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3 Traditional arguments for the existence of God
OCR AS Philosophy and Ethics

	
	John Stuart Mill: extract from the essay ‘Nature’


This extract is from John Stuart Mill’s essay ‘Nature’. Particularly important parts are highlighted in bold. Key information has been highlighted in bold. The numbers in brackets after some paragraphs refer to the explanatory notes below.
Objection 1: It would seem that the natural law contains, not several precepts, but one only. For law is a kind of precept, as stated above (Q[92], A[2]). If therefore there were many precepts of the natural law, it would follow that there are also many natural laws.

The system of Nature, taken as a whole, can’t have had for its principal object – let alone its only object – the good of human or other sentient beings. What good it brings to them, is mostly the result of their own efforts. Anything in Nature that points to beneficent design proves that this beneficence is only with limited power; and the duty of man is to co-operate with the beneficent powers, not by imitating the course of Nature but by perpetually striving to amend it – and bringing the part of it that we can affect more nearly into conformity with a high standard of justice and goodness. (1)

Consider the facts! When you look squarely at these cosmic forces, what strikes you most forcibly is their greatness and – second only to that – their perfect and absolute uncaringness. They go straight to their end without regard for what or whom they crush along the way. When optimists try to prove that whatever is, is right, they have to maintain not that Nature ever turns one step from her path to avoid trampling us into destruction, but that it would be very unreasonable to expect that she should. Pope’s line ‘Shall gravitation cease when you go by?’' may be a just rebuke to anyone who is silly enough to expect common human morality from Nature. But if the context was a confrontation between two men, rather than between one man and a natural phenomenon, Pope’s triumphant line would be regarded as an extraordinary bit of impudence. A man who persisted in hurling stones or firing cannon when another man ‘goes by’, and having killed him tried to excuse himself by a similar plea – namely, that his actions are natural events, and one can’t expect Nature to change its ways in the interests of individuals – the plea wouldn’t succeed and he would very deservedly be found guilty of murder.

In sober truth, nearly all the things that men are hanged or imprisoned for doing to one another are Nature’s everyday performances. Killing, the most criminal act recognised by human laws, is done once by Nature to every living being, and in most cases it kills after prolonged tortures such as only the greatest human monsters ever purposely inflicted on others. (We might arbitrarily decide to count as murder only acts that end someone’s life before he has had what is supposed to be his allotted term; to human life, but Nature does that too, to all but a small percentage of lives, and does it in all the violent or sneaky ways in which the worst human beings take the lives of others.) Nature impales men, breaks them as if on the wheel, throws them to wild beasts, burns them to death, crushes them with stones like the first Christian martyr, starves them to death, 
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freezes them, poisons them by the quick or slow venom of her vapours, and has hundreds of other hideous deaths in reserve, such as the ingenious cruelty of the worst Roman emperor never surpassed.
Nature does all this with the most lofty disregard both of mercy and of justice, firing her weapons indiscriminately at the best and noblest people along with the lowest and worst; at those who are engaged in the highest and worthiest enterprises, and often as the direct consequence of the noblest acts – as though Nature were punishing people for acting well! (2)

In the catalogue of human crimes, taking the means of livelihood is second only to taking life (and according to one high authority the two are first equal). Nature does this too on the largest scale and with the most callous indifference. A single hurricane destroys the hopes of a season; a flight of locusts or a flood desolates a district; a trifling chemical change in an edible root starves a million people (1845-9 potato blight in Ireland, which killed about a million people). The waves of the sea, like bandit gangs, seize and confiscate the wealth of the rich, and the miserable possessions of the poor, with the same accompaniments of stripping, wounding, and killing as their human counterparts. In short, everything that the worst men do against life or property is perpetrated on a larger scale by natural agents. Nature has noyades* more fatal than those of Carrier; her explosions of fire damp are as destructive as human artillery; her plague and cholera far surpass the poison cups of the Borgias.** Even the love of ‘order’ that is thought to be a following of the ways of Nature is in fact a contradiction of them. Everything that people deplore as ‘disorder’ and its consequences is precisely a counterpart of Nature’s ways. Anarchy and the reign of terror are overmatched in injustice, ruin, and death by a hurricane and an epidemic of plague. (3)

