they are often vague on the timeframe in some of 

these cases. While yet others simply contend that Hell corresponds to the ‘termination’ of the soul. 

 

So if we were to reject an afterlife based on religious doctrine or, equally, one fraught with the problems of an eternity getting to 

know all our long lost dead relatives, what alternative might we wished for? 
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If we overlook the emotional anguish of losing somebody close to us, many people may not really be looking for immortality for 

themselves, but rather to fulfil a much simpler desire for answers and a resolution of injustices and wrongs committed by them 

or against them in life. In this context, most us would like to think that there was some larger purpose to our own lives and the 

lives of those we have loved and lost. Of course, in this sense, the atheists must go to their grave knowing that there is little 

probability of this being the case. However, they possibly have the solace of knowing that they looked at the wonders of world 

in a spirit of honest inquiry, while the theists may have the solace of their firm belief in life everlasting, irrespective of whether 

they really understand what that might imply. Of course, in the end, the probability of any sort of afterlife will itself depend on 

the probability of God’s existence, which is the next topic of discussion.  

 

1.3.4.3 The Probability of God 
 

It is realised that the inference of the title may strike 

many as odd for a number of reasons. First, many 

people are often polarised towards a given view about 

God, usually due to cultural upbringing, before they 

can even weigh all the evidence. Second, people also 

come to hold their beliefs about God’s existence, or 

non-existence, through an emotional need or 

experience in their lives. As a result, very few people 

ever sit down and rationalise the probability of God’s 

existence based on logic. Somehow, for many, 

considering the probability of God’s existence just 

doesn’t seem to be an appropriate way to come to 

any conclusion about God, even though the whole 

idea is surrounded by uncertainty. In essence, God is 

often thought to be a matter of the heart, not the head. This said; the following discussion will try to let the head guide the 

heart by splitting the debate about the existence of God into 2 facets: 

 

 What is the evidence for God existence? 

 And if God does exist, what is the nature of God? 

 

However, for the purposes of this discussion, we are going to disregard all circumstantial evidence, which basically rules out all 

human myths, scriptures and the emotional need to believe in a God. For it would seem that the existence of God has to be 

considered in the widest context possible, i.e. 

 

 Life 

 The Universe 

 Everything 

 

OK, the list is a cliché, but it serves as a reminder that the totality of any discussion about the creator of everything, e.g. God, 

cannot really be constrained by what amounts to little more than the unsubstantiated, and conflicting, beliefs of a minority of 

the inhabitants of a small and insignificant planet, circling one of a 100 billion stars within one of a 100 billion galaxies. 
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Carl Sagan 

I would love to believe that when I die 

I will live again, that some thinking, 

feeling, remembering part of me will 

continue. But much as I want to 

believe that, and despite the ancient 

and worldwide cultural traditions that 

assert an afterlife, I know of nothing 

to suggest that it is more than wishful 

thinking. 

However, this apparent wholesale dismissal of all religious evidence is not a denial 

of the reasons why so many people are led to believe that the cosmic grandeur of 

our universe could not have come about by chance or without some guiding 

intelligence. As such, it is not necessarily illogical to reject the 'belief' of science, 

which seems to want to forward the idea that the complexity of our universe, with 

all the perceived diversity of life contained within it, emerged out of nothing some 

13.7 billion years ago with no creator and no purpose. 

 

So does God exist? 

 

We know that we cannot really answer this question directly, in a yes/no manner, 

but this does not mean that we cannot consider the probability of God’s existence. If we simply accept this position for now, we 

can then turn our attention to the second issue by asking the question: 

 

What might we infer about the nature of God from what we know of the universe? 

 

It needs to be clarified that this is essentially a philosophical discussion, not a mathematical one, which starts with the premise 

that God might exist and then tries to ascertain the nature of a God, who is capable of creating the universe. It then tries to 

follow a line of logical thought through which we might then return to the more fundamental issue surrounding the probability 

of God’s actual existence. So proceeding with this line of approach: 

 

Does God exist outside of time and space and therefore questions relating to God’s existence prior to the universe or how God 

came into existence are meaningless? 

 

While this statement might appear to sweep many key issues under the carpet, let us initially accept that the nature of God, by 

definition, transcends our finite understanding of the universe. As such, we might proceed by simply accepting that it was part 

of God’s nature to want to create the universe and within God’s ability to do so. This said, it is not clear that this position can 

avoid the next question: 

 

What was God’s purpose in creating the universe? 

 

While any answer to such a question has to be more than a bit speculative, it might still be argued that the only option open to 

us is to try to pursue a line of logical reasoning. Based on logic and our own perception of human intelligence, it is difficult to 

imagine any sort of rational intelligence creating something, as complex as a universe, without any thought or purpose. If so, 

we either proceed by assuming that a thoughtful purpose existed or question whether God conforms to our idea of a rational 

intelligence. On this note, let us just stop to list the assumptions we shall pursue for clarity: 

 

If God exists, it is an intelligence that exists outside the constraints of our perception of the physical universe and is 

therefore not constrained by the laws of physics. However, if this intelligence is rational, it must have had a purpose 

when creating the universe. 
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Thomas Jefferson  

Shake off all the fears of servile 

prejudices, under which weak minds 

are servility crouched. Fix reason 

firmly in her seat, and call on her 

tribunal for every fact, every 

opinion. Question with boldness 

even the existence of a God; 

because, if there be one, he must 

more approve of the homage of 

reason than that of blindfolded fear 

Marcus Aurelius  

Live a good life. If there are gods 

and they are just, then they will not 

care how devout you have been, but 

will welcome you based on the 

virtues you have lived by. If there 

are gods, but unjust, then you 

should not want to worship them. If 

there are no gods, then you will be 

gone, but will have lived a noble life 

that will live on in the memories of 

your loved ones. I am not afraid. 

However, having got to a point, which is not really so far removed from the doctrines 

of many of today’s religions, our goal is to now try to gain some possible insight into 

the nature of God. One of the implications of the description above, i.e. that God 

exists outside the physical universe, is that our universe may not be the only 

universe and therefore God’s purpose may not be solely defined by our universe. 

This leads to the issue, which in theological terms might be defined as either theism 

or deism, although we might crudely scope this issue in terms of the next question: 

 

How much attention would God give each universe, if more than one can exist? 

 

Again, given that we cannot really address this question head on, let us try to take 

the line of questioning in a slightly different direction: 

 

Are there any limits to God’s ability? 

 

This seems to be a central point of both theological and philosophical debate, because if God is infallible and all-knowing, it 

then raises the issue as to what purpose is served, in the act of any creation, for an intelligence that already knows the answers 

to everything that will happen after creation. In essence, this argument has an analogous parallel to the idea of a deterministic 

clockwork universe in which all outcomes can be predicted in advance.  Of course, if God is fallible, at least, in the sense that the 

outcome of the universe, and the life within it, is not deterministic, we might gain a small in-sight into the nature of God by 

pursuing this line of thought. In many ways, the first option appears to suggest that there would be no purpose to life within a 

universe in which every outcome is already known from the start and so, based solely on what amounts to a personal 

preference, the probability of a fallible God will be pursued by refining the previous question: 

 

If God’s abilities are limited, does God seek to learn? 

 

We have already assumed that a rational God must have had some sort of purpose, when creating the universe. So let us try to 

rationalise the purpose behind the creation of our universe: 

 

If God has no peers, what might God seek to gain or learn from the universe? 

 

In mathematics, it has been recognised that even deterministic systems can generate 

what appears to be chaotic or random outcomes. So, within the context of the 

current discussion, we might liken the universe to numerous deterministic systems, 

which although described by the laws of physics, ultimately yield unforeseen results. 

Again, before proceeding, let us keep track of the growing list of assumptions. 

Essentially, we are following a line of logic that God, if existing, is both rational and 

intelligent, but not all-knowing and therefore created the universe with the purpose 

to learn. 

 

If so, what might this tell us about the nature of universe? 
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Given that we obviously threw caution to the wind, almost from the outset of this particular discussion, we might consider the 

notion of the universe being analogous to the most complex computer simulation that could ever possibly be imagined, at least, 

by humanity. While this may seem a ridiculous idea, either the universe has no purpose, being the outcome of some form of 

quantum probability devoid of purpose and God’s presence or it has purpose implying some sort of intelligent design. While 

either may, or may not, be true, we shall initially speculate on the latter: 

 

So, if the universe has purpose, what is its purpose to its creator? 

 

In human terms, we recognise the power of computer simulations to teach us about the outcome of events that would 

otherwise be impossible to predict or even understand. Equally, while we may perceive the universe as having near infinite 

physical dimensions in both time and space, this may be illusionary from God’s position outside the universe, where it becomes 

analogous to the virtual space and rate of time within a computer simulation. If so, we might also have to consider how many 

‘universe simulations’ could be in existence at once. 

 

So, again, what might God seek to learn? 

 

While realising that the mind of God might not be within our grasp to understand, the issue of intelligence seems to be an 

attribute that we might still reflect on. Almost by definition, a universe subject to intelligent design implies some sort of 

intelligent awareness and intelligence without any prospect of inquiry and expansion of knowledge would seem a fairly 

pointless and unimaginative existence. 

 

So what might God wish to learn from the universe? 

 

It is realised that this concept of God is acquiring far too many 

anthropomorphic overtones, but it seems that all manner of religious 

belief has proclaimed to know the ‘will of God’ or ‘ speak in the name 

of God’ and, by so doing, make inference about God’s nature. It is 

recognised that for many, the idea of some sort of after-life is a 

solace, especially for a life often filled with sadness, but history shows 

us that religion has all too often been manipulated by the powerful as 

a means of controlling the wider populace. So while we might wish to 

reject the notion of an anthropomorphic God, let us continue for the 

moment in the attempt to rationalise the nature of God based on the 

key characteristic of intelligence: 

 

Was life in the universe a planned act of creation or an unforeseen 

event? 

 

While the concept of time may be meaningless within the present 

discussion, science forwards the idea that our specific universe came 

into existence some 13.7 billion years ago. However, our solar system 

was only formed some 5 billion years ago, and subsequently life, in single cell form, appeared some 3.8 billion years ago. 
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Aristotle  

Men create gods after their own image, not 

only with regard to their form but with regard 

to their mode of life. 

Albert Einstein 

I do not believe in a personal 

God and I have never denied 

this but have expressed it 

clearly. If something is in me 

which can be called religious 

then it is the unbounded 

admiration for the structure of 

the world so far as our science 

can reveal it. I believe in 

Spinoza's God who reveals 

himself in the orderly harmony 

of what exists, not in a God 

who concerns himself with the 

fates and actions of human 

beings. 

However, it would take another 3 billion years or so for multi-celled life-forms to become established and start to diversify, 

followed by another 500 million years before the appearance of homosapiens signalled what we now consider to be sentient 

intelligent life. However, despite the apparent enormous size and age of the universe, science has found no obvious evidence of 

any other intelligent life within proximity of our position within the Milky Way. Of course, various religions might not accept this 

timeline, but let us just accept that in a galaxy with a 100 billion stars, and a universe with 100 billion galaxies, there may be 

some reasonable probability of other intelligent life. So, we might want to add to the previous question: 

 

Does intelligent alien life also have a special place in God’s creation? 

 

Now you don’t often see the subject of God and aliens raised in the 

same sentence. In fact, you might be forgiven for suggesting that God 

seems to have a very parochial outlook on life, at least, according to the 

scriptures underpinning most religions. For not only does God not seem 

to have much interest in any alien life, God also appears to be equally 

parochial about cultural groups here on Earth, having an apparent preferences for ‘the chosen people’. However, let us put this 

character trait to one-side and try to clarify what might actually be implied by ‘special’: 

 

Would the emergence of intelligence life, no matter where or how feeble, attract God’s attention as its creator, which we have 

assumed to possess an inquiring intelligence? 

 

It is the contention of most major religions that God is still actively involved in human affairs and some scriptures even suggest 

that we are made in God image. Of course, this might presuppose that all intelligent alien life either has to look like us, or has 

little resemblance to God. However, there is some confusion around this inference in the scriptures, as theologically, God is said 

to have no physical form. Therefore, let us just assume that the nature of this likeness is simply a pale reflection of God’s  

intelligence. 

 

So can any inference be made about the nature of God’s intelligence? 

 

So while accepting that too much emphasis is being placed on the anthropomorphic 

nature of God, we are really only trying to ascertain the nature of God’s intelligence. For 

example, what might we infer about the nature of God, who appears to 

have ‘ordained’ that humanity must offer up prayers 5 times a day in order to show 

continued loyalty, gratitude, modesty and love towards God. Again, even if we decide to 

put this character trait to one side with the others, we cannot really avoid the next 

thorny character issue: 

 

Did God deliberately create pain and suffering, if so, why? 

 

If God doesn’t exist, we can explain pain as an evolutionary survival mechanism from 

which physiological and psychological suffering can manifest, i.e. it is an unfortunate by-

product of survival and not an act of cruelty. However, the presence of a God, aware of 

all the suffering in the world is more difficult to reconcile with the religious idea of a 
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caring God, even if we throw in the ambiguity of freewill. For example: 

 

What sort of intelligence would deliberately create a system, by design, in which one species needs to kill and eat another in 

order to survive? 

 

At one level, it almost seems easier to accept the indifference of the universe to pain and suffering because there is no cruel 

intent; rather than the idea of a God whose nature reflects either an inability to comprehend the suffering, an inability to do 

anything about it, or worse still, a callous indifference. Of course, some will wish to counter this negativity by citing all the 

beautiful things in the world along with the cosmic grandeur of the universe as a whole, as already outlined. However, this 

seems to be analogous to only looking at the skyline of a major city, while totally ignoring the poverty of the inner-city slums. 

 

So, are we really the focus of God’s attention? 

 

On the basis of logic alone, it seems difficult to explain why an all-powerful, all-knowing God would have so much trouble in 

making its existence known along with its requirements or aspirations for humanity without the apparent ambiguity that seems 

to always surround the unsubstantiated proclamation of prophets. You would think God either wants its existence within the 

universe to be unambiguously known or wishes to remain ‘incommunicado’ outside the universe. Therefore one might conclude 

that the ambiguity that does surround the existence of God in today’s world is probably a reflection of human delusion rather 

than being attributable to some introverted cosmic intelligence. Possibly we can put the implications into clearer focus: 

 

If God did not exist, would humanity still have created a god? 

 

This is not intended to be a frivolous sound-bite for it would appear that humanity has perceived the need for all manner of 

gods since the beginning of civilisation. One of the first requirements placed on the existence of a god, or gods, was to provide 

solace at the death of a loved one. Another need manifests itself in the need for reassurance that all the hopelessness, pain and 

injustice, so often found in this life, will be swept away in the after-life. Another, more Machiavellian need is the realisation that 

religious belief was a useful means of maintaining political power over an impoverished population. Of course, to start with, 

these needs were not addressed by the God of present-day Judaism, Christianity and Islam, but rather the many older gods that 

predate the idea of a monotheist god. 

 

So why did the ‘real’  God not simply establish its existence from the outset? 

 

In some respect, we have probably taken this discussion as far as needed. As such, it might simply have to be accepted that 

some people will always need the solace, reassurance or power of belief. Even so, this belief is primarily based on an emotional 

need and constitutes no proof of God’s existence. However, because there are so many belief systems with so many conflicting 

descriptions of the nature of God(s), it becomes impossible for 'probability' to favour any of them. 

 

But what about the probability of existence of a God as a rational intelligence? 

 
Because this has hardly been a rigorous analysis, any opinion has to be declared as subjective. This said, it does appear difficult 

to reconcile the nature of God as the intelligent designer of the universe based solely on the argument that ‘the universe is 

here, so somebody had to have made it’ school of thought. However, the attempt to second guess the nature of God, as a 
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rational intelligence, has also turned out to be problematic, not only in comparison to our own perception of what is rational, 

but from the idea that God is not only active within the universe, at large, but within the daily lives of people on planet Earth. 

You might rightly point out that the line of logic adopted was far too anthropomorphic to be taken too seriously, but in many 

respects, this has always been the dichotomy for all accepted religions. Either God possesses some human-like qualities, which 

it is perceived forms a special bond between God and humanity or God is such an ‘alien’ intelligence that it must appear as an 

abstract concept with little relevance or interest in the lives of mere mortals on an insignificant planet within the totality of the 

unverse(s). Of course, we could have pursued a more metaphysical idea of God in which philosophers and scientists alike have 

tried to describe God, not as a separate intelligent entity outside the universe, but more in terms of God being the substance of 

the universe itself. 

