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THE CARDINAL DIFFICULTY
OF NATURALISM

'We cannot have it both ways, and no sneers at the

limitations of logic . . . amend the dilemma'

I. A. RICHARDS'

Principles of Literary Criticism, chap' xxv'

If Naturalism is true, every finite thing or event must be (in

principle) explicable in terms of the Total System' I say

'explicable in principle'because of course we are not going

to demand that naturalists, at any given moment, should

have found the detailed explanation of every phenomenon'

Obviously many things will only be explained when the

sciences have made further progress. Bur if Naturalism is to

be accepted we have a right to demand that every single

thing should be such that we see, in general, how it could

be explained in terms of the Total System' If any one thing

exists which is of such a kind that we see in advance the

impossibility of ever giving fi tbat kind of explanation,
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MIRACLES

then Naruralism would be in ruins. If necessities of thought
force us to allow to any one rhing any degree of indepen-

dence from the Total System-if any one thing makes good

a claim to be on its own, to be something more than an

expression of the character of Nature as a whole-then
we have abandoned Naturalism. For by Naturalism we

mean the doctrine that only Nature-the whole interlocked

system-exists. And if that were true, errery rhing and event

would, if we knew enough, be explicable without remain-

der (no beel-taps) as a necessary product of the system. The

whole system being what it is, it ought to be a contradic-

tion in terms if you were not reading this book ar rhe

moment; and, conversely, the only cause why you are read-

ing it ought to be that the whole sysrem, at such and such a

place and hour, was bound to take that course.

One threat against strict Naturalism has recenrly been

launched on which I myself will base no argument, but
which it will be well ro notice. The older scientisrs believed

that the smallest particles of matter moved according to
strict laws: in other words, that the movemenrs of each par-
ticle were 'interlocked' with the total sysrem of Narure.

Some modern scienrisrs seem to think-if I understand

them-that this is not so. They seem to think that the indi-
vidual unit of mamer (it would be rash to call it any longer a

'particle') moves in an indeterminate or random fashion;
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moves, in fact, 'on its own' or'of its own accord'. The regu-

larity which we observe in the movements of the smallest

visible bodies is explained by the fact that each of these con-

tains millions of units and that the law of averages therefore

levels out the idiosyncrasies of the individual unitt

behaviour. The movement of one unit is incalculable, just as

the result of tossing a coin once is incalculable: the majority

movement of a billion units can however be predicted, just

as, if you tossed a coin a billion times, you could predict a

nearly equal.number of heads and tails. Now it will be

noticed that if this theory is true we have really admitted

something other than Nature. If the movements of the indi-

vidual units are events 'on their own', events whilh do not

interlock with all other events, then these movements are

not part of Narure. It would be, indeed, too great a shock to

our habits to describe them as suPer-natoral. I think we

should have to call them swb-naatraL But all our confidence

that Nature has no doors, and no reality outside herself for

doors to open on, would have disappeared. There is appar-

erLtly sorrTething olttside her, the Suhnatural; it is indeed

from this Subnatural that all eyents and all'bodies' are, as it

were, fed into her. And clearly if she thus has a back door

opening on the Subnatural, it is quite on the cards that she

may also have a front door opening on the Supernatural-

and events might be fed into her atthatdoor too.
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MIRACLES

I have mentioned this theory because it puts in a fairly

vivid light certain conceptions which we shall have to use

later on. But I am not, for my own part, assuming its truth'

Those who like myself have had a philosophical rather than

a scientific education find it almost impossible to believe

that the siientists really mean what they seem to be saying.

I cannot help thinking they mean no more than that the

movements of individual units are Permanently incalcula-

ble to ws, not that they are in themselves random and law-

less. And even if they mean the latter, alayman can hardly

feel any certainty that some new scientific development

may not tomorrow abolish this whole idea of a lawless

Subnature. For it is the glory of science to Progress. I there-

fore turn willingly to other ground.