I think that that much applauded class of authors, the writers on natural theology, have entirely lost their way, missing the only line of argument that could have made their speculations acceptable to anyone who can tell when two propositions contradict one another. They have exhausted the resources of bad argument to make it appear that all the suffering in the world exists to prevent greater – that misery exists to ward off greater misery. However skilfully argued for, this thesis could help to explain and justify the works only of limited beings who have to labour under conditions independent of their own will; but it can’t apply to a Creator who is assumed to be omnipotent. If he bends to a supposed necessity, he himself makes the necessity which he bends to. (4)

The goodness of God, they say, consists in his willing not the happiness of his creatures but their virtue; and even if the universe isn’t happy, it is just. There are objections to this scheme of ethics, but I’ll set them aside because this approach doesn’t at all get rid of the difficulty we are now discussing.
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If the creator of mankind planned to make them all virtuous, his designs are as completely thwarted as if he had planned to make them all happy; the order of Nature is constructed with even less regard to the requirements of justice than to those of benevolence. If the law of all creation were justice, and the creator were omnipotent, then each person’s share of suffering and happiness would be exactly proportioned to that person’s good or evil deeds; no human being would have a worse lot than another unless he deserved worse; accident or favouritism would have no part in such a world, and every human life would be the playing out of a drama constructed like a perfect moral tale. (5)

Not even on the most distorted and shrunken theory of good that ever was constructed by religious or philosophical fanaticism can the government of Nature be made to resemble the work of a Being who is both good and omnipotent.

There is only one admissible moral theory of creation, namely this: The force of good cannot subdue – completely and all at once – the powers of evil, either physical or moral. It couldn’t place mankind in a world free from the need for an incessant struggle with the powers of evil, or make men always victorious in that struggle; but it could and did make them capable of carrying on the fight with vigour and with progressively increasing success. (6)
Of all the religious explanations of the order of Nature, this is the only one that doesn’t contradict either itself or the facts that it is trying to explain, have, or ought it to have, upon our former inference? What, as hath already been said, but to increase, beyond measure, our admiration of the skill, which had been employed in the formation of such a machine? Or shall it, instead of this, all at once turn us round to an opposite conclusion, viz. that no art or skill whatever has been concerned in the business, although all other evidences of art and skill remain as they were, and this last and supreme piece of art be now added to the rest? Can this be maintained without absurdity? Yet this is atheism. (7)

* A noyade is a mass execution by drowning.
** The Borgias were a powerful and sometimes murderous Spanish-Italian family.
Notes

1. Mill’s observations of nature lead him to conclude that it is not set up for the good of humans or any other creatures. The ‘good’ that is in the world is largely due to human effort. Hence if the world is designed, it is by a being of limited power. 
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2. In these paragraphs Mill notes that if a human being were to do some of the things that nature does then they would be charged with murder. Nature has a range of unpleasant deaths that may befall us. What also strikes Mill is the indiscriminate nature of these events. The noble and wicked are alike punished. There is no justice.
3. Mill claims that loss of livelihood is the second worst thing that can happen to us. Here again nature does it ‘bigger and better’.

4. The theistic argument that evil exists to lead to a greater good or prevent a worse evil is sarcastically dealt with. Perhaps a limited being might have to use evil to bring about a greater good. But surely not an omnipotent God?
5. As above but perhaps God’s aim is to make us virtuous. Again this doesn’t make sense for Mill. The idea that virtue is rewarded and wickedness punished does not fit with the world as he experiences it

6. The headline quote! For Mill the only sensible explanation is that God is incapable of completely eradicating evil. He is in some way limited but makes it so that man can gain gradual advancement.
7. Mill’s conclusion is that atheism is still absurd. This is due to the evidence of design in the machinery of the universe.
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