 

But does such a God provide humanity with any solace or any better answers? 

 

As indicated, for many, God appears to hold the promise of an eternal afterlife and a reunion with loved ones previously lost. 

Belief in God also offers the hope of redemption and absolution from past sins, pain and suffering for those basically good of 

heart, where finally the strife of human life disappears into the light of eternal salvation. While it is an idea with obvious appeal, 

we are still left with one final question: 

 

Is it true? Probably not. 

 

However, despite my personal views, the footnote below is made because it has to be recognised that not everybody wants to, 

or is equipped to, look into an abyss created by scientific logic, which some may argue is only based on probability, not 

certainty - see Quantum Perspective. 

 

Note of Reflection 

Believers will never know if they are wrong;  

while atheists will never know they are right. 

  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/323.Quantum.html
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Friedrich Nietzsche  

All things are subject to 

interpretation whichever 

interpretation prevails at a 

given time is a function of 

power and not truth. 

1.4 Catalysts of Change 
 

So far, in this section, we have discussed the nature of individual and collective worldviews 

in terms of 3 perspectives, i.e. philosophy, theology and science. This sub-section attempts 

to augment this discussion with some practical examples of the lives and works of some key 

individual that led to a major change in the collective worldview. As previously explained, 

the focus of some of the historical context has centred on the period that separates the 

flowering of Greek civilization from the European Renaissance. The reasoning being that this 

period, nearly 2000 years, encompassed the growth of 3 key monotheistic religions, i.e. 

Judaism, Christianity and Islam, while at the same time, it saw science transition from what was essentially philosophy to a 

process that required the methodology of empirical verification. In this respects, the European Renaissance had been long 

overdue in as much as science had not really progressed in its methodology since the time of Aristotle. Equally, by the start of 

the Renaissance, Christian theology had consolidated its position in Western Europe, while Islamic theology had continued its 

expansion in the Middle East and North Africa. However, these two theologies were not really new, being derived from the 

common doctrine of monotheism with its roots in Judaism, which pre-dated even the Greek philosophers 

 

 

 
This description of the catalysts of change will start with the life and work of Aristotle, who embodied the pinnacle of Greek 

scientific philosophy, but then jumps some 1500 years to Thomas Aquinas. Aquinas predates the European Renaissance, but is 

considered to have been a catalyst of change because although firmly entrenched in the Roman Catholic worldview of his day, 

he sought to justify his belief with philosophical logic. We will then jump another 250 years to possibly the most important 

catalyst of change, i.e. Copernicus, who like Aquinas was firmly rooted within the Roman Catholic worldview of his day. 

However, irrespective of Copernicus' own worldview, he introduced an idea that was to eventually underpin the collective 
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Thomas Aquinas  

Clearly the person who accepts 

the Church as an infallible guide 

will believe whatever the Church 

teaches. 

worldview of modern science, i.e. the Earth is not the centre of the universe. The following table introduces some other major 

catalysts of change to be discussed in the following sub-sections, most of whom, lived and work long after what is referred to as 

the European Renaissance, but this period of history was itself a catalyst of change by virtue of the newly acquired wealth of 

Venetian merchants, who then acted as benefactors, independent of the church or the aristocracy. 

 

 

Name Birth-Death Place of Birth Worldview 

Aristotle  384-347BCE Greece Philosophy-Science 

Thomas Aquinas 1224-1274 Italy Theology-Philosophy 

Nicholaus Copernicus  1473-1543 Poland Theology-Science 

Galileo Galilei  1564-1642 Italy Science 

Johannes Kepler 1571-1630 Germany Science 

Rene Descartes  1596-1650 France Philosophy-Science 

Isaac Newton 1643-1727 England Science 

Immanuel Kant 1724-1804 Germany Philosophy 

Friedrich Nietzsche 1844-1900 Prussia Philosophy 

William K. Clifford  1845-1879 England Maths-Philosophy 

Kurt Gödel  1906-1978 Czech Republic Maths-Philosophy 

 

 

It is hoped that by gaining some understanding of the lives, and the worldviews surrounding these individuals, we may also 

come to better understand the magnitude of their achievements. Of course, it has been suggested that they were all products 

of the culture that nurtured them, and in return, that culture expected some 

acceptance of its worldview. With this perspective in mind, the intention is to examine 

the development of their key ideas in basic chronology order. 

 

Historically, Thomas Aquinas pre-dates the start of the Renaissance period, but was to 

some extent representative of expansive thinking that pointed the way for others to 

follow. Equally, most historian would not extend the European Renaissance into the 

17th century, but it is felt that subsequent examples reflect a consolidation of some of the earlier ideas developed throughout 

the renaissance period. Finally, it is worth noting that the timescale for the Renaissance itself is not so dissimilar to that taken 

by the Greek philosophy to form the worldview presented by Aristotle. However, the diversity of cultures is now much broader 

and, as a consequence, the depth and breadth of scientific knowledge is beginning to grow exponentially throughout this 

period. 

  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/26.Aristotle.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/27.Aquinas.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/28.Copernicus.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/29.Galileo.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/30.Kepler.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/31.Descartes.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/32.Newton.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/33.Kant.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/35.Nietzsche.html
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Aristotle  

All human actions have one or 

more of these seven causes: 

chance, nature, compulsion, 

habit, reason, passion, and 

desire. 

1.4.1 Aristotle 
 

Aristotle's ideas endured and influenced the development of theology, philosophy and 

science for nearly two thousands of years after his death. It therefore seems appropriate 

that we try to gain a better perspective his life and works. However, because the wider 

perspective of Greek philosophy and science has already been covered, this will be the 

briefest of overviews. 

 

1.4.1.1 His Life 
Aristotle was born in 384 BCE in the northeast part of what is now mainland Greece. At the 

age of 17, Aristotle moved to Athens and became a student in Plato's Academy, where he 

remained until Plato's death in 347 BCE. By 343 BCE, Aristotle had returned to Macedonia 

to serve as tutor to the son of King Philip, who was later to become better known as 

Alexander the Great. In 335 BCE Aristotle's returned to Athens and for the next 13 years taught in a public gymnasium called 

the `Lyceum`. Finally, Aristotle moved to the island of Euboea, where he died in 322 BCE at the age of 62. 

 

1.4.1.2 His Work 
Initially, much of Aristotle's work was lost to Western Europe after the decline of Roman Empire; and we owe much to Arab 

scholars for the preservation and re-introduction of his work. Therefore, it can be a challenging task to piece together the scope 

and order of Aristotle's writings. However, Aristotle's writings are often separated into 

two basic categories: 

 

 Those intended for formal publishing and, as such, considered to have been 

written and edited by Aristotle himself.  

 

 Lecture notes thought to have been used by Aristotle at the Lyceum. As such, 

these notes cover the breadth of lectures given by Aristotle in logic, physics, biology, metaphysics, ethics, politics and 

aesthetics over a period of more than 30 years 

 

Unfortunately, much of the formal works has been lost and we only known of them through indirect historical references. 

Therefore, virtually all-surviving works of Aristotle fall into the second category and, as a consequence, they are often disjointed 

and contradictory. The following list is by no means complete, but hopefully provides some indication of the scope of Aristotle's 

work: 

Prior Analytics Posterior Analytics 

Organon Physics 

Meteorology History of Animals 

Metaphysics Nicomachean Ethics 

Eudemian Ethics Politics 

Art of Rhetoric Poetics 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/13.Science.html
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Aristotle  

It is the mark of an educated 

mind to be able to entertain a 

thought without accepting it 

On the Heavens On the Soul 

On Memory and Recollection On Sleep and Waking 

On Dreams On Divination by Dreams 

On the Motion of Animals On Life and Death 

On Respiration On the Parts of Animals 

 

In the field of science, Aristotle divided his work into three distinct groupings: 

 

 Theoretical 

 Practical 

 Productive 

 

The theoretical sciences encompassed philosophy, physics and mathematics. While, in 

contrast, the practical sciences included ethics and politics, with the productive 

sciences representing the skills required to make things. However, more than anything, 

Aristotle considered logic as a prerequisite to philosophy and the `Posterior Analytics` 

contains his logic of science. This work is supported by the `Prior Analytics` containing 

his theory of syllogism, which is a form of reasoning using premises from which logical conclusions are then drawn. Aristotle 

argues that science must start with certain axioms and demonstrate, by syllogisms, that certain properties belong to certain 

objects. In this way, contrary to Plato, Aristotle demonstrated that the need for different sciences to begin with different 

premises. On this note, it is a suitable point to raise the general question concerning Aristotle's intellectual position in contrast 

with that of Plato. Clearly, both men built on the ideas developed within the tradition of earlier Greek philosophy, but each 

added their own unique insights. Initially, while at Plato's Academy, Aristotle's own writings continue to follow the teachings of 

Plato, however after Plato's death, Aristotle's ideas start to diverge from Plato's more metaphysical view towards a more 

empirical philosophy, more akin to science. 

 

In the `Physics` Aristotle outlines his proof that movement is eternal and linked to the concept of an eternal Prime Mover. The 

proof is based on his logic that movement is eternal, implying that there could be no first or last change. His basic arguments 

are as follows: 

 

 Any first change would require something else to exist to cause that change. 

 

 Equally, to explain what caused a change at a certain time requires some change prior to that time; again leading to 

the requirement for a change before the first change. 

 

 Change by the Prime Mover must therefore be eternal. 

 

So eternal change is resolved by the assumption of the existence of the Prime Mover, which is the source or cause of all 

movement and maintains the eternal life of the universe. In the `Metaphysics` Aristotle calls the Prime Mover - God. However, 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/16.Prime-Mover.html
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Aristotle  

Different men seek after 

happiness in different ways and 

by different means, and so make 

for themselves different modes 

of life and forms of government. 

Aristotle  

The educated differ from the 

uneducated as much as the 

living from the dead. 

in truth, Aristotle's definition of God differs considerably from the description within 

Christianity, which will eventually come to incorporate a version of Aristotle's 

philosophy into its own religious worldview. The following examples simply highlight a 

few of these inconsistencies: 

 

 If the universe is eternal, it contradicts the concept of creation. 

 

 Aristotle believed that the soul was simply the metaphysical `form` of the material body and did not consider the 

immortality of the soul. 

 

 His requirement for logical `cause and effect` within the material world contradicts the concept of supernatural 

miracles. 

 

`De Anima` contains Aristotle's ideas of the soul and dismisses the notion of soul and body forming a unity. As stated earlier, 

Aristotle's view of the soul is linked to the concept of substance comprising of form and matter. The soul is simply the form of 

the material body. However, Aristotle's writings suggest that he believed `intuitive thought` to be an exception, which did not 

depend on material substance. 

 

In truth, we have barely scratched the surface of the totality of Aristotle's achievements. 

However, hopefully it is sufficient to reflect how his work, based on the traditions of 

Greek philosophy, was to help shape the development of theology, philosophy and 

science. So, given the scope of Aristotle work, maybe we should not be that surprised 

that his influence was to eventually become pervasive across multiple cultures. 

However, that his work should stand, essentially unchallenged for over 2000 years, was undoubtedly a both remarkable and 

surprising achievement. Clearly, at one level, it reflects the growing need to view the world in a different way, possibly a more 

rational way. This said, in the timeline of worldviews, it was not Greek rationalism that is to provide the next catalyst, but 

theology. Some 300 years after the death of Aristotle, a carpenter claims to be the Son of God and becomes the foundation of 

Christian belief. A further 600 years after that, a prophet called Muhammad claims to receive the word of God, as recorded in 

the Quran, and founds the religion of Islam. Both of these religious creeds are to become dominant worldviews by the time of 

the Renaissance period in Europe. Although both these creeds come to embrace aspects of Aristotle's philosophy, both will 

struggle to incorporate the rationalism implicit in Aristotle's philosophical thinking. 
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Aquinas  

A man has free choice to the extent 

that he is rational. 

1.4.2 Thomas Aquinas 
 

After the fall of Rome, most of the works of the Greek philosophy were lost to 

Western Europe. However, Islamic scholars had saved many of these works found in 

Byzantine libraries and other libraries in the ancient world, such as Alexandria, 

where Ptolemy work in 200CE. Later, Islamic scholars, such as Avicenna between 

980-1037 and Averroës between 1126-1198, as well as the Jewish scholar Moses 

Maimonides between 1135-1204 helped re-introduce these works. By the 12th 

century, these translated works had made their way back into Europe. Aquinas was 

to use the work of Aristotle to justify his beliefs, which separates him from earlier 

Christian philosophers in that Aquinas tried to base his view of God, and of the 

world, on what men could learn about the world through rational reasoning. 

 

1.4.2.1 His Life 
Thomas Aquinas was born in 1224 into an aristocratic family living in Roccasecca, 

Italy. He was to eventually become one of the most acknowledged Christian 

philosophers in history. Aquinas' education began at a Benedictine monastery, but 

he went on to study at the University in Naples, receiving his degree in 1244 at the 

age of 20. He continued his study of philosophy and theology under the tutelage of 

the Dominicans in Paris and Cologne and, in 1256, received his doctorate in theology. For the next 10 years, Aquinas spent time 

in various Dominican monasteries near Rome, lecturing on philosophy and theology. However, his special interest was the 

philosophy of Aristotle. His greatest work was the `Summa`, which he worked on from 1265 until his death in 1274. Much later, 

in 1879, Pope Leo XIII recommended that St. Thomas Aquinas' philosophy be made the basis of instruction in all Roman Catholic 

schools. Subsequently, in 1950, Pope Pius XII affirmed that the `Thomist` philosophy was an official guide to the Roman Catholic 

doctrine. 

 

1.4.2.2 His Work 
The `Summa Theologiae` and the `Summa Contra Gentile` were Aquinas' most famous works on Christian philosophy. However, 

much of this work was centred on one question: 

 

How can we reconcile faith and reason? 

 

According to Aquinas, man, as an animal, may only know what he experiences through his senses, i.e. empiricalism. However, a 

being, endowed with reason, can learn to understand the universe beyond the senses, i.e. rationalism. If you extend this 

argument, you arrive at one of Aristotle's guiding principles, i.e. 

 

Whatever exists can be understood and must have a rational cause. 

 

Understanding the principle of causation, which ultimately leads to the first cause, was considered the primary object of 

knowledge. During the course of his life's work, Aquinas developed the details, which supported his view of Christianity and 

Aristotelian philosophy. As indicated, this philosophy would, in 1879, be accepted as an official doctrine of Roman Catholic 

theology. Although Aquinas wrote much on the works of Aristotle, the Summa Contra Gentiles, written between 1259 and 

1264, and Summa Theologica, written between 1265 and his death in 1274, represents the pinnacle of his philosophical 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/17.Ptolemy.html
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Aquinas  

How can we live in harmony? First 

we need to know we are all madly 

in love with the same God. 

thinking. However, the aspect of his work of greatest interest to our immediate 

discussion are his views on the nature of god, especially the rationalism behind his 

five-way proof of god's existence using Aristotelian logic: 

 

 First Way: The Argument From Motion 

An object in motion is put in motion by some other object or force from which it is concluded that there must 

ultimately be an unmoved mover, i.e. God, who first put things in motion. 

 

 Second Way: Causation Of Existence  

No object creates itself and therefore some previous uncaused first cause, i.e. God, is required to begin the chain of 

existence.  

 

 Third Way: Contingent and Necessary Objects  

There are two types of objects in the universe, i.e. contingent beings and necessary beings. A contingent being is an 

object that cannot exist without a necessary being, i.e. God, causing its existence.  

 

 Fourth Way: The Argument of Degrees And Perfection 

Given two objects, one may be said to have a greater degree of beauty than the other, which is referred to as degree 

or gradation of quality. For any given quality, e.g. goodness, beauty, there must be a perfect standard by which all 

such qualities are measured. This perfection is contained in God.  

 

 Fifth Way: The Argument From Intelligent Design 

Observation tells us that the universe works in such a precise way that one must conclude that is was designed by an 

intelligent designer, i.e. God. Therefore, God is the intelligent designer, who designed all physical laws and the order 

of nature and life. 