It is clear that everything we know, beyond our own

immediate sensations, is inferred from those sensations. I

do not mean that we begin as children, by regarding our

sensations as 'evidence' and thence arguing consciously to

the existence of space, matter, and other people. I mean that

if, after we are old enough to understand the question, our

confidence in the existence of anything else (say, the solar

system or the Spanish Armada) is challenged, our argu-

ment in defence of it will have to take the form of infer-

ences from our immediate sensations' Put in its most

general form the inference would run, 'Since I am pre-
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sented with colours, sounds, shapes, pleasures and pains

which I cannor perfectly predict or conrrol, and since the
more I investigate them the more regular their behaviour
appears, therefore rhere must exist somerhing other than
myself and it must be sysremaric'. Inside this very general

inference, all sorts of special trains of inference lead us to
more detailed conclusions. \7e infer Evolution from fossils:

we infer the existence of our own brains from what we find
inside the skulls of other crearures like ourselves in the dis-
secting room.

All possible knowledge, then, depends on the validity of
reasoning. If the feeling of certainty which we express by
words llke must be and tberefore and since is a real percep-

tion of how things outside our own minds really 'musr, be,

well and good. But if this certainty is merely a feeling in our
own minds and not a genuine insight into realities beyond
them-if it merely represenrs the way our minds happen to
work-then we can have no knowledge. Unless human
reasoning is valid no science can be true.

It follows that no account of the universe can be true
unless thar account leaves it possible for our thinking to be

a real insight. A theory which explained everything else in
the whole universe but which made it impossible to believe

that our thinking was valid, would be utterly out of courr.
For that theory would itself have been reached by thinking,

I
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MIRACLES

and if thinking is not valid that theory would, of course, be
itself demolished. Ir would have destroyed its own creden,
tials. It would be an argument which provsj that no argu-
ment was sound-a proof that there are no such things as

proofs-which is nonsense.

Thus a stric marerialism refutes itself for the reason
given long ago by Professor Haldane: .If my mental pro_
cesses are determined wholly by the morions of aroms in
my brain, I have no reason ro suppose that my beliefs are
true . . . and hence I have no reason for supposing my brain
to be composed of aroms.' (possible,World.s, p. 2o9)

But Naruralism, even if it is not purely materialistic,
seems ro me to involve the same difficulty, though in a
somewhar less obvious form. It discredits our processes of
reasoning or at leasr reduces their credit to such a humble
level that ir can no longer supporr Naturalism itself.

The easiest way of exhibiting this is ro norice the two
senses of the word becaw.se. N[e can say, .Grandfather 

is
ill today because he ate lobster yesterday., \We can also
say, 'Grandfather must be ill roday becawse he hasn,t got
up yer (and we know he is an invariably early riser when
he is well).' In the firsr senten ce becawse indicates the
relation of Cause and Effect: The eating made him ill. In
the second, it indicates the relation of what logicians call
Ground and Consequent. The old man,s late rising is not
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I r: -:,:]ion of what logicians call

mr l-. -',id man's late rising is not

the cause of his disorder but the reason why we believe

him to be disordered. There is a similar difference

between 'He cried o:ut because it hurt him' (Cause and

Effect) and 'It must have hurt him because he cried out'

(Ground and Consequent). \7e are especially familiar

with the Ground and Consequent because in mathemati-

cal reasoning: 'A = C because, as we have already proved,

they are both equal to B.'

The one indicates a dynamic connection between events

or 'states of affairs'; the other, a logical relation berween

beliefs or assertions.

Now a train of reasoning has no value as a means of

finding truth unless each step in it is connected with what

went before in the Ground-Consequent relation. If our B

does not follow logically from our A, we think in vain. If
what we think at the end of our reasoning is to be true, the

correct answer to the question, .$7hy do you think this?'

must begin with the Ground-Consequent becawse.

On the other hand, every event in Nature must be con-

nected with previous events in the Cause and Effect rela-

tion. But our acts of thinking are events. Therefore the true

answer to .Why do you think this?' must begin with the

Cause-Effect becawse.

Unless our conclusion is the logical consequent from a

ground it will be wofthless and could be true only by a fluke.

