
On nature
However offensive the proposition may appear to many religious persons, they should be 
willing to look in the face the undeniable fact that the order of nature, in so far as 
unmodified by man, is such as no being, whose attributes are justice and benevolence, 
would have made with the intention that his rational creatures should follow it as an 
example…

In sober truth, nearly all the things which men are hanged or imprisoned for doing to one 
another are nature’s every-day performances. Killing, the most criminal act recognised by 
human laws, Nature does once to every being that lives; and, in a large proportion of cases, 
after protracted tortures such as only the greatest monsters whom we read of ever 
purposely inflicted on their living fellow creatures. If, by an arbitrary reservation, we refuse 
to account anything murder but what abridges a certain term supposed to be allotted to 
human life, nature also does this to all but a small percentage of lives, and does it in all the 
modes, violent or insidious, in which the worst human beings take the lives of one another. 
Nature impales men, breaks them as if on the wheel, casts them to be devoured by wild 
beasts, burns them to death, crushes them with stones like the first Christian martyr, 
starves them with hunger, freezes them with cold, poisons them by the quick or slow 
venom of her exhalations, and has hundreds of other hideous deaths in reserve, such as the 
ingenious cruelty of a Nabis or a Domitian never surpassed. All this Nature does with the 
most supercilious disregard both of mercy and of justice, emptying her shafts upon the best 
and noblest indifferently with the meanest and worst; upon those who are engaged in the 
highest and worthiest enterprises, and often as the direct consequence of the noblest acts; 
and it might almost be imagined as a punishment for them. She mows down those on 
whose existence hangs the well-being of a whole people, perhaps the prospect of the 
human race for generations to come, with as little compunction as those whose death is a 
relief to themselves, or a blessing to those under their noxious influence. Such are Nature's 
dealings with life. Even when she does not intend to kill she inflicts the same tortures in 
apparent wantonness. In the clumsy provision which she has made for that perpetual 
renewal of animal life, rendered necessary by the prompt termination she puts to it in every 
individual instance, no human being ever comes into the world but another human being is 
literally stretched on the rack for hours or days, not unfrequently issuing in death. Next to 
taking life (equal to it according to a high authority) is taking the means by which we live; 
and 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 an inundation, 
desolates a district; a trifling chemical change in an edible root starves a million of people. 
The waves of the sea, like banditti, seize and appropriate the wealth of the rich and the little 
all of the poor with the same accompaniments of stripping, wounding, and killing as their 
human antitypes. Everything, in short, which the worst men commit either against life or 
property is perpetrated on a larger scale by natural agents….

That much applauded class of authors, the writers on natural theology, have, I venture to 
think, entirely lost their way, and missed the sole line of argument which could have made 
their speculations acceptable to any one who can perceive when two propositions 
contradict one another. They have exhausted the resources of sophistry to make it appear 
that all the suffering in the world exists to prevent greater – that misery exists, for fear lest 



there should be misery: a thesis which, if ever so well maintained, could only avail to 
explain and justify the works of limited beings, compelled to labour under conditions 
independent of their own will; but can have no application to a Creator assumed to be 
omnipotent, who, if he bends to a supposed necessity, himself makes the necessity which 
he bends to. If the maker of the world can all that he will, he wills misery, and there is no 
escape from the conclusion. The more consistent of those who have deemed themselves 
qualified to “vindicate the ways of God to man” have endeavoured to avoid the alternative 
by hardening their hearts, and denying that misery is an evil. The goodness of God, they 
say, does not consist in willing the happiness of his creatures, but their virtue; and the 
universe, if not a happy, is a just, universe. But, waving [sic] the objections to this scheme 
of ethics, it does not at all get rid of the difficulty. If the Creator of mankind willed that they 
should all be virtuous, his designs are as completely baffled as if he had willed that they 
should all be happy: and 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 omnipotent, then, in whatever amount suffering and happiness might be 
dispensed to the world, each person’s share of them would be exactly proportioned to that 
person’s good or evil deeds; no human being would have a worse lot than another, without 
worse deserts; accident or favouritism would have no part in such a world, but every 
human life would be the playing out of a drama constructed like a perfect moral tale. No 
one is able to blind himself to the fact that the world we live in is totally different from this; 
insomuch that the necessity of redressing the balance has been deemed one of the 
strongest arguments for another life after death, which amounts to an admission that the 
order of things in this life is often an example of injustice, not justice. If it be said that God 
does not take sufficient account of pleasure and pain to make them the reward or 
punishment of the good or the wicked, but that virtue is itself the greatest good and vice 
the greatest evil, then these at least ought to be dispensed to all according to what they 
have done to deserve them; instead of which, every kind of moral depravity is entailed upon 
multitudes by the fatality of their birth; through the fault of their parents, of society, or of 
uncontrollable circumstances, certainly through no fault of their own. Not even on the most 
distorted and contrasted theory of good which ever was framed by religious or 
philosophical fanaticism can the government of Nature be made to resemble the work of a 
being at once good and omnipotent.