 

Possibly, the most important thing to remember when reviewing Aquinas' proof is that he was, at least, trying to provide a 

rational explanation for the existence of God. In the context of the time, most religious doctrine would simply have accepted 

the existence of God as a principle of faith. In contrast, Aquinas was attempting to reconcile his faith with reason. However, 

Aquinas is still a believer of the Christian doctrine and therefore believes that some mysteries can only be understood through 

divine revelation. Only matters of physical `substance` can be understood by rational experience. It is this premise that Aquinas 

sets out in his proof for the unity, timelessness, infinity and goodness of a perfect being, i.e. God. Although it is accepted that 

the explanation of Aquinas's five-way proof above is, but the briefest of summarizes of a voluminous work, it is possible that 

the essential arguments can be reduced still further. It appears that the first three ways are, in essence, re-iterations of one 

question: 

 

Who created the universe? 

 

 In the absence of any deeper empirical truth, the theological concept of `God` seems merely to replace the 

philosophical concept of the 'first mover` or 'first cause' or even Aristotle's `prime mover`. However, it is not clear how 

this really provides proof.  
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Aquinas  

As regards the individual nature, 

woman is defective and 

misbegotten, for the active 

power of the male seed tends to 

the production of a perfect 

likeness in the masculine sex; 

while the production of a 

woman comes from defect in 

the active power. 

 Again, Way-4 introduces no additional empirical evidence and so may only be making a subjective assumption about 

the character of God, i.e. God is perfection. Presumably, God is either not responsible for the imperfection or cruelty 

in the world or works in ways too mysterious for us to understand.  

 

 Finally, Way-5 simply seems to be the natural corollary of the first three, i.e. 

having made the assumption that God created the universe, it only seems 

reasonable to assume that he gave some thought to its design. Of course, the 

validity of Way-5 remains dependent on the validity ways 1,2 & 3. 

 

Although Aquinas extends faith to encompass rational thinking, he does not really 

embrace empirical verification in support of his proof. By his argument, animals have 

empirical senses, but only a being is endowed with reason that can understand the 

wider universe. There are undoubtedly aspects of Aquinas' universe, which transcend 

our physical reality and therefore may transcend empirical verification. However, any 

philosophy, even a rational one, which is only supported by circumstantial evidence, 

cannot really prove whether its rational arguments are, in fact, true. As such, whether Aquinas' 5-way proof is based on faith or 

a rational philosophy, it also remains a speculation. While science permits speculation, it calls such speculations, without 

empirical evidence, a hypothesis. So while Aquinas may have believed he had reconciled faith and reason, he had not 

reconciled faith and science. 
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Copernicus  

I can easily conceive, most Holy 

Father, that as soon as some 

people learn that in this book 

which I have written concerning 

the revolutions of the heavenly 

bodies, I ascribe certain motions 

to the Earth, they will cry out at 

once that I and my theory 

should be rejected. 

1.4.3 Nicholaus Copernicus 
 

"Of all discoveries and opinions, none may have exerted a greater effect on 

the human spirit than the doctrine of Copernicus. The world had scarcely 

become known as round and complete in itself when it was asked to waive 

the tremendous privilege of being the centre of the universe. Never, 

perhaps, was a greater demand made on mankind - for by this admission 

so many things vanished in mist and smoke! What became of our Eden, our 

world of innocence, piety and poetry; the testimony of the senses; the 

conviction of a poetic, religious faith? No wonder his contemporaries did 

not wish to let all this go and offered every possible resistance to a doctrine 

which in its converts authorized and demanded a freedom of view and 

greatness of thought so far unknown, indeed not even dreamed of." Johann 

Goethe (1749-1832) 

 

Mikolaj Kopernik was born in 1473, however he is generally better known by the 

Latin version of his name, Nicolaus Copernicus. In 1514, having lived a sheltered life of a religious scholar, Copernicus 

distributed a hand written book to a few friends called the 'Little Commentary' in which he outlines what is to become one of 

the most important events of the Renaissance. Later, this outline was developed into his major work called 'De Revolutionibus', 

in which he essentially re-invents the heliocentric model of the solar system.  

 

 

However, this work was not to be published until the year of his death in 1543. The key points of this model being: 

 

 There is no one centre in the universe. 

 The Earth is not the centre of the universe. 
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Copernicus  

So far as hypotheses are 

concerned, let no one expect 

anything certain from 

astronomy, which cannot 

furnish it, lest he accept as the 

truth ideas conceived for 

another purpose, and depart 

from this study a greater fool 

than when he entered it. 

 The centre of the universe is near the sun. 

 The distance from the Earth to the Sun is imperceptible compared with the distance to the stars. 

 The rotation of the Earth accounts for the apparent daily rotation of the stars. 

 The Earth revolving round the Sun causes the apparent annual cycle of the Sun's movement. 

 The motion of the Earth, from which observations are made, causes the apparent retrograde motion of the planets. 

 

At the time of Copernicus, Aristotle's cosmology  was still considered to address all 

philosophical and theological questions, while Ptolemy's astronomy addressed the 

mathematical issues associated with calendar and positional predictions. In this context, 

Copernicus's work is not only to put the Sun at the centre of the known universe, but 

also changes the traditional boundary between cosmology and astronomy. However, 

when Copernicus died in 1543, he was essentially unaware of the effect his work would 

have on philosophical and religious beliefs of the Renaissance. In the 16th century, it 

was generally believed, and still believed by some, that God made man in `His image` 

and that man held a special place in creation by being given a soul that existed outside 

the material world. Indirectly, by reviving the heliocentric theory, Copernicus' was also 

removing man from the centre of the universe, which ran counter to the doctrine of the 

church. At this time, the power of the church was pervasive throughout Europe; even so it would not ultimately be able to 

suppress the new ideas that were beginning to emerge, although it would try. So while there is no denying the impact that 

Copernicus' work would eventually have, it is probably fair to say that Copernicus was a religious scholar of the `old school`. Like 

Aquinas, Copernicus's life was defined by a society dominated by the power of the Roman Catholic Church. These men, while 

embracing the rationality of scientific thought, were still fully immersed in a world defined by Christian theology and 

philosophy. 

  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/13.Science.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/17.Ptolemy.html
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Galileo 

It is surely harmful to souls to make 

it a heresy to believe what is proved 

Galileo 

Where the senses fail us, reason 

must step in. 

1.4.4 Galileo Galilei 
 

The life and work of Galileo are representative of a defining point within the 

Renaissance when theology, philosophy and science all collide. In his will, he 

indicated his wish to be buried beside his father in the family tomb. Unfortunately, 

his relatives feared that this would provoke opposition from the Church. His body 

was concealed and only placed in a fine tomb in the church in 1737, by the order of 

civil authorities, but still against the wishes of many in the Church. Only in 1992, 350 

years after Galileo's death, did Pope John Paul II give an address on behalf of the 

Catholic Church in which he admitted that errors had been made by the theological 

advisors in the case of Galileo. He declared the Galileo case closed, but he still did 

not admit that the Church was wrong to convict Galileo on a charge of heresy, 

because of his belief that the Earth rotated around the sun. 

 

1.4.4.1 Some Background 
Galileo was born in Pisa, Italy in 1564. At this time, the Catholic Church was not 

unduly concerned with the Copernican theory, because it was perceived only as a 

mathematical model, which enabled the calculation of the positions of the heavenly 

bodies to be made more simply. Therefore, it was not perceived as an alternative 

interpretation of reality, which contradicted the Holy Scriptures in respect to the 

structure of the universe. This was to all change, when in 1616, Galileo wrote a 

letter arguing against the philosophy of Aristotle. In essence, his argument implied that the Holy Scripture could not be a literal 

interpretation, when it clearly contradicted facts about the physical world proved by mathematical science. Galileo then goes 

on to state, quite clearly, that the Copernican theory is not just a mathematical tool, but also a new interpretation of the reality 

of the physical universe. As a consequence, Pope Paul V ordered that the church's theology position on the Copernican theory is 

clarified. After the cardinals of the Inquisition took `evidence` from theological experts, their decision was to condemn the 

teachings of Copernicus. 

 

Later, in 1624, Galileo began to write his famous work called `Dialogue`. The work takes the form of a dialogue in which the 

arguments between the Copernican system and Aristotelian philosophy are debated. However, shortly after publication, the 

Inquisition banned its sale and ordered Galileo to appear in Rome before them. Galileo is only accused of breaching the 

conditions laid down by the Inquisition in 1616. The truth of the Copernican theory was never an issue, as it was simply taken as 

fact that the Copernicus's theory was false, as the judgement of the church had already been reached in 1616. Found guilty, 

Galileo was condemned to life imprisonment, but the sentence was carried out 

somewhat sympathetically and amounted to house arrest rather than a prison 

sentence. Galileo is eventually allowed to return to his home near Florence, but 

had to spend the rest of his life watched over by officers from the Inquisition. He 

died in 1642 still condemned of heresy. 

 

1.4.4.2 His Work 
Galileo was not only a mathematician and scientists, but also a pioneer of astronomical observation in a modern sense. During 

his life, he developed laws of motion and with a small refracting telescope was to effective destroy the idea of a `perfect` 

geocentric universe based on the following 5 discoveries: 
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Galileo 

In my opinion, nothing occurs 

contrary to nature except the 

impossible, and that never occurs. 

Galileo 

I do not feel obliged to believe that 

the same God who has endowed us 

with sense, reason, and intellect 

has intended us to forgo their use.. 

 

 Mountains on the Moon 

 Milky Way was made of tiny stars 

 Spots on the Sun 

 The Phases of Venus 

 The Moon of Jupiter 

 

One of the observations made by Galileo was the feature of dark spots on the 

surface of the Sun, i.e. sunspots. He reported these in a paper called `Discourse on 

floating bodies` published in 1612 and more fully in `Letters on the sunspots`, which 

appeared in 1613. These observations were to raise problems of an aesthetic nature, 

because they contradict the concept of `perfection in the heavenly region'  in the 

sense that sunspots, craters and a fragmented galaxy of stars are more representative of features of imperfection. While 

planets with phases are possible in a geocentric model, for a planet like Venus to change in size with its phases is impossible, if 

the planet is in a circular orbit centred on the Earth. Equally, if all bodies orbit around the Earth, then the moons of Jupiter, 

which clearly orbit around another planet, went some way to proving aspects of the geocentric model were wrong. 

 

Aside from his numerous inventions and astronomical observations, Galileo also laid 

down the first accurate laws of motion by realizing that all objects accelerate at the 

same rate, regardless of their size or mass. Initially, empirical evidence suggested 

that a feather falls slower than a cannonball. Galileo's genius lay in coming to 

understand that everyday observations can be the result of more than one effects, 

e.g. a falling object is affected by both air pressure and gravity. Through this 

realization, he started to perform experiments that would start to rationalize the complexity of the real world and would lead 

him towards a general description of the laws of motion: 

 

 The concept of motion in terms of velocity, which is speed and direction, through the use of inclined planes. 

 The development of the idea of force, as a cause for motion. 

 An understanding that the natural state of an object is rest or uniform motion i.e. an object's velocity does not change 

in the absence of a force. 

 Objects resist change in motion, i.e. inertia. 

 Objects fall with the same speed regardless of their mass, if air resistance is not a factor. 

 

The contribution made by Galileo to the enlightenment of the renaissance was enormous and reflective of a mind that could 

not be totally shackled by the dogma of conformity. 
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Kepler  

“I much prefer the sharpest criticism 

of a single intelligent man to the 

thoughtless approval of the masses. 

1.4.5 Johannes Kepler 
 

Much of Galileo's thinking dealt with objects on the Earth. However, another 

famous astronomer called Johannes Kepler would take up the challenge to pursue 

some of the wider implications. A large quantity of Kepler's work and 

correspondence survived him. Many of his letters are more like scientific papers, 

and for this reason, much of his correspondents seem to have been kept because 

of its quality. As consequence, quite a lot is known Kepler's life and work. 

Unfortunately, while Kepler's life is filled with personal tragedy he is, at least, 

remembered and respected as an astounding intellect of the Renaissance. 

 

1.4.5.1 His Life 
While this series of pages covering the great thinkers of the past is only intended 

to provide a brief insight to their life and times, there are some poignant facts 

concerning Kepler that do need to be highlighted.  Johannes Kepler was born into 

a German Lutheran family in 1571. Although an apparently sickly child of poor 

parents, his intelligence was evident from the beginning and it is to earn him a 

scholarship to the University of Tübingen to study for the Lutheran ministry. It was 

here that he was first introduced to the ideas of Copernicus. Although Kepler's 

family was Lutheran, he did not adhere to the Lutheran position on the `real 

presence- see below`, and, as a consequence, he was excluded from the sacrament 

in the Lutheran church. This, and his refusal to convert to Catholicism, left him 

alienated by both the Lutherans and the Catholics and Kepler is forced to leave his 

teaching post at Graz and move to Prague. 

 

The concept of `real presence` is linked to the Christian sacrament of bread and wine. According to Christian scripture, 

when Christ met with his disciples for a Last Supper, he instructed them to continue the rite in remembrance of their 

Lord's death. In the 2nd century, Christian writers believed the sacrament consisted of two realities, i.e. earthly and 

heavenly. In the Middle Ages, the doctrine of transubstantiation was developed; it has remained the official doctrine of 

the Roman Catholic church. According to this position, the substance, or inner reality, of the bread and wine are changed 

into the substance of the body and blood of Christ, but its external qualities known through the senses, i.e. colour, 

weight, taste, remain unchanged. Protestant positions range from the Lutheran view of consubstantiation, which holds 

that Christ is present along with the unchanged reality of the bread and wine, to the symbolic interpretation as a simple 

memorial of Christ's death. 

 

In 1612, Lutherans are forced out of Prague and Kepler is forced to move to Linz. This is also a time of deep personal tragedy for 

Kepler, his first wife and two sons die and although he remarries, his two infant daughters are also to die. He is also recalled to 

Württemburg in order to defend his mother against charges of witchcraft. Kepler died in Regensburg in 1630 and as a final 

tragic epilogue of his life; his grave was demolished within 2 years as a result of the Thirty Years War. 

 

1.4.5.2 His Work 
In 1619, Kepler published `Harmonices Mundi`, in which he describes his famous third law of planetary motion. This is followed, 

in 1621, with the seven-volume `Epitome Astronomiae`. This is to be his most influential work and discusses heliocentric 
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Kepler  

“But who shall dwell in these worlds if 

they be inhabited? Are we or they Lords 

of the World? And how are all things 

made for man?” 

astronomy in a systematic way. He then goes on to complete the `Rudolphine Tables` that Tycho Brahe had started. These 

included calculations using logarithms, which he developed, and provided tables for calculating planetary positions for any past 

or future date. Kepler used the tables to predict a pair of transits of the Sun by Mercury and Venus, although he did not live to 

witness the events. In total, the scope of and quality of Kepler's work stands equal to any in the history of science. If you put 

this work into the context of the tragedies within his personal life, there are truly astounding: 

 

 He correctly explains planetary motion. In essence, he establishes the concept of celestial mechanics. These laws are 

both rational and verifiable.  

 

 Based on his book `Astronomia Pars Optica`, the science of optics is born. He is one of the first to investigate the 

formation of pictures with a pinhole camera. He explains the process of vision by refraction within the eye. He 

formulates eyeglass designs for nearsightedness and farsightedness. He explains the use of both eyes to create depth 

perception.  

 

 In his book `Dioptrice`, he describes real, virtual, upright and inverted images and magnification plus the principles of 

telescope. He also discovers and describes the properties of total internal reflection. 

 

 In his book `Stereometrica Doliorum`, he forms the basis of integral calculus, explains that the Moon is the cause of 

tides, and tries to use stellar parallax to measure the distance to the stars. Today this branch of research is called 

astrometry.  

 

 In his work `Astronomia Nova`, he suggests that the Sun rotates about its axis, calculates the birth year of Christ, 

which is still accepted and derives logarithms, independent of Napier's tables published in 1614.  

 

However, despite all these accomplishments, Kepler is probably best 

remembered for his Laws of Planetary Motion. It was Tycho Brahe who 

originally assigned Kepler the task of analysing the observations made of Mars. 

Of all the planets, the predicted position of Mars had the largest errors and 

therefore posed the greatest problem. Before the invention of the telescope, 

Tycho's data was the best available, and its accuracy was good enough for 

Kepler to show that Mars' orbit would precisely fit an ellipse. Kepler announces the first two laws in 1605, which are eventually 

published in his work Astronomia Nova, in 1609: 

 

 1st Law: Planets move in ellipses with the Sun at one focus. 