23
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MIRACLES

Unless it is the effecr of a cause, it cannot occur at all' It

looks therefore, as if, in order for atrainof thought to have

any value, these two systems of connection must aPPly

simultaneously to the same series of mental acts'

But unfortunately the two systems are wholly distinct'

To be caused is not to be proved' \flishful thinkings' preju-

dices, and the delusions of madness, are all caused' but they

are ungrounded. Indeed to be caused is so different from

being proved that we behave in disputation as if they were

mutually exclusive. The mere existence of causes for a belief

is popularl y treated as raising a presumPtion that it is

groundless, and the most PoPul ar way of discrediting a Per-

son's opinions is to explain them causall,v-'You say that

becawse (Cause and Effect) you are a capitalist' or a hypo-

chondriac, or a mere man, or only a woman'' The implica-

tion is that if causes fully account for a belief' then' since

causes work inevitably, the belief would have had to arise

whether it had grounds or not' tWe need not, it is felt' con-

sider grounds for something which can be fully explained

without them'

But even if grounds do exist, what exactly have they got

to do with the acmal occurrence of the belief as a psycho-

Iogical event? If it is an eYent it must be caused' It must in

factbesimplyonelinkinacausalchainwhichstretches
back to the beginning and forward to the end of time' How
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could such a trifle as lack of logical grounds prevenr rhe
belief's occurrence or how could the exisrence of grounds
promote it?

There seems to be only one possible answer. \7e must
say that just as one way in which a mental eyent causes a

subsequent mental evenr is by Associarion (when I think of
parsnips I think of my first school), so another way in
which ir can cause it, is simply by being a ground for it. For
then being a cause and being a proof would coincide.

But this, as it stands, is clearly untrue. We know by
experience that a thought does nor necessarily cause all, or
erren any, of the thoughts which logically stand to it as

Consequents to Ground. \(e should be in aprettypickle if
we could never think'This is glass,without drawing all the
inferences which could be drawn. It is impossible to draw
them all; quite often we draw none. \7e musr therefore
amend our suggesred law One thoughr can cause anorher
not by being, but by betng seen to be, aground for it.

If you distrust the sensory metaphor in seen, you may
substitute apprehended or grasped or simply known. It
makes little difference for all these words recall us to what
thinking really is. Acts of thinking are no doubt evenrs; but
they are a yery special sort of events. They are .about,

something other than themselves and can be true or false.
Events in general are not'about, anything and cannot be
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true or false. (To say 'these events' or facts are false' means

of course that someone's account of them is false)' Hence

acts of inference can, and musq be considered in two dif-

ferent lights. On the one hand they are subjective eYents,

items in somebody's psychological history. On the other

hand, they are insights into, or knowings of, something

other than themselves. \7hat from the first point of view is

the psychological transition from thought A to thought B,

at some particular moment in some Particular mind, is,

from the thinker's point of view a Perception of an implica-

tion (if A, then B). \flhen we are adopting the psychologi-

cal point of view we may use the past tense' 'B followed A

in my thoughts.' But when we assert the implication we

always use the present-'B follotus from A'. If it ever'fol-

lows from'in the logical sense, it does so always. And we

cannot possibly reject the second point of view as a subjec-

tive illusion without discrediting all human knowledge.

For we can know nothing, beyond our own sensations at

the moment unless the act of inference is the real insight

that it claims to be.

But it can be this only on certain terms. An act of know-

ing must be determined, in a sense, solely by what is

known; we must know it to be thus solely because it ls thus.

That is what knowing means. You may call this a Cause

and Effect becawse, and call'being known' a mode of cau-

THE CARDINAI

sation if you like. Bu

ing has no doubt r

could not occur: atte

which this presuppo

determined by the tr
ble from other sourc,

as (to use the senson

to be what we mean

from causes other thi

say, the tinnitws proc

act of knowledge is p

then the knowing (pr

leave over, just what,

known. as real heari

counted the tinnitws.

our reasoning fully v

thus solely determinr

that there is no reaso

But this, as it seerr

to do. It offers what

menal behaviour; br

no room for the acts

whole value of our tl
It is agreed on ail l

and iife itself are late

t6



OF

:: a\-ents, or facts are false' means

:--.ount of them is false). F{ence

: :rust, be considered in cwo dif-

: --:.rd they are subjective eYents,

:.-.rlogical history. On the other

-:-1. or knowings of, something
-., -,: from the first point of view is

- :- :rom thought A to thought B,

- ::-: in some Particular mind, is,

: - ',':3\\'a 
PercePtion of an implica-

r:: :,'. are adopting the psychologi-

i -.- the past tense.'B followed A
:E-::- :\-e assert the implication we

- : :.!!or;,s from A'. If it ever'fol-

r- .::-i3. it does so alwaYs. And we

m,,r -:- -.nd point of view as a subjec-

m--::i:ing all human knowledge.