The only admissible moral theory of Creation is that the Principle of Good cannot at once 
and altogether subdue the powers of evil, either physical or moral; could not place mankind 
in a world free from the necessity of an incessant struggle with the maleficent powers, or 
make them always victorious in that struggle, but could and did make them capable of 
carrying on the fight with vigour and with progressively increasing success. Of all the 
religious explanations of the order of nature, this alone is neither contradictory to itself nor 
to the facts for which it attempts to account. According to it, man’s duty would consist, not 
in simply taking care of his own interests by obeying irresistible power, but in standing 
forward a not ineffectual auxiliary to a Being of perfect beneficence; a faith which seems 
much better adapted for nerving him to exertion than a vague and inconsistent reliance on 
an Author of Good who is supposed to be also the author of evil. And I venture to assert 
that such has really been, though often unconsciously, the faith of all who have drawn 
strength and support of any worthy kind from trust in a superintending Providence. There is 
no subject on which men’s practical belief is more incorrectly indicated by the words they 



use to express it than religion. Many have derived a base confidence from imagining 
themselves to be favourites of an omnipotent but capricious and despotic Deity. But those 
who have been strengthened in goodness by relying on the sympathising support of a 
powerful and good Governor of the world have, I am satisfied, never really believed that 
Governor to be, in the strict sense of the term, omnipotent. They have always saved his 
goodness at the expense of his power. They have believed, perhaps, that he could, if he 
willed, remove all the thorns from their individual path, but not without causing greater harm 
to some one else, or frustrating some purpose of greater importance to the general well 
being. They have believed that he could do any one thing, but not any combination of 
things; that his government, like human government, was a system of adjustments and 
compromises; that the world is inevitably imperfect, contrary to his intention. And since the 
exertion of all his power to make it as little imperfect as possible leaves it no better than it 
is, they cannot but regard that power, though vastly beyond human estimate, yet as in itself 
not merely finite, but extremely limited. They are bound, for example, to suppose that the 
best he could do for his human creatures was to make an immense majority of all who have 
yet existed be born (without any fault of their own) Patagonians, or Esquimaux, or 
something nearly as brutal and degraded, but to give them capacities which, by being 
cultivated for very many centuries in toil and suffering, and after many of the best 
specimens of the race have sacrificed their lives for the purpose, have at last enabled some 
chosen portions of the species to grow into something better, capable of being improved in 
centuries more into something really good, of which hitherto there are only to be found 
individual instances. It may be possible to believe with Plato that perfect goodness, limited 
and thwarted in every direction by the intractableness of the material, has done this 
because it could do no better. But that the same perfectly wise and good Being had 
absolute power over the material, and made it, by voluntary choice, what it is; to admit this 
might have been supposed impossible to any one who has the simplest notions of moral 
good and evil. Nor can any such person, whatever kind of religious phrases he may use, fail 
to believe that if Nature and man are both the works of a Being of perfect goodness, that 
Being intended Nature as a scheme to be amended, not imitated, by man.
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