 2nd Law: The radius vector describes equal areas in equal times. 

 3rd Law: The squares of the periodic times are to each other as the cubes of the mean distances. 

 

Kepler’s laws corrected the problems of epicycles that were still required by Copernicus' heliocentric theory, by using ellipses 

instead of circles. By the use of ellipses, the heliocentric model eliminated the need for epicycles and deferents. The orbital 

motion of a planet was now completely described by six elements: 
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Kepler's Epitaph:  

"I used to measure the heavens, 

now I shall measure the shadows of 

the Earth. Although my soul was 

from heaven, the shadow of my 

body lies here." 

 The semi-major axis, 

 The eccentricity, 

 The inclination, 

 The longitude of the ascending node, 

 The perihelion and the  

 time of the perihelion. 

 

We now know that the concept of mathematical purity, based on Plato's and 

Aristotle's idea of circular orbits and the notion of heavenly perfection was 

beginning to crumble. However, in a sense, finding rational explanations that fitted 

empirical observation was causing problems, not only for theology, but philosophy 

and science itself. Previously, all views of the universes were underpinned by the 

desire for aesthetic beauty of a form that could be seen, touched and understood 

by all. While there is a beauty of form in the construct of mathematical laws, it is a 

more esoteric beauty that is not so readily understood by people in general. It is possible that the following issue is central to 

our discussion: 

 

Was the necessity for more complex mathematics not so much a turning point in history, but a dividing point, in which 

the scientific view of the universe starts to diverge away from the spiritual desire and understanding of society, as a 

whole? 

  



the mysearch.org.uk website 
All great truths begin as blasphemies 

copyright ©: 2004-2015 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
159 of 193 

 

Descartes 

If you would be a real seeker after 

truth, it is necessary that at least 

once in your life you doubt, as far as 

possible, all things. 

1.4.6 Rene Descartes 
 

René Descartes is perhaps one of the most important philosophers 

to emerge out of the Renaissance. At an age when most people are 

just graduating, he was beginning to challenge all previous 

assumptions about our knowledge of the world, starting with the 

premise `Cogito, ergo sum`, otherwise known as `I think, therefore I 

am`. From this point on, scepticism would be built into inquiry, 

method would supersede practice and the mind would transcend 

the body. 

 

1.4.6.1 His Life 
Rene Descartes was born in 1596, near Tours in France. He was to 

be educated at a Jesuit college, which was rooted in scholastic 

tradition. Apparently, due to fragile health, he enjoyed privileges 

normally reserved for boys of noble birth. Within this environment, 

Descartes was to study a broad range of subjects and clearly 

benefited greatly from a Jesuit education. While Descartes was to remain a devout Catholic throughout his life, he was able to 

separate reason and faith. By this means, he retained the ability to be sceptical of both philosophical and theological positions 

taken by the Church, while apparently maintaining his Catholic beliefs . 

 

On a sceptical note, in the spirit of Descartes himself, even at the height of the Renaissance, few people were prepared 

to dissociate themselves from the norms of the community in which they lived and depended. Today, the United States is 

the most technically advanced nation on Earth. It is claimed that 90% of its scientists are either agnostic or atheists. 

However, in contrast, not one of its elected members of Congress will admit to being an atheist. Is this probability, 

prudence or just political necessity? 

 

Initially, Descartes took a degree in law, but by 1619, he is studying mathematics and 

the science of natural phenomena. Around this time, he also begins work on `Rules 

for the Direction of the Mind`, which is to be his first major philosophical treatise on 

the proper method for pursuing either science or rational theology. Over the next 

decade, Descartes is to alternate between his study of mathematics and science. By 

1629, Descartes has moved to Holland, where he is to live in seclusion for some 20 

years. These years produce three major works, the first on optics, the second on meteorology and geometry, which were both 

published in 1637. The third entitled 'The World' was only published after his death. Unfortunately, only fragments of 

Descartes' early writings survive. However, after Descartes moved to Amsterdam, he began working on the philosophical ideas 

for which he is best remembered. His work `Discourse on the Method` was also published in 1637. However, by 1640, he had 

expanded his ideas in this original work regarding metaphysical issues and, in 1641, published a follow-up work called 

`Meditations on First Philosophy`. In 1649, Descartes moved to Stockholm to become a philosophy tutor to the court of Queen 

Christina of Sweden. Unfortunately, Descartes was to die shortly after in 1650. 
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Descartes 

Each problem that I solved became 

a rule, which served afterwards to 

solve other problems. 

Although Descartes was to become hugely influential in the centuries following his death, his philosophical and scientific work 

never had the `official` recognition he had hoped. Initially, much of his work received condemnation, usually on religious 

grounds, and by 1633, the Church in Rome had banned his work. Then, by the early 18th Century, it was to suffer from the rise 

of empiricalism in both Britain and France, and the near universal acceptance of the Newtonian worldview. 

 

1.4.6.2 His Work 
Based on Descartes' earliest education with the Jesuits, it had been stressed that the 

method of acquiring knowledge was as, if not more, important than the knowledge 

itself. This is contrary to the tradition of most education in which the rote 

memorizing of classical and scientific material was, and to some extent, still is the 

norm. This approach in his formative years was to underpin much of Descartes later 

work on scepticism. While over the course of his career, he was to write on optics, the soul, the human body and mathematics, 

he is probably best remembered for his philosophical questioning, e.g. 

 

How do we know things to be true? 

How do we distinguish the false from the true? 

 

Much of Descartes fame and influence is based his initial work entitled `Discourse on Method`, published in 1637, but 

subsequently consolidated in his work entitled `Meditations on First Philosophy`, published in 1641. Although the following 

breakdown of this work was not used in Descartes work, it hopefully helps provides an initial overview of how his ideas evolve 

throughout this work: 

 

 Part-1: Scepticism 

 Part-2: Method 

 Part-3: Problems 

 Part-4: Certainty 

 

In the first part, Descartes tries to describe the need for radical scepticism. In part, it is also an important consideration of our 

own central discussion about how we, as individuals and as a collective society, have come to view the universe. In many cases, 

people simply accept what other people tell them, but we will also reflect on the question that was raised in Descartes' mind: 

 

If the entire universe were a lie, created by the devil, how could you prove that what you see around you is not a lie? 

 

Descartes found that when he investigated the human sciences, he could not prove them true in the face of other objections 

that they were false. As a consequence, he concludes that he had to quite literally stop believing in everything. Therefore, in 

Part-2, he starts by refusing to accept anything that might be false. He reaches the conclusion that he needs to first tear down, 

before he can rebuild a more solid structure or methodology on which to base his thinking. In Part-3, he go on to describes the 

problems this entails. For example: 

 

If you stop believing in everything, including mathematics, how do you live your life? 
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Descartes  

The first precept was never to 

accept a thing as true until I knew it 

as such without a single doubt. 

At this point, he tries to establish some preliminary rules. For example, if you are not sure that anything is true, you need to 

make some provisional assumptions, based on what other people believe, especially moral beliefs. Once you establish truth, 

you can begin to reject what other people believe to be true. However, Part-4 starts by highlighting Descartes' increasing 

desperation to find some initial truth upon which to build a foundation for his methodology. Descartes comes to realise his 

starting point must be `Cogito, ergo sum` or `I think, therefore I am`. Descartes reasoning being that if he did not exist, he would 

not be able to think. It is from this point, which Descartes goes on to prove subsequent truths, such as the existence of God . 

 

Descartes, like Aquinas, only rationalized the existence of God based on philosophical arguments. From the perspective 

of a proven empirical truth, such arguments may always remain subjective. However, Descartes argues that the 

foundation of any truth can only be based on subjective experience. 

 

What is so important about the `cogito` is that it forwards the idea that the individual subjective experience is the foundation of 

truth. This single, radical notion would go on to transform thinking in Europe. Descartes' philosophical method was also 

intended to be a method for science. His concern with scepticism, in all its forms, was therefore directed, not only at religious 

scepticism, but everything in general. Given Descartes declared belief in God, his position on this matter has been characterized 

as follow: 

 

 The world created by God was intended by Him to be known, if and only if human beings go about the activity of 

knowing properly.  

 

 How the activity of knowing might be properly conducted is the issue of methodology. 

 

Descartes believed that existing methodologies of the day were limited. For example, he believed syllogistic logic, as used by 

Aristotle, could only communicate what was already known, while geometry and algebra were either too abstract for practical 

application or too restricted in shapes considered aesthetically correct. The essence of Descartes methodology is summarized 

as follows: 

 

 Never accept anything as true without evidence of its truth. 

 Divide each difficulty into parts to assist in its resolution. 

 Increase in knowledge from the simple to the complex. 

 Check and review all truths. 

 

An alternative interpretation of Descartes' method is that it is based on three mental operations: 

 

 Intuition, 

 Deduction, 

 Enumeration. 

 

These three abilities constitute human reasoning. Intuition involves directly assimilating the simplest components of a subject. 

Deduction is not merely syllogistic, but a process which infers the required relationship between objects. Enumeration is a 



the mysearch.org.uk website 
All great truths begin as blasphemies 

copyright ©: 2004-2015 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
162 of 193 

 

process of review required when deductions become too complex that we risk error. However, although Descartes' method had 

its advocates, he also had his critics. Leibniz apparently described Descartes' rules as amounting to: 

 

 Take what you need, 

 Do what you should, 

 And you will get what you want. 

 

Despite his religious beliefs apparently being deeply rooted in Catholicism, Descartes also reflected a new mood to analyze 

what we believe to be true. While Descartes himself would not really use his own methodology of scepticism to fundamentally 

change the worldview around him, he did plant the seeds of the idea. 
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Newton held some surprising views 

given this present-day status as the 

founder of modern science. These 

included  research into theology and 

historical biblical scriptures, plus a 

significant interest in alchemy. 

1.4.7 Isaac Newton 
 

Isaac Newton is generally regarded as one of the most original and influential theorist in the history of science. In addition to his 

invention of calculus and a new theory of light, Newton transformed the structure of physical science with his three laws of 

motion and the law of universal gravitation. As a foundation of the scientific revolution of the 17th century, Newton's work, 

when combined with the contributions of Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, led to an entirely new perception of the universe. 

 

1.4.7.1 His Life 
Again, without expanding the details, the are several points in connection with 

Newton's life that are worthy of some initial note. Isaac Newton was born on 

Christmas Day (1642)  in the village of Woolsthorpe in Lincolnshire, England. 

The same year Galileo died. Newton's father had died some three months 

before he is born. His mother remarries a wealthy, but elderly clergyman, and 

decides to leave Isaac behind in the care of his grandmother. Newton is just 3 

years old. In 1653, some 8 years later, Isaac's mother returns following the 

death of her second husband, bringing with her three small children. However, 

within 2 years, Newton is again sent away to a grammar school in Grantham. 

The plan being that Newton would return at 17 to look after the farm, 

although fortunately for science, Newton was a total failure as a farmer. 

 

Newton's childhood was far from happy and throughout his life he is often on 

the verge of emotional collapse. Occasionally, it will result in vindictive 

recriminations against those who Newton thinks have slighted him. In 1661, at 

the age of 19, Newton makes his way to Trinity College, Cambridge. In 1664, he 

is elected a scholar, guaranteeing him four years of financial support, but by 

another twist of fate, the plague has started to spread across Europe, and 

reaches Cambridge by 1665. The university has to close and Newton is forced 

home. However, in the next 18 months, Newton is to make a series of original 

contributions to science, which he himself called his `prime for invention`. In 

mathematics, Newton develops what he calls `fluxions', which is later to become better known as calculus, lays the foundations 

for his theory of light, and starts to tackle the problem of planetary motion, which will eventually lead to the publication of his 

most famous work `The Principia`. 

 

In 1687, after publishing the Principia, Newton became more involved in public affairs and, in 1689; he is elected to represent 

Cambridge in Parliament. In 1696, Newton is appointed Warden and then Master of the Royal Mint. During these years in 

London, Newton acquires much success and power, and his position at the Royal Mint has assured him a comfortable social and 

economic status. In 1703, Newton is elected president of the Royal Society, a position he is to hold until his death. In 1704, 

Newton publishes his second major work `Opticks`. In 1705, he is knighted `Sir Isaac Newton`. Isaac Newton died in London on 

March 20, 1727. 
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1.4.7.2 His Work 
What makes Newton so remarkable is that his work crosses so many boundaries, which were to separate into different 

disciplines. Today, we live in a world of specialization and it is rare indeed to find somebody with the ability to make such major 

contributions in more than one discipline. 

 

1.4.7.2.1 Mathematics 
Newton's most creative years in mathematics are to extend from 1664 to 1696. His interest in mathematics can be traced back 

to his undergraduate days at Cambridge. During the 2 years of the plague, he is to develop some of his fundamental ideas 

concerning analytic geometry, algebra, and calculus. Specifically, he is beginning to develop his theory on binomials and his 

method of fluxions. Newton's name for calculus is derived from a method for analyzing a continuously changing or flowing 

quantity, such as distance, area, or length. The essential elements of his work were recorded in a number of papers. However, 

the first `On Analysis`, was not to be published until 1711. Likewise, his work `The Method of Fluxions and Infinite Series` would 

not be published until 9 years after his death. Newton also wrote a number of other works, which were appended to his major 

works, such as `Opticks` in 1704 . 

 

1.4.7.2.2 Optics 
Newton's research into optics also begins during his formative years at Cambridge, however unlike his work on mathematics, it 

is published shortly after his election to the Royal Society, in 1671. During the period 1665-66, Newton performed a number of 

experiments on the composition of light. Inspired by the writings of Kepler and Descartes, Newton's discovers that visible, white 

light is composed of a finite number of primary colours. By experiment, Newton then goes on to demonstrate that a prism can 

separate white light into its constituent colours. In another experiment, Newton uses two prisms; the first splits a beam of 

white light into its coloured components and then passed each of these colours through a second prism. While the second 

prism causes further refraction of a coloured beam, no further separation of the beam is observed. From the results, Newton 

was to conclude that white light was a heterogeneous mixture of a spectrum of primary colours. His work `Opticks` first 

appeared in 1704. However, what is equally interesting is Newton's own statement that the purpose of Opticks was not to 

explain the nature of light by hypotheses, but to prove them by reason and experiments. Opticks comprises of three books, 

which cover the definitions, axioms, propositions, and theorems of light underpinned by experimental proof. This mixture of 

reasoning and careful observation is to become the model for experimental physics in the following centuries. 

 

1.4.7.2.3 Nature of Light 
However, there are aspects of Newton's work in Opticks, which goes beyond experimental science. During the 17th century, it 

was widely believed that the underlying nature of light could best be described as a wave , a position well articulated by the 

likes of Robert Hooke and Christiaan Huygens. While Newton's position is to evolve over time, Newton's believes the basic 

nature of light can best be described as being particle-like. His view is initially based on his experimental observations that light, 

unlike sound, travels in straight lines because its casts a sharp shadow. Newton believes this property can best be described if 

light is composed of discrete particles moving in straight lines. Another aspect that Newton considered, and was to become a 

basis of his dispute with Hooke, was the perception that a wave needed a medium through which to travel, i.e. sound travels 

through air, a wave travels through water. As such, a light-wave would require an all-pervasive medium to support its 

propagation, which was both rigid yet so ethereal that it could not be detected. Possibly for these reasons, and others, Newton 

was to reject the basic wave models of Hooke and Huygens. Newton's work Opticks was to become a milestone in the 

development of science, but perhaps the most provocative part of the work is the section known as the 'Queries' at the end of 

the book. It is here that Newton outlines his opinions on the nature of light, matter and the forces of nature. 
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1.4.7.2.4 The Principia 
This is Newton's great work in the area of mechanics and the dynamics of moving objects that evolved over a period of some 20 

years, which in itself highlights the complexity of his eventual achievement. The actual truth about Newton's inspiration on 

gravity coming from an apple falling on his head is possibly more poetic than true. What is known is that Newton's first ideas 

concerning gravity begin while he is in Woolsthorpe during the years of the plague. Early manuscripts suggest that Newton did 

not initially consider the Moon as having any attractive force that bound it to the Earth; rather he was focusing on the issue of 

centrifugal force that would cause the Moon to spin away from the Earth. At this time, Newton simply balanced the Moon's 

centrifugal force against some, as yet unknown, equal and opposite mechanical constraint. His concept of `action at a distance` 

has not yet been considered, nor is he aware of Kepler's hypothesis of planetary motion. Newton's initial assumption is that the 

Moon's orbit is circular and its centrifugal force is proportional to the square of its velocity and inversely proportional to the 

radius of its orbit. This is derived from Kepler's work that the square of a planet's orbital period is proportional to the cube of its 

mean distance from the sun. He then tries to test the inverse square relation against empirical data, by comparing the 

centrifugal force against the acceleration of a falling object on Earth. However, while not recanting the details, his data on the 

Moon and Earth are not exact and he is to abandon the problem. 