lu: - :..-ond our own sensations at

E ,u: -': inference is the real insight

k ,: -;-ain terms. An act of know-

FsL --, : sense, solely by what is

tfr -i.: :,: :rus solely because it li thus.

You may call this a Cause

hu:ul -.::ng known' a mode of cau-

sation if you like. But it is a unique mode. The act of know-

ing has no doubt various conditions, without which it

could not occur: attention, and the states of will and health

which this presupposes. But its positive character must be

determined by the truth it knows. If it were totally explica-

ble from other sources it would cease to be knowledge, just

as (to use the sensory parallel) the ringing in my ears ceases

to be what we mean by'hearing' if it can be fully explained

from causes other than a noise in the outer world-such as,

say, the tinnitus produced by a bad cold. If what seems an

act of knowledge is partially explicable from other sources,

then the knowing (properly so called) in it is ;'ust what they

leave over, just what demands, for its explanation, the thing

known. as real hearing is what is left after you have dis-

counted the tinnitwl Any thing which professes to explain

our reasoning fully without introducing et act of knowing

thus solely determined by what is known, is really a theory

that there is no reasoning.

But this, as it seems to me, is what Naturalism is bound

to do. It offers what professes to be a full account of our

mental behaviour; but this account, on inspection, leaves

no room for the acts of knowing or insight on which the

whole value of our thinking, as a means to truth, depends.

It is agreed on all hands that reason, and even sentience,

and iife itself are late comers in Nature. If there is nothing
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but Nature, therefore, reason must have come into exis-

tence by a historical process. And of course, for the

Naturalist, this process was not designed to produce a

mental behaviour that can find truth' There was no

Designer; and indeed, until there were thinkers, there was

no ffuth or falsehood. The type of menhl behaviour we

now call rational thinking or inference must therefore have

been'evolved' by natural selection, by the gradual weeding

out of types less fitted to survive.

Once, then, our thoughts were not rational. That is, all

our thoughts once were, as many of our thoughts still are,

merely subjective eyents, not apprehensions of objective

truth. Those which had a cause external to ourselves at all

were (like our pains) responses to stimuli. Now natural

selection could operate only by eliminating responses that
'were 

biologically hurtful and multiplying those which

tended to survival. But it is not conceivable that any

improvement of responses could ever turn them into acts

of insight, or even remotely tend to do so' The relation

between response and stimulus is utterly different from

that between knowledge and the truth known. Our physi-

cal vision is a far more useful response to light than that of

the cruder organisms which have only a photo-sensitive

spot. But neither this improvement nor any possible

improvements we can suppose could bring it an inch nearer
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to being a knowledge of light. It is admittedly something

without which we could not have had that knowledge. But

the knowledge is achieved by experiments and inferences

from them, not by refinement of the response. It is not men

with specially good eyes who know about light, but men who

have studied the relevant sciences. In the same way our

psychological responses to our environment-our curiosi-

ties, aversions, delights, expectations-could be indefi-

nitely improved (from the biological point of view)

without becoming anything more than responses. Such

perfection of the non-rational responses, far from amount-

ing to their conversion into valid inferences, might be con-

ceived as a different method of achieving survival-an

alternative to reason. A conditioning which secured that

we never felt delight except in the useful nor aversion save

from the dangerous, and that the degrees of both were

exquisitely proportional to the degree of real utility or dan-

ger in the object, might serve us as well as reason or in some

circumstances better.

Besides natural selection there is, however, experience-

experience originally individual but handed on by tradition

and instruction. It might be held that this, in the course of

millennia, could conjure the mental behaviour we call rea-

son-in other words, the practice of inference-out of a

menhl behaviour which was originally not rational.