 

In 1679-1680, Newton has exchanged letters with Robert Hooke, who was the president of the Royal Society prior to Newton. 

Hooke outlined his hypothesis, in 1674, in his work entitled `Attempt to Prove the Motion of the Earth`. Hooke's proposal 

assumed that the planetary orbits resulted from a tangential motion and some attractive force acting towards the central body 

within the orbit. Later, Hooke outlines that this attractive force would reduce as a square of distance. It is clear that Hooke's 

work provides Newton with a valuable in-sight that changes his perception of the problem. Unfortunately, Hooke is later to 

seek acknowledgement of his contribution to Newton's work, which the temperamental Newton takes offence. While there is 

obviously some basis to Hooke's claim, it is clear that Hooke never came close to matching Newton's mathematical in-sights 

that were to eventually lead to Newton's most famous work, the `Principia`, published in 1687. 

 

1.4.7.2.5 The Laws of Motion 
The Principia is divided into 3 books. Book-1 begins with eight definitions and three axioms, which are to become known as 

Newton's laws of motion: 

 

 Every object  continues in its state of rest or uniform motion in a straight line, unless acted on by a force.  

 The acceleration of an object is directly proportional to the force acting on the object, is in the direction of the force 

and is inversely proportional to the mass of the object.  

 To every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. 

 

1.4.7.2.6 Universal Law of Gravitation 
Book-3 is subtitled `The System of the World` in which Newton go on to apply his laws of motion to planetary bodies. Central to 

this work is Newton's Law of Universal Gravitation that states: 

 

The force between any two bodies is directly proportional to the product of their masses and inversely proportional to 

the square of the distance between them, i.e. F = G Mm/R
2
. 

 

This law holds that all matter is mutually attracted with a force `F` that is proportional to the product of their masses `M*m` 

and inversely proportional to the square of distance `R
2
` between them with `G` being a constant that depends on the units 
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Quite possibly, like many key figures of 

the Renaissance, Newton was possibly a 

man stranded between two different 

worldviews of the universe. 

used for mass and distance. Newton then uses the concept of gravitational attraction to explain the motion of the planets and 

their moons, the precession of equinoxes, the action of the tides, and the motion of comets. And so, the Newtonian universe is 

born, uniting heaven and earth within a single set of laws. These insights into the workings of the universe are to create a new 

worldview that extends beyond science in way that was possibly not understood by the establishment at the time. The 

implication of Newton's work was that the universe worked in accordance to a set of consistent laws of physics rather than 

constantly varying due to divine intervention. In this respect, Newton's work, in combination with that of Copernicus is to 

change both science and philosophy, as defined by Aristotle and the accepted theology of the Church. This new worldview will 

stand essentially unchallenged until the beginning of the 20th century. 

 

1.4.7.2.7 Some Further Historical Perspective 
It is possibly less well-known that Newton held some surprising views given 

that he is often described as the founder of modern science, requiring both 

rationalism and experimental verification. However, there is another aspect of 

Newton's work that involves research into theology and historical biblical 

scriptures, plus a significant interest in alchemy, which alludes to the fact that 

Newton's worldview was more complex than implied above. It has been estimated from Newton's manuscripts, which would 

have amounted to about 20 books, that his interest in these subjects was not just idle curiosity. From our own perspective, we 

are trying to ascertain how the spread of worldviews, which exist today, has evolved. It has also been stated that over time, the 

real truth about key events or people in history gets lost and we are left with only a shadow of the truth. Therefore, we should 

not be bias in what we accept as facts about our heroes, and what is but extrapolation and assumption. 

 

We know that before his death, Newton's refused the sacrament. This act would not have been taken lightly in the 18th 

century. We also know that Newton was raised in the Protestant faith and that when, in 1667, he was made a Fellow of Trinity 

College, he was required to accept the 39 Articles of the Church of England, which align to the doctrine of the Trinity. However, 

possibly more significant, he was required to take a vow of celibacy and to promise to take holy orders within 7 years of his 

graduation. However, by 1673, he has begun a life-long study of the textual history of the Bible, which leads him to conclude 

that the doctrine of the Trinity is a heretical error introduced in the 4th century. Unable to accept the beliefs of the Church of 

England, he is forced to go to the Secretary of State to seek dispensation from taking holy orders, as required by the statutes of 

his vow to Trinity College. This is granted, and the statutes altered for Newton's benefit in perpetuity, so that future Lucasian 

professor need not take holy orders. Although it is not clear on what grounds he argues for his exemption, it is almost certainly 

based on his disagreement with the Church's position on the Trinity. 

 

1.4.7.2.8 Religious Convictions 
While not wishing to get embroiled in too much detail of this aspect of Newton's life, it is known that Newton was not only a 

passionate theist, but also a firm believer in the Bible and its power of prophecy. Newton's view of God, being both omnipotent 

and omniscient, is that God not only created the world, but knows its eventual fate. There is much circumstantial evidence that 

Newton believed in these prophecies and that they could reveal the `history of things to come`. However, it was believed that 

these prophecies were described in a symbolic and metaphorical language that required knowledgeable interpretation. It was 

this challenge that was to occupy Newton for the rest of his life. In later editions of his scientific works he expresses a strong 

sense of God's providential role in nature; however, the full extent of Newton's unorthodox views was only recognized in the 

last century through the re-examination of his private manuscripts. 

 



the mysearch.org.uk website 
All great truths begin as blasphemies 

copyright ©: 2004-2015 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
167 of 193 

 

  



the mysearch.org.uk website 
All great truths begin as blasphemies 

copyright ©: 2004-2015 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
168 of 193 

 

Isaac Newton  

“I can calculate the motion of 

heavenly bodies, but not the 

madness of people.” 

1.4.7.2.9 Alchemy and Chemistry 
As indicated, Newton left a mass of manuscripts on the subjects of alchemy and chemistry. These manuscripts reflect Newton's 

search for clues he hoped were hidden in the obscurity of ancient alchemy and mysticism. In part, it is believed he was seeking 

an understanding of the nature and structure of all matter that he believed God had created. In his work `Queries`, which was 

appended to `Opticks` and in a subsequent essay `On the Nature of Acids`, published in 1710, Newton outlines an incomplete 

theory of chemical forces, but carefully conceals his research of alchemy, which only became known after his death. 

 

1.4.7.2.10 The General Scholium 
This work was added to the Principia, in 1713. While it is one of his most famous texts, it is probably also one of the least 

understood. For obvious reasons, it is felt that Newton deliberately hid some of his more controversial ideas within others that 

initially appear conventional. However, subsequent access to Newton's private manuscripts has helped scholars decipher 

elements of the oblique language used in the General Scholium to reference the much less guarded wording of his private 

writings. With these insights, it appears that Newton not only challenges the natural philosophy of Descartes, but also embeds 

a subversive attack on the doctrine of the Trinity, which he believed to be a corruption of Christianity. However, the General 

Scholium, also appeals for a inductive approach to both natural philosophy and religion. In his hidden manifesto of natural 

philosophy and theology, Newton reveals his commitments to the dual reformation of philosophy and theology. One conclusion 

drawn of Newton's research into theology, prophecy, and history, is that it is a quest 

for the unity between knowledge and belief. As such, it is assumed that Newton was 

trying to reconcile his understanding of the `laws of nature` with his belief in 

the `laws of God`. So in reality, like many key figures of the Renaissance, Newton was 

possibly a man stranded between two different worldviews of the universe. 

  



the mysearch.org.uk website 
All great truths begin as blasphemies 

copyright ©: 2004-2015 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
169 of 193 

 

Kant 

All the interests of my reason, 

speculative as well as practical, 

combine in the three following 

questions:  

1. What can I know?  

2. What ought I to do?  

3. What may I hope? 

1.4.8 Immanuel Kant 
 

Today, Kant is primarily remembered as one of the most influential philosophers in 

the history of Western philosophy. His contributions range across metaphysics, 

epistemology, ethics and aesthetics. Subsequently, his work was to have a profound 

impact on many of the philosophical movements that were to follow. However, he is 

included in this section primarily because of his summation of cosmology, which could 

be viewed as a pinnacle of an era that will in-turn herald the start of modern science. 

 

1.4.8.1 His Life 
Kant was born in Königsberg, Prussia in 1724, which is now Kaliningrad, Russia. He 

received his primary education at the University of Königsberg, but due to the death 

of his father, he was initially forced to halt his university career and earn his living as a 

private tutor. However, by 1755, he had resumed his studies and obtained his 

doctorate and for the next 15 years teaches at the university. Kant first lectures on 

science and mathematics, but gradually begins to focus on philosophy and soon 

begins to establish a reputation as an original philosopher. Surprisingly, given his now 

established reputation, he was only made professor of logic and metaphysics in 1770, 

aged 46. 

 

For the next 27 years, Kant continued to teach at Königsberg, while writing and 

publishing many of his most famous works. However, Kant's unorthodox religious 

teachings based on rationalism, rather than revelation, brought him into conflict with 

the government of Prussia. In 1792, Frederick William II, the King of Prussia, forbade 

him to teach or write on religious subjects. Kant obeyed this order for the next five years, until the death of the king, after 

which he felt released from this obligation. In 1798, the year following his retirement from the university, he published a 

summary of his religious views. At the age of 80, Kant died February 12, 1804, having hardly travelled outside the area in which 

he was born. Even so, he left behind him a perspective of the universe that few could match. 

 

1.4.8.2 His Work 
The following list provides some initial outline of the scope of Kant's work throughout his life: 

 

Major Works Date Age 

Thoughts on the True Estimation of Living Forces 1746 22 

General Natural History and Theory of the Heavens 1755 31 

New Theory of Motion and Rest 1758 34 

Some Experimental Reflections about Optimism 1759 35 

Possible Argument for Proving the Existence of God 1763 39 

Principles of Natural Theology and Morality 1762 40 
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Critique of Pure Reason 1781 57 

Idea for a Universal History 1784 60 

What is Enlightenment? 1784 60 

Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals 1785 61 

Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science 1786 62 

Conjectural Beginning of Human History 1786 62 

Critique of Practical Reason 1788 64 

Critique of Judgement 1790 66 

Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone 1793 69 

The End of All Things 1794 70 

Perpetual Peace 1795 71 

The Metaphysics of Morals 1797 73 

Logic 1800 76 

 

1.4.8.3 Critique of Pure Reason 
The keystone of Kant's philosophy is contained in his `Critique of Pure Reason (1781)`, in which he examined the basis of human 

knowledge and outlines his own methodology. Kant separates modes of thinking into two types of proposition, i.e. analytic and 

synthetic. 

 

 An analytic proposition can best be illustrated by an example, e.g. white houses are houses. The proposition appears 

evident, because to state the reverse would be to make the proposition self-contradictory.  

 

 A synthetic proposition is one that cannot be arrived at by pure analysis, e.g. the house is white. Generally, 

propositions resulting from experience of the world are synthetic, such that all houses are not necessarily white. 

 

Kant also argued that these modes of thinking could also be divided into two types, i.e. posteriori and a priori. The philosophical 

definitions behind these concepts can be convoluted, the following summary simply attempts to capture the essence in terms 

of two positions already outlined, e.g. rationalism and empiricism. 

 

 Priori propositions have a rational validity 

 Posteriori propositions are based on empirical perception 

 

Kant argues that our perception of experience of the world is only possible, if the mind provides a systematic structuring of 

experience. This structuring occurs before the normal processing of information, which differed from that described by either 

the Empiricists or Rationalists. Therefore, Kant believed their theories did not adequately explain the process of human 
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judgements, because they only considered the mind's interaction with the world and did not account for the mind's own 

contribution to our view of the world. Kant's then introduced the notion of what he called a transcendental argument, i.e. there 

are objects that exist outside of one-self, which cannot be proved by either our rational or empirical perceptions, therefore to 

be aware of one-self existing, you must also have to envisage the existence of something else as a frame of reference. In Kant's 

words: 

 

"There are objects that exist in space and time outside of me, which cannot be proven by a priori or a posteriori 

methods, that are a necessary condition of the possibility of being aware of one's own existence. It would not be possible 

to be aware of myself as existing without presupposing the existing of something permanent outside of me to distinguish 

myself from. I am aware of myself as existing. Therefore, there is something permanent outside of me". 

 

In addition to these insights, Kant defined a number of a priori concepts, which he called categories. He divided the categories 

into a number of distinct groups: 

 

Quantity: Quality: Relation: Modality: 

unity, reality, substance-and-accident, possibility, 

plurality, negation, cause-and-effect, existence, 

totality; imitation; reciprocity; necessity. 

 

While we may use these categories to make judgements about our experiences, we cannot apply these categories to abstract 

ideas, such as freedom and existence, because they lead to inconsistencies, where contradictory propositions can both be 

proved true. 

 

1.4.8.4 Metaphysics of Ethics 
In the `Metaphysics of Ethics (1797)` Kant described his ethical system based on the assumption that `reason` is the final 

authority for morality. As such any actions must be governed by a sense of duty, but rationalized by reason. The corollary to this 

argument is that an immoral action taken on the pretext of obedience to law or custom cannot be justified.  Kant described two 

imperatives of reason, but states only the latter is a basis for moral action: 

 

 the hypothetical imperative, which dictates a given course of action to reach a specific end;  

 the categorical imperative, which dictates a course of action that must be followed because of its rightness and 

necessity. 

 

Kant's ethical ideas are a logical outcome of his belief in the fundamental freedom of the individual, as stated in his 

work `Critique of Practical Reason (1788)`. This freedom was not the freedom of anarchy, but rather as the freedom of self-

government, the freedom to obey the moral laws of the universe as dictated by reason. 

 

1.4.8.5 General Natural History and Theory of the Heavens 
Kant also published a major work related to cosmology in 1755, entitled `General Natural History and Theory of the Heavens`. 

This work was originally published anonymously, for although there was general acceptance of Newtonian mechanics, Kant's 
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As a personal opinion, I find much 

of Kant's thinking, at least, as 

explained by many latter-day 

philosophers, appears to be buried 

in layers of convoluted 

terminology, which on first 

reading, does not appear to help in 

the process of understanding. 

However, Kant was undoubtedly a 

key philosopher of his time and 

had a great influence on future 

thinking, therefore his ideas 

cannot be ignored. 

work was starting to move towards a more divisive view of secular cosmology. While Newton is often called the `father of 

modern physics`, he was a man still rooted in the beliefs of his own times and, as such, his view of cosmology still demanded the 

ever-present hand of God. So, in this respect, Kant cosmology could have been seen as a contradiction to the Newton-Christian 

view of natural design. However, Kant was continuing a process that was removing the need for divine interference; whereas 

Newton still required God to regularly infuse nature with new motion and would invoke God, whenever physical explanations 

failed, as in the case of the ecliptic orbits. Whereas, Kant was to subsequently learn that the planetary orbits, based on an 

ecliptic plane, resulted from forces acting on particles that had accreted into a spinning cloud. Within the scope of this 

explanation, Kant did not have to appeal to God in this matter. However, it needs to be highlighted that Kant's philosophical 

position does not reject God. While Kant's ideas of God are buried in many convoluted descriptions, they appear to hold to a 

notion of a `necessary being`, which is the architect of order rather than a creator to whom all other freewill is subject. 

However, for all its apparent sophistication, a parallel with Aristotle's idea of a `prime mover` can still be drawn. 

 

Kant's universe was based on the notion that the forces of nature are goal-directed and 

energy `unfolds` within the cosmos to create complex structures. This unfolding has both 

process and purpose. However, purpose is not imposed by a supernatural force, but 

rather woven into the very fabric of the universe. By this means, matter has an inherent 

ability to take shape, which in-turn gave rise to order and biological diversity that we now 

see in the universe. Given purpose, the processes of nature are driven by the forces of 

attraction and repulsion to generate both harmony and beauty. Within this model of 

cosmology, Kant likened the universe to the `chain of nature` and describes humanity as 

but one link in the chain. As such, there is nothing unique in humanity and as a result 

Kant is led to the conclusion that the claim that "a universe created for humanity is both 

exaggerated and provincial". In fact, Kant uses an analogy in which a louse on the scalp of 

a person's head might suggest the scalp had to have been created for the sake of its own 

happiness. So philosophical, Kant surmises that within this chain of nature, all beings are 

equal and nature has no preference. Ultimately, the goal of nature is biodiversity and the 

purpose of the planets is to sustain life. This process must have led Kant to the following question: 

 

What is the purpose of life? 

 

If we follow Kant's argument, the unfolding of nature evolves towards both process and purpose. As such, this universal 

purpose must ultimately lead to intelligent life throughout the universe. As a consequence, Kant conjectures on the existence of 

more intelligent forms of ‘extraterrestrial life’. However, it has to be said, without elaborating on the details, that some of 

Kant's ideas in this area were highly speculative and even somewhat bizarre. Therefore, it is possibly more useful to follow this 

line of reasoning, regarding the purpose of life, into the area of freewill. If humanity is an integral part of chain of nature, its 

process and purpose must be linked to nature: 

 

So how are human actions free, while natural processes are predictable? 

 

Certainly, Kant raised many arguments in an attempt to resolve this dilemma linked to the apparent deterministic causality of 

nature in contrast to human freewill. However, even today, the whole nature of human cognition is still an open question and 

one that we will return to, when our overall perspective has expanded. 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/96.Alien.html
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1.4.9 William Kingdon Clifford 
 

"The danger to society is not merely that it should believe wrong 

things, though that is great enough; but that it should become 

credulous, and lose the habit of testing things and inquiring into 

them, for then it must sink back into savagery. It may matter little 

to me, in my cloud-castle of sweet illusions and darling lies; but it 

matters much to Man that I have made my neighbours ready to 

deceive. The credulous man is father to the liar and the 

cheat."William K. Clifford 

 

William Clifford (1845–1879) was an English mathematician and 

philosopher who initially worked in the field of geometric algebra, which in 

turn had application in the field of mathematical physics. He was the first 

to suggest that gravitation might be a manifestation of an underlying 

geometry. 

 

Clifford was appointed professor of mathematics and mechanics at 

University College London, in 1871, and subsequently, in 1874. became a 

fellow of the Royal Society. He was also a member of the London 

Mathematical Society and the Metaphysical Society. In 1876, Clifford suffered a breakdown, possibly brought on by overwork as 

he lectured by day, and wrote by night. Following a 6-month sabbatical he resume his duties for 18 months, but again 

collapsed. Although he went to the island of Madeira to recover, he died there of tuberculosis after a few months. Eleven days 

later, Albert Einstein was born, who would go on to develop the geometric theory of gravity that Clifford had suggested nine 

years earlier. Due to his early death, aged just 33, most of Clifford’s work was published posthumously 

 

 1877: The Ethics of Belief 

 1878: Elements of Dynamic – Volume 1 

 1879{ Seeing and Thinking  

 1879: Lectures and Essays 

 1882: Mathematical Papers 

 1885: The Common Sense of the Exact Sciences  

 1887: Elements of Dynamic – Volume 2 

 1872:  On the aims and instruments of scientific thought 

 1876:. On the Space-Theory of Matter 

 

In the field of mathematics, Clifford was possibly years ahead of his time in terms of his work in the field of non-Euclidean 

geometry and the development of algebraic schema that extended to higher dimensions. As a philosopher, Clifford's name was 

initially associated with two phrases that he called 'mind-stuff' and the 'tribal self’. The former of these concepts is not directly 

relevant to the present discussion, but the phrase 'tribal self' does relate to Clifford's views on the ethics of religious belief 

through which Clifford tried to explain conscience and morality of the 'self' conforming to the needs and welfare of the 'tribe'.  
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George Bernard Shaw  

The fact that a believer is happier 

than a sceptic is no more to the 

point than the fact that a drunken 

man is happier than a sober one. 

The happiness of credulity is a 

cheap and dangerous quality. 

 

However, today, Clifford' is possibly best remembered for his ideas about truth and 

public duty, which appears to manifest in his attitude towards religion. In this 

context, Clifford spoke out against all religions that appear to put the claims of 

unsupported faith above those of human society. It should be noted that Clifford 

arguments against theology take place against the wider backdrop of Darwin's ideas 

about evolution and he was therefore seen, in some quarters, as championing the 

cause of atheism often associated with modern science at that time. Clifford 

published his essay 'The Ethics of Belief' in 1877, where he famously draws the 

conclusion: 

 

`it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything on insufficient evidence` 

 

Clifford reaches this conclusion based on three lines of arguments, which are outlined below, with links to the original text: 

 

 The Duty of Inquiry 

It is wrong in all cases to believe on insufficient evidence; and where it is presumption to doubt and to investigate, it 

is worse than presumption to believe. 

 

 The Weight of Authority 

We may believe the statement of another person, when there is reasonable grounds for supposing that he knows the 

matter of which he speaks, and that he is speaking the truth, so far as he knows it. 

 

 The Limits of Inference 

We may believe in that which goes beyond our experience, only when it is inferred from our experience and by the 

assumption that, what we do not know, is like what we do know.  
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Nietzsche 

The individual has always had to struggle to 

keep from being overwhelmed by the tribe. 

If you try it, you will be lonely often, and 

sometimes frightened. But no price is too 

high to pay for the privilege of owning 

yourself. 

1.4.10 Friedrich Nietzsche 
 

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) was a German philosopher who is best 

remembered for his insights on religion and morality. Nietzsche also 

questioned the normal acceptance of social attitudes towards life and 

morality. While mainly overlooked during his own lifetime, Nietzsche has 

subsequently received recognition as a significant figure in modern 

philosophy. 

 

1.4.10.1 His Life 
Friedrich Nietzsche was born near Leipzig, which at the time was part of 

Prussia. Quite early on, he showed some talents in both music and language 

and went to study at the internationally recognized Schulpforta school. After 

graduation, in 1864, Nietzsche was to continue his studies in theology and 

classical philology at the University of Bonn. 

 

By 1871, Nietzsche had become professor of classical philology at the 

University of Basel, even before having completed his doctorate degree or 

received his teaching certificate. After moving to Basel, Nietzsche renounced 

his Prussian citizenship and apparently remained officially stateless, even 

though he served in the Franco-Prussian War as a medical orderly. During this 

time, he was to experience the horrors of war and witnessed the traumatic 

effects of battle. 

 

By 1879, Nietzsche's health had declined to the point he was forced to resign 

his position at Basel. Various illnesses had plagued him since childhood and 

he was given to periods of short-sightedness, which verged on blindness, 

compounded by migraine headaches, and violent stomach attacks. Driven by illness to find a more compatible climate, 

Nietzsche travelled frequently and spent many summers near St. Moritz in Switzerland and winters in the Italian cities of Genoa 

and Turin plus the French city of Nice. 

 

By 1889, Nietzsche suffered a mental collapse, while in Turin, but was eventually returned to a psychiatric clinic in Basel. Some 

have diagnosed Nietzsche illness to a syphilitic infection, while others have diagnosed a form of brain cancer. Others have even 

suggested that that his breakdown was a symptom of a psychological maladjustment brought on by his philosophy. Nietzsche 

finally died in 1900 after contracting pneumonia. 

 

1.4.10.2 His Work 
Many of Nietzsche's ideas are often seen as contradictory. It is not even clear that Nietzsche himself regarded all his ideas as 

valid. Based on commentaries within his own work, Nietzsche can be seen to disagree with many other philosophers, such as 

Kant, Plato and Spinoza. Whether these conflicting elements in his writings were intentional or a means of challenging his 

readers to consider other alternatives or simply a by-product of his mental health can be debated. 
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Nietzsche 

A casual stroll through the lunatic 

asylum shows that faith does not 

prove anything. 

Nietzsche 

Although the most acute judges of 

the witches and even the witches 

themselves, were convinced of 

the guilt of witchery, the guilt 

nevertheless was non-existent. It 

is thus with all guilt. 

1.4.10.2.1 Nihilism 
Nietzsche saw nihilism as the outcome of the frustration in the search for meaning. Nihilism is a belief that all values are 

baseless and that nothing can be known. As such, a true nihilist believes in nothing. To possibly put this philosophy into some 

perspective of the time, the religious worldview was under attack from many sources, which ranged from philosophical 

scepticism through to science's empirical support of the heliocentric theory. Based on this backdrop of ideas, Nietzsche argued 

that the corrosive effects of nihilism would eventually destroy all moral, religious, and metaphysical convictions and precipitate 

a crisis in human history. Nietzsche's position with respect to nihilism is often linked to his famous statement `God is dead`, 

which is first seen in his work `The Gay Science` and subsequently in `Thus Spoke 

Zarathustra`. 

 

1.4.10.2.2 God 
In his book the `Anti-Christ`, Nietzsche argues against Christianity from the 

perspective of it being an ideology set forth by institutions like the church, and how 

the church had failed to truthfully represent the life of Jesus. It was important to Nietzsche that there was a recognition of the 

difference between the religion of Christianity and the real life of Jesus. However, Nietzsche went beyond previous `agnostic` or 

`atheistic` thinkers, who simply claimed that Christianity was untrue. In contrast, Nietzsche suggested that Christianity was 

propagated as a form of psychological warfare. However, Nietzsche considered Jesus as a unique individual, who established his 

own moral values although, in Nietzsche's view, Jesus ultimately denied the true reality in favour of a vision of the `Kingdom of 

God`. Within Nietzsche's separation of Jesus and Christianity, he goes on to suggest that Christianity is but a distortion of the 

teachings of Jesus. He also criticizes the institution of the Church for turning Jesus into a martyr and his life into the redemption 

of mankind in order to dominate the masses. He suggests that this process continued, throughout history, and by the 19th 

century, the Church's worldview had become a total inversion of the original worldview of Jesus. 

 

1.4.10.2.3 Morality 
Overall, Nietzsche's work addresses ethics from several perspectives, but he is often 

pigeonholed as a moral sceptic, in that he claimed that all ethical statements are 

false. Nietzsche argued that there were two types of morality: 

 

 A master morality that actively comes from the 'noble man' and 

 A slave morality that develops reactively within the `weak man`. 

 

These two moralities are not simply opposites, but two different value systems in 

which the master morality is judged in terms of 'good' or 'bad', while slave morality is judged in terms of 'good' or 'evil'. To 

summarize a complex debate: 

 

 The good/bad verses good/evil interpretations 

 The `independent` verses the 'herd' position 

 Values determine independently or values based on faith 
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Nietzsche  

All things are subject to interpretation 

whichever interpretation prevails at a 

given time is a function of power and 

not truth. 

Nietzsche elaborates many of these ideas in his book `On the Genealogy of 

Morals` and details his assessment of the ethical and moral teachings of the 

world's monotheistic religions. Returning to Nietzsche's somewhat infamous 

quote, `God is dead`, it is quite possible that he was making a relative, rather 

than absolute statement, suggesting that people were living as if God were 

dead, but had not yet recognized it. It was by this process; Nietzsche possibly 

believed that morality was eroding into nihilism. Therefore, in response to this situation, he may have been arguing that 

morality had to be re-evaluated along with the motives that underpinned them. Ultimately, it is an individual that has to decide 

what is a moral value, based on what Nietzsche saw as outdated or misguided cultural impositions or something rationalized as 

true. In conclusion, the appropriation of Nietzsche's work by the Nazis resulted in much of his work being ignored until the 

1950's. However, Nietzsche's influence on philosophy has subsequently increased dramatically and subject to new 

interpretations. 
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Gödel  

Either mathematics is too big for the 

human mind or the human mind is more 

than a machine. 

1.4.11 Kurt Godel 
 

The choice of Kurt Gödel (1906-1978) in this section orientated towards 

philosophers may seem strange for the simple fact that Kurt Gödel was 

mathematician and a logician. Although, Gödel could be described as a 

philosopher of mathematics, he is best remembered for his `incompleteness 

theorem`. 

 

1.4.11.1 Background 
Of course, many famous philosophers were also accomplished mathematicians, 

e.g. Descartes, which possibly reflects the underlying logic required to support the 

development of any rational idea. However, before discussing Gödel himself, it 

may be useful to provide some of the background, as to why Gödel mathematical 

theorem should also be considered as an important philosophical milestone in the 

development of human thinking. By the late 19th century, mathematics was 

developing ever more powerful methods, which may have reached its 

philosophical zenith in a school of thought called `formalism`. According to the 

formalist: 

 

"Mathematics is a game, devoid of meaning, in which one plays with symbols, devoid of meaning, according to formal 

rules, which are agreed upon in advance. It is therefore an autonomous activity of thought." 

 

In 1920, an equally famous mathematician, David Hilbert, proposed a project in which mathematics would be used to formulate 

a solid and complete logical foundation based on the following assumptions: 

 

 Mathematics can be reduced to finite system of axioms 

 The axioms of the systems can be proved. 

 

In a sense, Hilbert was reflecting a type of `scientific determinism` that had 

prevailed since the time of Newton, which suggested that the world and 

possibly even the way we think about the world could be reduced to a concept 

of deterministic cause and effect. However, Hilbert's attempt to banish 

theoretical uncertainties would end in failure, when Gödel demonstrated that 

any non-contradictory formal system couldn't demonstrate its completeness by way of its own axioms. There is also a possibly 

deeper subliminal message in Gödel's work that suggests that human thinking cannot be reduced to a finite set of algorithms. 

This aspect may yet have far-reaching implications in the field of AI research. 

 

1.4.11.2 His Life 
Kurt Gödel was born in what is now the Czech Republic in 1906. In fact, Gödel's nationality would remain a complicated issue 

throughout his life. At the time of his birth, his hometown had a German-speaking majority and was the first language of his 

parents. Although Gödel's mother was a Protestant, his father was Catholic, in-line with state religion of the Austrian-Hungarian 

monarchy. It is therefore surprising that Gödel was educated in a Protestant environment. At the age of 12, Gödel became a 
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Gödel's Theorem has been used to argue 

that a computer can never be as smart 

as a human being because the extent of 

its knowledge is limited by a fixed set of 

axioms, whereas people can discover 

unexpected truths. And it has been 

taken to imply that you'll never entirely 

understand yourself, since your mind, 

like any other closed system, can only be 

sure of what it knows about itself by 

relying on what it knows about itself. 

Gödel  

"Today philosophy has arrived, at best, 

at the point mathematics was at in 

Babylonian times." 

Czech citizen, by default, when the Austro-Hungarian Empire broke up at the end of the 1st World War. Later, at the age of 23, 

Gödel chose to become an Austrian citizen, but when, at the age of 32, Adolf Hitler annexed Austria, Gödel automatically 

became a German citizen. After the 2nd World War, at the age of 42, he became a naturalized American citizen.  

 

During his life, Gödel was to have several breakdowns brought on by depression. Possibly, he sense that many people 

considered him as eccentric and he became increasingly reclusive in his later years. He was also prone to paranoia and was 

distrustful of doctors, which may have led to him failing to look after his own health. In 1978, when his wife was incapacitated 

with illness, the combination of all Gödel problems appears to have led to a sad death from self-starvation. However, Kurt 

Gödel did leave an enduring legacy as being one of the most original mathematical philosophers of the twentieth century. 

 

1.4.11.3 His Work 
 

Although Gödel made many contributions to mathematics throughout his life, 

they are not the focus of our  interest, at this stage. Therefore, we will only 

consider one aspect of Gödel's work; his Incompleteness theorems. 