29
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MIRACLES

Repeated experiences of finding fire (or rhe remains of fire)
where he had seen smoke would condition a man ro expect

fire whenever he saw smoke. This expectarion, expressed in
the form 'If smoke, then fire' becomes what we call infer-
ence. Have all our inferences originated in that way?

But if they did they are all invalid inferences. Such a pro-
cess will no doubt produce expecrarion. It will rrain men to
expect fire when they see smoke in just the same way as it
trained them to expecr that all swans would be white (until
they saw a black one) or rhat warer would always boil at

zrz' (until someone tried a picnic on a mountain). Such

expectations are not inferences and need not be true. The
assumption that things which have been conjoined in
the past will always be conjoined in the furure is the guid-
ing principle not of rational but of animal behaviour.

Reason comes in precisely when you make the inference
'Since always conjoined, therefore probably connecred,

and go on ro attempr the discovery of the connecrion.

When you have discovered what smoke is you may rhen be

able to replace the mere expectarion of fire by a genuine

inference. Till this is done reason recognises the expecta-

tion as a mere expectation. \7here this does not need to be

done-that is, where the inference depends on an axiom-
we do not appeal ro pasr experience at all. My belief that
things which are equal ro rhe same rhing are equal to one
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another is not at all based on the fact that I have never

caught them behaving otherwise. I see that it'must' be so'

That some people nowadays call axioms tautologies seems

to me irrelevant. It is by means of such'tautologies' that we

advance from knowing less to knowing more. And to call

them tautologies is another way of saying that they are

completely and certainly known' To see fully that A ,

implies B does (once you have seen it) involve the admis-

sion that the assertion of A and the assertion of B are at

bottom in the same assertion. The degree to which any tme

proportion is a tautology depends on the degree of your

insight into it. 9 x 7 = 63 is a tautology to the perfect arith-

metician, but not to the child learning its tables nor to the

primitive calculator who reached it, perhaps, by adding

seven nines together. If Nature is a totally interlocked sys-

tem, then every tme statement about her (e.g' there was a

hot summer in ryy9) would be a tautology to an intelli-

gence that could grasp that system in its entirety. 'God is

love' may be a tautology to the seraphim; not to men'

'But', it will be said, 'it is incontestable that we do in fact

reach truths by inferences'. Certainly. The Naturalist and I

both admit this. \7e could not discuss anything unless we

did. The difference I am submitting is that he gives, and I

do not, a history of the evolution of reason which is incon-

sistent with the claims that he and I both have to make for
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inference as we actually practise it. For his history is, and

from the nature of the case can only be, an account, in
Cause and Effect terms, of how people came ro think the

way they do. And this of course leaves in the air the quite

different question of how they could possibly be justified

in so thinking. This imposes on him the very embarrassing

task of trying to show how the evolutionary product

which he has described could also be a power of 'seeing'

truths.

But the very attempt is absurd. This is best seen if we

consider the humblest and almost the most despairing

form in which it could be made. The Naturalist might say,

'\Well, perhaps we cannot exactly see-not yet-how natu-
ral selection would rurn sub-rationa-l menhl behaviour

into inferences thar reach rruth. But we are certain that this

in fact has happened. For natural selection is bound to pre-
serve and increase useful behaviour. And we also find that
our habits of inference are in fact useful. And if they are

useful they must reach truth'. But notice what we are doing.

Inference itself is on trial: that is, the Naruralist has given

an account of what we thought to be our inferences which
suggests that they are nor real insights at all. \ile, and he,

want to be reassured. And the reassurance turns out to be

one more inference (if useful, then true)-as if this infer-
ence were not, once we accept his evolutionary picture,
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under the same suspicion as all the resr. If the value of our
reasoning is in doubt, you cannor try to establish it by rea-

soning. Il as I said above, a proof that there are no proofs
is nonsensical, so is a proof that rhere are proofs. Reason is

our starting point. There can be no question either of
attacking or defending it. If by treating it as a mere phe-

nomenon you put yourself outside it, there is then no way,

except by begging the question, of geming inside again.

A still humbler position remains. You may, if you like,
give up all claim ro rrurh. You may say simply 'Our way of
thinking is useful'-without adding, even under your
breath, 'and therefore true'. It enables us to set a bone and

build a bridge and make a Sputnik. And that is good

enough. The old, high pretensions of reason must be given

up. It is a behaviour evolved entirely as an aid ro pracrice.

That is why, when we use it simply for practice, we ger

along pretty well; but when we fly off into speculation and

try to get general views of 'reality' we end in the endless,

useless, and probably merely verbal, disputes of the
philosopher. \7e will be humbler in future. Goodbye to all

that. No more theology, no more ontology, no more meta-

physics . . .

But then, equally, no more Naturalism. For of course

Naturalism is a prime specimen of that towering specula-

tion, discovered from practice and going far beyond
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experience, which is now being condemned' Nature is not

arobject that can be presented either to the senses or the

imagination. It can be reached only by the most remote

inferences. Or not reached, merely approached' It is the

hoped for, the assumed, unification in a single interlocked

,yr,"- of all the things inferred from our scientific experi-

ments. More than that, the Naturalist' not content to assert

this, goes on to the sweeping negative assertion' 'There is

nothing except this'-an assertion surely' as remote from

practice,experience, and any conceivable verification as has

ever been made since men began to use their reason sPecu-

latively. Yet on the present view, the very first step into

such a use was an abuse, the perversion of a faculty merely

practical, and the source of all chimeras'

On these terms the Theist's position must be a chimera

nearlyas outrageous as the Naturalistt' (Nearly' not quite; it

abstains from the crowning audacity of a huge negative)' But

the Theist need not, and does nol grant these terms' He is

not commirted to the view that reason is a comparatively

recent development moulded by a process of selection which

can select only the biologically useful' For him' reason-the

reason of God-is older than Nature, and from it the order-

liness of Nature, which alone enables us to know her' is

derived. For him, the human mind in the act of knowing

is illuminated by the Divine reason' It is set free' in the mea-
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sure required, from the huge nexus of non-rational causa-

tion; free from this to be determined by the truth known.

And the preliminary processes within Narure which led up

to this liberation, if there were any, were designed to do so.

To call the act of knowing-the act, not of remembering

that something was so in the pasl but of 'seeing' that it

must be so always and in any possible world-to call this

act'supernatural', is some violence to our ordinary linguis-

tic usage. But of course we do not mean by this that it is

spooky, or sensational, or even (in any religious sense)

'spiritual'. \7e mean only that it'won't fit in'; that such an

act, to be what it claims to be-and if it is not, all our think-

ing is discredited-cannot be merely the exhibition at a

particular place and time of that total, and largely mindless,

system of events called 'Nature'. It must break sufficiently

free from that universal chain in order to be determined by

what it knows.

It is of some importance here to make sure that, if
vaguely spatial imagery intr-udes (and in many minds it cer-

tainly will), it should not be of the wrong kind. \fle had bet-

ter not envisage our acts of reason as something 'above' or

'behind' or'beyond' Nature. Rather 'this side 6f \26u1's'-
if you must picture spatially, picture them between us and

her. It is by inferences that we build up the idea of Nature

at all. Reason is given before Nature and on reason our
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concept of Nature depends. Our acts of inference are prior

to our picture of Nature almost as the telephone is prior to

the friend's voice we hear by it. \7hen we try to fit these

acts into the picture of Nature we fail. The item which we

put into that picture and label'Reason' always turns out to

be somehow different from the reason we ourselves are

enjoying and exercising while we put it in. The description

we have to give of thought as an evolutionary phenomenon

always makes a tacit exception in favour of the thinking

which we ourselves perform at that moment. For the one

can only, like any other particular feat, exhibit, at particular

moments in particular consciousnesses, the general and for

the most part non-rational working of the whole inter-

locked system. The other, our present acq claims and must

claim, to be an act of insight, a knowledge sufficiently free

from non-rational causation to be determined (positively)

only by the truth it knows. But the imagined thinking

which we put into the picture depends-because our

whole idea of Nature depends-on the thinking we are

actually doing, not vice versa. This is the prime reality, on

which the attribution of reality to anything else rests. If it
won't fit into Nature, we can't help it. 

.We will certainly

not, on that account, give it up. If we do, we should be giv-

ing up Nature too.
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