 

As outlined, at the start of the 20th century, one of the big mathematical goals 

was to reduce all number theory to a formal axiomatic system. It was hoped 

that such a system would start off with a few simple axioms that were almost 

indisputable, and would then go on to provide a mechanical way of deriving 

more complex theorems from the more fundamental axioms. The idea being 

that this system would eventually represent every statement you could 

possibly make about natural numbers. So if you made the statement `every 

even number greater than two is the sum of two primes`, you would be able to 

prove it mechanically, from the axioms, as being either true or false. Although modern computers had not yet been invented, 

the concept of automated computation was being considered, and as such, Hilbert's goal might have been seen as a decisive 

step towards automated intelligence. However, Gödel's theorem was to put pay to this idea by showing that the goal, in its 

entirety,  cannot be achieved. Specifically, Gödel theorem shows that for any formal axiomatic system, there is always a 

statement about natural numbers which is true, but which cannot be proven within the system. In other words, the rigor of 

mathematics may always have a little fuzziness around its edges, possibly just like human thinking. While there will be no 

attempt to explain the details of Gödel Theorem, it is possibly worth trying to outline a few aspects in terms of a simple 

symbolic system utilizing the concept of: 

 

 Variables, 

 A statement, 

 A proof as a series of statements 

 

For example, let us start with a logic statement that is part of the system, which then leads to the fundamental problem: 

 

There is no proof of [P] 
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If P is true, there is no proof of it, but if P is false, there is a proof that P is true, which is a contradiction of the statement. 

Therefore, the system cannot determine whether P is true. The logic involved is analogous to the `Liar's Paradox`, in which a liar 

states: `I am lying`. The paradox emerges because language is also a symbolic system. In part, the reason for describing Gödel 

theorem in terms of a paradox is because it best reflects an aspect of our wider discussion concerning the `path to 

understanding` requiring data to be converted into wisdom through the application of `structure, experience and evaluation`. In 

the Liar's Paradox, we have two pieces of data: 

 

 I am a liar 

 I am lying 

 

The logical premise tells us the man is a liar and therefore does not tell the truth, but a liar who states that he is lying implies he 

is telling the truth, which leads to what appears to be an insurmountable contradiction. However, when human intelligence is 

faced with this type of problem every day. In this case, the structure of the data is the simple adjacency of the two statements, 

while our experience tells us that a liar doesn't always tell lies. Therefore, the logical contradiction is resolved into another 

problem, i.e. evaluating whether he is lying in this specific case. How we might do this transcends intellectual logic and involves 

intuition based on emotional and social intelligence. 

 

If we accept the outline of the argument put forward, we are led to the philosophical conclusion that mathematical truth 

cannot be ascertained by a mechanical formalism alone. However, in comparison, our intuitive ability to resolve a logical 

contradiction seems vague and incomplete. However, this insight into the human condition may ultimately lead to a more 

profound insight about the nature of human intelligence and how we have come to interpret the world around us. 
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1.5 The Human Delusion 
 

Today, there is growing concern about an apparent ascendancy of a 

fundamentalist worldview, which appears to require only an unquestioning 

faith in ancient scriptures, be it Christian or Islamic in origin. To counter this 

growing trend, Professor Richard Dawkins has argued, for many years, to 

what he would describe as the `rationalist case` for atheism, culminating in 

his latest book entitled `The God Delusion`. Between these two positions, 

there would appear to be little room for the agnostic, who Dawkins' book 

indirectly describes in terms of being `namby-pamby, mushy pap, weak-tea, 

weedy, pallid fence sitters`. 

 

Dawkins does go on to qualify his own view of agnosticism, but it is clear that 

he does not support an agnostic position, although by his own 1-7 scale, 

which ranges between strong theism (1) and strong atheism (7), he declares 

himself to be only a level-6, i.e. a `de facto` atheist. Without wishing to split 

hairs over semantics, the definition of the level-6 atheist seems to leave the 

door open to some doubt, no matter how small, which some might argue is 

all the agnostic position reflects. In fact, I would also put myself at level-6 on 

the Dawkins scale, but prefer to put a different interpretation on my own 

position. While I believe that the existence of God, at least in the theist 

sense, is very unlikely, the question as to whether the universe was created 

for/with some purpose appear to still be an open question. This does not 

mean that I am advocating that a purpose exists, simply that I have no direct 

proof as to whether one exists or any understanding of how it could be 

proved. Of course, there is a danger that this position might be confused 

with the `intelligent design` school of theology, but this is not the case, and 

in my view it simply represents the agnostic position on an open question. 

Dawkins does qualify the agnostic position as being either a temporary or permanent state; however I cannot but help feel that 

such questions about any underlying purpose behind the universe will have to remain unanswerable, at least, in my lifetime. Of 

course, as an agnostic, I have to be open to the possibility that even this question might one day be answered. 

 

To be honest, I am not sure that this type of academic debate is the real issue of concern to Dawkins or any rationalist. What 

disturbs them, and many other people irrespective of their philosophical label, is that many fundamentalists appear compelled 

to impose their beliefs on society as a whole; even though these theological beliefs can appear, at best, unsubstantiated and, at 

worst, a possible fabrication of history. If this is a valid concern, we have to examine why the rational worldview has not 

consigned the need for such conflicting worldviews to history, given all the apparent evidence amassed by modern science. In 

this context, I will argue that we need to scrutinize the certainty projected by the scientific worldview and consider the effects 

that human nature has had on the historical events that have led us to this point. 

 

For is it not possible that a degree of human delusion has come to exist in all worldviews? 
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1.5.1 Behind Scientific Certainty 
 

In truth, there is no worldview that is solely based on verifiable facts, even if it aspires to this goal. The way we have come to 

perceive the world and the wider universe is linked to the evolution of our physiological senses and intelligence, although a 

religious fundamentalist might even reject the notion of evolution. Even so, it will be argued that the biggest obstacle to greater 

understanding is often the degree to which we have become `indoctrinated` into any given communal worldview. For much of 

history, the worldview for most people was defined by the society into which they were born and lived. 

 

While, as individuals, we might all think we are personally immune from such effects, we need to all ask ourselves whether we 

are so different from the people with whom we live and work? 

 

When we compare ourselves with people from other cultures, do we spot any obvious differences that suggest conformity to our 

own culture? 

 

Our path to adulthood requires us to assimilate a lot of information, most of which 

we must take on trust from the people around us. This is not a criticism, simply a 

necessity of life, but it can be a limitation if we allow our worldview to become 

entrenched in dogma. However, in this context, we have to accept that dogma is 

not the sole preserve of the religious fundamentalist. So let us start by defining the 

components that can underpin any given worldview: 

 

 Belief: A truth that can be accepted without logic or verification. 

 Logic: A truth based on deduction without implicit empirical verification. 

 Fact: A truth that requires verification. 

 

 Surprisingly, in the context of science, it is the definition of a verified truth or fact, 

which can often become so problematic, since a concept prior to verification is only 

a logical hypothesis or theory. In part, it may seem that science should simply 

proceed by empirically verifying the truth of any logical idea. In principle, this 

approach is not unreasonable, while the ideas are constrained to the physical world 

that we can access with our natural senses, e.g. touch and see. However, as our scientific understanding has expanded beyond 

the physical constraint of the day-to-day universe, empirical verification not only became more difficult, but subject to 

interpretation. Even if we initially constrain our ideas to the physical world, the idea of atomic particles that are too small to be 

directly seen or touched was clearly going to be problematic without an ability to extend the scope of our empirical senses. In 

this context, modern science has had to wait until technology was capable of developing the instruments that allowed 

verification to be extended beyond the natural ability of our human senses. However, while scientists can now point to the 

technology that makes this possible, there is another growing danger that the complexity of the verification process itself has 

gone beyond the general understanding of mainstream society. If so, this also raises a problematic question: 

 

Can society, as a whole, continue to judge the truth of scientific fact, if it does not understand the mechanisms by which those 

facts have been verified? 

 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/88.Senses.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/109.Intelligence.html


the mysearch.org.uk website 
All great truths begin as blasphemies 

copyright ©: 2004-2015 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
183 of 193 

 

This question is forwarded in the spirit of genuine concern and in no way reflects an elitist agenda. The simple fact is that the 

process, by which science verifies and holds many facts to be true, may only be understood by a diminishing small percentage 

of society. If science fails to recognize this issue, then maybe it will also be subject to delusion. For example, sometimes through 

the passage of time alone, science simply assumes an authority of an earlier assumption, as Einstein himself pointed out: 

 

"Concepts that have proven useful in ordering things can easily attain an authority over us such that we forget their 

worldly origin and take them as immutable truths. They are then rubber-stamped as a "sine-qua-non of thinking" and an 

"a priori given". Such errors often make the road of scientific progress impassable for a long time." 

 

Unfortunately, the problem only continued to grow as people started to forward ideas describing the nature of a metaphysical 

universe. In such cases, even the most advance verification process can be ineffective. As such, our worldview may simply be 

forced down one of two paths: 

 

 An acceptance of a metaphysical universe that can only be described by belief or logical argument, albeit empirically 

unproven. 

  

 An acceptance of science that, without empirical verification, must challenge or deny the existence of the 

metaphysical universe. 

 

Today, in truth, there is much in both religion and science that has attained `authority`, which still needs to be challenged. In its 

widest context, science, like philosophy and theology, is searching for answers to questions, which are beyond our current 

knowledge, and possibly even our ability, to understand. However, this should not stop us defining principles by which we may 

separate fact from fiction or, at least, unsubstantiated belief. In support of this goal, William K. Clifford, a 19th century 

mathematician, wrote an essay, in 1877, entitled `The Ethics of Belief`. In this essay, Clifford argued that beliefs are not just 

private thoughts, because they will invariably find a way of public expression, either by design or by accident. As such, the 

personal beliefs of all individuals will have a collective consequence on public 

society and led Clifford to conclude that `it is wrong always, everywhere, and 

for anyone, to believe anything on insufficient evidence` based on three lines of 

arguments: 

 

 Duty of Inquiry 

 Weight of Authority 

 Limits of Inference 

 

While Clifford's essay was written in the context of a theological debate of his 

day, there is no reason why these principles should not equally apply to science 

and philosophy. While these may seem rather lofty principles, without them we 

run the real risk of accepting scientific hypothesis as fact. Today, we might wish 

to translate Clifford's line of argument into the `Negative Evidence Principle`, 

which implies that there is sufficient reason to doubt a proposition, if the 

following conditions are true: 
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 Expected evidence is missing. 

 Supporting evidence is shown to be unreliable. 

 Further assumptions would be based on unproven facts. 

 

While the teaching of science has to proceed from its classical foundations towards evermore complex concepts, the danger is 

that if science only demands the rote acquisition of accepted facts, it may also depend on faith rather than true understanding. 

Of course, this concern must be extended to all branches of education; otherwise the fundamentalists will only teach what 

complies with their historical interpretation of a theological worldview. In practice, no search for `scientific truth` should ignore 

the mass of accumulated knowledge as, unfortunately, life is simply too short to re-discover everything from first principles. 

Even so, the question we still need to ask is: 

 

Should any search start in the `belief` that all accepted wisdom is the` gospel` truth? 

 

If you doubt that this can be a problem, it is worth reflecting that many of the foundation stones of our current scientific 

worldview were established in the early 20th century, i.e. over 100 years ago. As a consequence, many consider our current 

scientific models to be both mature and stable. Even if this were true, we still need to look back with hindsight at a similar 

situation, such as in the late 19th century, when confidence in the prevailing worldview of the day led Lord Kelvin to famously 

state: 

 

"There is nothing new to be discovered in physics now.  

All that remains is more and more precise measurement." 

 

However, within five years, Albert Einstein was to publish his radically new ideas on special relativity, which would immediately 

start to challenge Kelvin's worldview based on Newtonian mechanics. Within another 20 years, quantum theory would start to 

emerge and eventually overturn what had been the dominant and accepted scientific worldview for over 300 years. 

 

So who is really qualified to say whether our current scientific worldview might not be based on more than a few unverified 

facts? 

 
Of course, this line of argument is not implying that the accepted scientific worldview should be discarded without due process. 

However, it is important to understand how an established worldview, even a scientific one, can subvert the development of 

ideas by influencing: 

 

 What is to be observed and scrutinized, 

 The kind of questions that are asked, 

 How these questions are to be structured, 

 How the results are to be interpreted. 

 

History shows us that science, as an institution, is more than capable of being overly protective of its established ideas. As such, 

the rationalists also need to reflect on the fact that science has not and does not exist in a vacuum, it is a human endeavour and 

its development has always been intertwined with human imperfection and the evolution of socio-political structures that have 
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Many of Richard Dawkins books seem to 

suggest that religion may the real root of 

all evil, but as an affirmed atheist, 

should Dawkins' have more accurately 

name the book:  The Human Delusion? 

come to underpin all societies. As a result, science has been, for most of its history, a subservient tool of the incumbent 

religious-political power of the day. 

 

To prevent delusion we need to remind ourselves, from time to time, that science has never been and probably never will be a 

panacea for all the ills in the world. Equally, the institutions of science have never reflected, and probably never will reflect, the 

perfect pursuit of truth. Accepting these faults is not an admission of failure, simply an acceptance of human reality. With this 

said, science is still a noble endeavour that has lifted much of humanity out of the grinding drudgery of day-to-day survival. 

However, if the scientific worldview wishes to understand why so many still reject its worldview, in as much that they still cling 

to religion, we have to continue to examine its failures and look beyond logic to describe the human condition. 

 

1.5.2 The Human Condition 
 

In the widening context of this debate, we need to consider why the plethora of 

human worldviews appears to be so full of contradictions. For example, science 

tells us that the human genetic code has remained essentially unchanged from 

that of the first people to migrate out of Africa, some 140,000 years ago, and 

that only the superficial nature of society has changed beyond all recognition. 

Therefore, while many have come to embrace the benefits of science, we may 

still not be sufficiently different, on the inside, to our ancestors that we can entirely let go of our belief in the supernatural. For 

example: 

 

How long would it take for supernatural superstition to begin to re-emerge if we were left alone in a `spooky` forest at night? 

 

While this might seem to be a somewhat childish question, it has a serious point to make, as most of us have an emotional 

sense about the environment in which we find ourselves. Some places engender a sense of peace and calm, while other can 

imbue a sense of fear of a malevolent unseen presence. Of course, the evolutionist might be quick to explain the survival 

rationale behind these emotions, but this does not negate their reality to the people who experience them. What is being 

highlighted is that our emotions can affect what we come to believe and what we simply ‘believe’ affects our overall worldview. 

As such, our worldview is seldom based solely on rational logic, as a kaleidoscope of emotional needs and influences are never 

far from the surface. Abraham Maslow (1908-1970) described human motivation in terms of a hierarchy of needs, which might 

go some way to explain why some people may come to reject the rationalist worldview; although only the lower three levels 

are actual survival needs, i.e. things we strive for when we do not have them. 

 

 Physiological needs relate to such basic needs, such as warmth, shelter, food and sex. 

 Safety needs are linked to the additional needs for security and the suppression of fear. 

 Social needs can also be related to security, but have wider implications in that they not only include interaction with 

people in general, but also the benefits of close family and friends when raising children. 

 

As we progress up the hierarchy, the needs become more abstracted and are possibly better described as goals: 

 

 Esteem is a need that satisfies the human desire to be well regarded and appreciated by other people.  
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 Self-actualization is also somewhat different in scope, as it relates to the need to win and the associated sense of 

achievement. 

 

Unlike the other needs, self-actualization can become stronger as this need is attained, provided the lower survival needs are 

still met. Possibly, it is this facet of human nature that makes great men susceptible to corruption by power, while esteem 

makes other men susceptible to the collective conformance of society. Clearly, both of these factors have played a role 

throughout the development of human civilization, and hence contributed to our present worldview. Let us try to illustrate 

some of these points via a hypothetical case in which Professor Dawkins 

is assumed to have an identical twin who, by accident, gets lost in the 

jungle at an early age and adopted by a primitive superstitious tribe 

struggling for survival. The question we are asked to consider is: 

 

Will Dawkins' twin develop the same worldview given that he is 

essentially identical in physiology and intelligence? 

 

You might immediately point out that Dawkins' twin will have been 

denied access to education, which will obviously affect his developing 

worldview. On further reflection, we might also conclude that Dawkins' 

twin may be affected by a preoccupation with Maslow's lower survival 

needs, which are then compounded by the tribe's traditional belief in 

supernatural happenings within the forest. Of course, even if the lower 

survival needs are overcome, the higher Maslow motivational needs 

might equally come to define the man. If so, as Dawkins' twin grows, he 

strives to gain the esteem of his tribal elders and peers against which he 

might then judge his achievements. However, when achievement is 

measured against esteem, it often depends on collective or communal approval, which in-turn normally demands some degree 

of conformance to the collective worldview. Let us now add another twist to our hypothetical case by assuming that Dawkins' 

twin is eventually found and returned to live with his family at the age of 18. 

 

Will Dawkins' twin eventually come to appreciate and accept the atheist worldview of his identical twin? 

 

It has been estimated that the human brain may contain 100 billion neurons in conjunction with billions of other supporting 

cells. However, the sheer complexity of the brain is only realized after appreciating that each neuron may support thousands of 

receptor branches called dendrites. Based on these numbers, it has been estimated that the brain may contain in excess of 100 

trillion (10
14

) connections. How these connections form is not yet so well understood, but there is a growing belief in the adage 

`use it or lose it` in the sense that without stimulation, certain connections are lost. There is also evidence that the brain 

disconnects many neural pathways during puberty, which may go some way to explaining things like why rational adult do not 

have so many imaginary friends as children. However, the study of autistic savants may support the idea that some brains end 

up being wired in very unusual ways, which then can lead to an entirely different perception of the world. If there is any truth in 

any of these conjectures, it is possible that Dawkins' twin has ceased to be identical, at least in terms of the internal wiring of 

his brain. If so, Dawkins' twin may never appreciate or accept his brother's argument for atheism, no matter how rational. 
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Might it also be argued that religious 

belief is an effect of human nature, not 

its root cause. As such, should we not be 

examining how and why people become 

entrenched in a given worldview and 

also consider the consequence of society 

losing its `belief` in science. 

What conclusions might we draw from this line of thought? 

 

While only conjecture, supported by limited evidence, it is possible that some 

people develop a worldview that is reflected in a degree of `hardwiring` of their 

brains to the extent that even rational evidence, when conflicting with their 

worldview, is simply rejected. If this is the case, the number of adult converts to 

Dawkins worldview may be limited. However, the fictitious example of Dawkins' 

twin may reflect the importance of environment and education in the formation 

of a person's entrenched worldview. Possibly to underline a similar point within 

his book, Professor Dawkins cites the old Jesuit saying: 

 

"Give me a child until he is seven, and I will give you the man" 

 

Dawkins also goes on to cite the case of American geologist, Kurt Wise, who now directs a creationist research facility. Wise 

describes how he went through the Bible cutting out every word that would be declared false, if the scientific worldview were 

true. At the end of the exercise, he was unable to pick up his Bible in one piece. However, despite his education leading to a 

degree in geology, his fundamentalist religious upbringing led him to believe that the world had to be less than 10,000 years 

old. While the solution to this problem may appear obvious, it masks a very complex human rights issue: 

 

Who decides what is true or false and what is taught to your children? 

 

Possibly, in the wider context of this question, we begin to see why so many different and contradictory worldviews are in 

conflict. For it is possible that the definition of what is rational and true is subjective, based on a belief in a certain worldview 

and its accumulative effects on the 'wiring' of our brain. As an evolutionary scientist, Dawkins must know, better than most, the 

power behind the motivation that drives parents to teach their children the important lessons of life. Darwinism tells us that 

survival often depends on the offspring assimilating the knowledge of the parent. However, as cultural complexity grew, 

survival within a society also became dependent on the assimilation and conformance to social norms. Today, we are still 

painfully aware that, in many parts of the world, even a small transgression against the beliefs of a given society, be it political 

or religious, can invoke a death sentence. Even so, it is argued that religious belief is only an effect; we must still probably look 

to human nature for the cause. 

 

1.5.3 And What of Tomorrow? 
 

So far, we have reflected on some of the underlying factors that influence, if not, explain why human nature has given rise to so 

many different and conflicting worldviews. However, we now need to turn our attention to the key implications that these 

worldviews will undoubtedly have on future generations. 

 

Today, some societies have an air of sophistication, which is built on the assumption that their survival needs are assured. The 

old adage that we are only `four meals away from anarchy` is forgotten. If this veneer of sophistication is lost, the brutality of 

our primitive human instincts will again revert to a lower form of rationalism, i.e. fight for survival. Therefore, the greater 

delusion of humanity may not be a belief in God, but the belief that we collectively act as wholly rational beings. In this respect, 

it is difficult to accept that any evolutionist, who believes that we are a product of our genes, expects these inherited survival 
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instincts to just simply evaporate in the face of a philosophical argument, no matter how rational. This said, rational behaviour 

and beliefs are a noble goal and one that humanity should strive towards. 

 

But can this goal ever be achieved? 

 

Any review of history suggests that slow progress has been made, while attributing many of the setbacks to religious dogma. 

However, we have possibly been too quick to use religion as a scapegoat for what may just be human nature at work. For 

history also shows us the correlation between the spread of higher rationalism and the securing of basic survival needs by a 

wider percentage of the population. Of course, if we now expand the discussion to face up to the problem of today's global 

population of 7.3 billion, estimated to grow to 8.9 billion by 2045, we have a different story. On this scale, over 80% of the 

population may still be struggling to meet its basic survival needs and therefore, under these circumstances, rational philosophy 

is not a priority. For many of these people, religion may remain the only solace, irrespective of whether any evidence supports 

their beliefs. 

 

So surely, the solution to this problem is also obvious - help people out of poverty? 

 

Unfortunately, at the start of the 21st century, we are belatedly coming to the realization that planet Earth does not have 

unlimited resources and can no longer be considered as an infinite sinkhole for all our waste products. Our planet is becoming 

an increasingly fragile ecology, which even our present population may strain to breaking point. Just pulling people out of 

poverty to survive and proliferate the cycle of population growth was 

never a long-term solution and possibly no longer even a short-term 

option. 

 

Isn't this line of thought straying into a completely different discussion? 

 

Yes, but if some future collective worldview is destined to determine how 

such problems are to be addressed; then the two issues are entwined. If 

this is the case, then we must ask the next question: 

 

How might the approach of fundamentalism and rationalism differ? 

 

While we can only generalize, it is difficult to see how even a benign 

fundamentalist worldview, mandated by scriptures to support the sanctity 

of life, to reject contraception and deny major scientific principles, will be 

effective in addressing some of the urgent problems now facing future generations. Of course, given the dependency of the 

current global population on technology, a growing rejection of science may only inadvertently lead to a collapse of this 

population through famines, exacerbated by an inability to control food production and its distribution, fight pandemics and 

address climate change. Some might cold-heartedly point out that this collapse would simply be nature's way, or possibly more 

accurately, human-nature's way of reducing the unsustainable pressure on the planet's ecology and to buy time for other 

solutions to emerge. However, if we are to face up to the truth, there is no guarantee that science and technology will be 

sufficiently advanced, or widespread, to offer any real alternative to all the 8.9 billion inhabitants of planet Earth projected by 
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Beyond Darwin  

In the 100,000 years since humanity 

began to migrated out of Africa, 

evolution by natural selection has 

effectively stood still, but during this 

time, human society has moved from 

the Stone Age to the Space Age. If 

natural selection has failed to keep pace 

with the demands of human civilization, 

what process is driving this evolution? 

the year 2045. If so, we may have to accept that neither worldview, as currently 

understood, is capable of providing a complete solution and therefore our 

preference may come down to a more philosophical question: 

 

What is the purpose of humanity?     

 

The fundamentalists appear to tell us that we need not worry about such 

questions as God has already defined a purpose for humanity and we are 

powerless to change his will. On the other hand, genetic science suggests that 

the mechanisms embedded in our genes have only one purpose, mindless 

survival. Personally, I prefer to `believe` that we can control our own destiny 

and that there is a path that evolves far beyond mindless survival without 

necessarily having to wait for our genes to talk to Darwin. However, while it may be argued that the path to this future is 

rational, it may also be very unpalatable to almost every present-day worldview. Although, future generations will have to 

make this choice for themselves, we still have one important point to consider: 

 

Do we have the right to indoctrinate our children with the certainty of our own unproven, and possibly deluded, worldview? 
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1.6 Summary 
 

This section has tried to set the scene for the remaining 

sections of this website. The basic goal simply being to 

highlight that while our worldviews may be very important 

to us, personally, history suggests that nobody has ever 

had exclusive access to the absolute truth and, as such, 

our worldview is undoubtedly subjective and in all 

probability incomplete and quite possibly flawed. 

However, it is not a goal of this website to try 

to 'convert' anybody to another worldview, only that you 

might reflect on why others may have a different 

perspective. 

 

It is also recognized that the discussion is biased to a 

western perspective, which reflects my own background. 

Of course, there have been many great civilizations 

centred on other regions of the world, but I do not think 

this invalidates the primary focus of the discussion 

because the development of the modern scientific 

worldview now has a global reach. Clearly, 

the Renaissance period was a key period of change, which 

helped forged the foundation of a worldview that required 

some level of empirical verification of its ideas. However, we might now want to reflect on what this view is exactly telling us 

about the world. For example: 

 

Did this new worldview tell us something about the emerging nature of truth? 

 

One observation that might be drawn is that the nature of successive worldviews, all of which were once held to be true, seems 

to be getting progressively more complex. It is believed that this is a central issue that will become more problematic in the 

future, if the scientific worldview continues to prevail. 

 

Will the search for truth only become increasingly complex? 

 

Of course, you might rightly respond that it depends of the nature of the given truth in question, i.e. some truths may be 

simple, some complex. While this in itself may be a simple truth, there is still the suggestion that our ability to continue to 

understand ever deeper truths may be linked to our ability to comprehend ever greater complexity. If so: 

 

Will only smarter people be able to understand these deeper truths? 

 

Possibly, in a politically correct age, there might be some immediate `knee-jerk` reaction as to where such a question might be 

leading; as surely all men and women must be considered equal. So first and foremost, this argument has nothing to do with 
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Initially, the perception might 

have been that the question 

above was being targeted at 

religious fundamentalists, but in 

truth, the scope of this question 

applies to us all. 

At the start of this discussion the 

following question was asked: Is 

your worldview based on 

education or indoctrination? 

the need to protect equality, as it purports to civil rights. However, it is asking, in what 

sense, are people equal to judge certain truths, if they cannot understand the concept 

or empirical evidence that supports a given hypothesis? You might equally be sensing 

that this discussion is trying to focus on some poor unfortunate section of society that 

does not have the wit to even understand some basic concepts. Actually, nothing 

could be further from the truth of what is being suggested. The implication of increasing complexity is that eventually even a 

relatively smart minority will not necessarily understand the rationale or the verification of certain truths and, just as 

importantly, the ramifications stemming from them. In part, a similar question was raised in an initial section addressing 

the Verification of Truth although it was put into a slightly different context: 

 

How does a society continue to judge the truth, if it cannot understand the mechanisms by which it is verified? 

 

This question differs only in the sense that the focus of understanding is shifted from an individual to a collective society. Even 

so, the scope of this question becomes more complex, because it also questions how a society, comprised of individuals, ever 

converges to a collective worldview that is meaningful. Of course, the implication of the next question might suggest that it  

never has to: 

 

Is a collective worldview a reflection of the majority or the imposition of a minority? 

 

While it may appear that we are simply raising ever more questions without attempting to answer any of them, we do need to 

establish a line of argument that ties in with some initial assumptions and the history outlined within this section. So let us start 

by trying to provide a basic definition of a society: 

 

A society is an association of people united by a common aim or interest or principle. 

 

While in today’s multicultural societies, the common aim or interest may be more tenuous than we would like, history would 

suggest that the common human needs that initially forged many small communities in the Dark Ages was simply survival. 

According to the hierarchy of human needs, physiological and safety needs underpin social needs, which by their very nature 

form the foundations of primitive societies. Given the preoccupation with basic survival, the probability of an early death and 

the lack of any deeper understanding of the world around them; is it so surprising to find that the collective worldviews of such 

societies could be unified in a single belief system that offered hope? Our brief overview of history suggests this was the 

situation across much of Western Europe has the Roman Empire began to crumble into the feudal system. While these 

conditions existed, a truth of a given worldview was only predicated on belief, as for many, belief was all that existed to foster 

hope for a better life, at least, in the next world, if not this one. Today, it may be difficult for many of us to comprehend the 

seemingly overwhelming need for such profound belief; but shut your eyes and stare into the abyss, then try to imagine that 

your very survival and the promise of an entry into a better world depends on it. 

 

How did the growth of a social hierarchy come to affect the collective worldview? 

 

In small enclosed societies, the worldview may not have been sophisticated, but it is 

probably understood and shared by all. However, over time, many of these small 

communities were unified into more powerful groups, which were better able to satisfy 
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Therefore, the question we are 

left to ask ourselves is whether we 

still believe in things based on 

insufficient evidence? 

Stephen Jay Gould 

Worldviews are social 

constructions, and they channel 

the search for facts. But facts 

are found and knowledge 

progresses, however fitfully. 

the physiological, safety and social needs of its individuals. However, history suggests 

that the benefits derived by larger social hierarchies are not necessarily equitable, and 

the survival needs of some individuals are satisfied much earlier than others. As a 

consequence, the hierarchy within a given society, allowed some individuals to chase 

higher goals, while others still fought for survival. In a sense, a collective society is still 

governed by the survival of the fittest, but where the fittest are no longer the strongest, or even the smartest, but simply the 

most powerful within the collective structure of that society. However, as the sophistication of society increased, power 

transcended the individual by taking on the persona of an institution. 

 

How do institutions influence the collective worldview? 

 

An institution can be assigned exactly the same definition as a society, i.e. an association of people united by a common aim. 

However, there is an important difference in that its membership is normally selective in some manner. As the mainstream of a 

society grows, its population comes to represent an ever-broader spectrum of beliefs. One-way of avoiding the dilution of a 

particular aspect of social identity is by means of an institution, in which a common truth or worldview is often a requirement 

of membership. From a historical perspective, we could cite the institution of the monarchy or the church as prime examples of 

powerful institutions with a common worldview, e.g. the maintenance of a class structure or the proliferation of a religious 

belief. However, in these cases, it is possibly more correct to say that these institutions not only influenced the perception of a 

collective worldview, they actually created and imposed it on the majority. In this sense, many worldviews are not a collective 

consensus, but rather an imposition of an idea by a powerful minority. When we refute the truth of an idea, we may call the 

teaching of that idea: indoctrination. Of course, when we happen to believe the truth of a particular idea, we call its teaching: 

education. With this said, let us now return to some of the open questions raised: 

 

Why did Greek rationalism not immediately flourish and embrace empirical truth? 

 

First, we might consider the trouble history accompanying the rise and fall of the Roman Empire as major reason and simply say 

that most people had more pressing issues. Second, there is the argument that, during this time, the most powerful institutions 

of Western Europe had no need of rational or empirical truth for the maintenance and proliferation of their worldviews. Third, 

the truth of many worldviews exceeded the capability of the science of the day to verify or deny. For example, without the 

discovery of instruments that extended human senses, many early ideas about the microscopic world of the atom and the 

macroscopic world of cosmology could only be discussed within the context of philosophical debate. Fourth, in the area of 

religious belief, questions about the universe transcended the physical world and again remained beyond the realm of the 

physical science to verify or deny, even if allowed by the entrenched religious worldview(s) of the day. 

 

Is the search for truth destined to become so complex that only an ever-diminishing minority will be able to understand its 

nature? 

 

An argument can be made that only a very small minority of any given society has ever 

understood the rationale and evidence, or lack of, for any given worldview - ever. This is 

not advocating elitism, simply a rational statement, which history, at least, appears to 

support. As alluded to when trying to answer the previous question; the adoption of 

scientific method to help verify the truth of any idea had to wait for technical advances, 
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In part, the continuance of the 

discussion concerning 

different worldviews is taken 

up in Website-2 under the 

heading of 'Perspectives'. 

which ultimately led to the development of ever more complex instrumentation. Even if this process stopped today, how many 

in society are in a position to question the truth of a statement made about modern particle physics? Other than our own self-

destruction by technology, which ignorance may well inflict on us, there is probably little possibility that our worldview, based 

on empirical truth, will get any simpler. If this is indeed the case, the underlying assumptions, which support our notion of 

truth, may simply have to be accepted on trust. In the end, the majority may have little choice but to believe, as a matter of 

faith, in the growing institutions of science. 

 

But surely faith, alone, goes against the very principle of science? 

 

While I may agree, this does not necessarily stop it being true. In the end, we may have to 

face up to the reality of where today's science may be leading us or simply be prepared to 

hide our head deeper in the sand and hope it doesn't come true in our lifetime. 
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