J.S. MILL

On Nature (selections)

Because these natural powers have what we cannot imitate, enormous might, and overawe
us by that one attribute, it would be a great error to infer that their other attributes are such
as we ought to emulate, or that we should be justified in using our small powers after the
example which Nature sets us with her vast forces. For how stands the fact? That, next to
the greatness of these cosmic forces, the quality which most forcibly strikes every one who
does not avert his eyes from it is their perfect and absolute recklessness. They go straight to
their end, without regarding what or whom they crush on the road. Optimists, in their
attempts to prove that “whatever is, is right,” are obliged 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 in us to expect that she should. Pope’s “Shall gravitation cease when you
go by ?” may be a just rebuke to any one who should be so silly as to expect common human
morality from nature. But if the question were between two men, instead of between a man
and a natural phenomenon, that triumphant apostrophe would be thought a rare piece of
impudence. A man who should persist in hurling stones or firing cannon when another man
“goes by,” and having killed him should urge a similar plea in exculpation, would very
deservedly be found guilty of murder.

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 Kkill 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. Nature has Noyades more fatal than those of
Carrier; her explosions of firedamp are as destructive as human artillery; her plague and
cholera far surpass the poison-cups of the Borgias. Even the love of “order,” which is
thought to be a following of the ways of Nature, is in fact a contradiction of them. All which
people are accustomed to deprecate 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 a pestilence.

But, it is said, all these things are for wise and good ends. On this I must first remark that
whether they are so or not is altogether beside the point. Supposing it true that, contrary to
appearances, these horrors, when perpetrated by Nature, promote good ends, still, as no
one believes that good ends would be promoted by our following the example, the course of
Nature cannot be a proper model for us to imitate. Either it is right that we should kill
because nature Kills; torture because nature tortures; ruin and devastate because nature
does the like; or we ought not to consider at all what nature does, but what it is good to do.
If there is such a thing as a reductio ad absurdum, this surely amounts to one. If it is a
sufficient reason for doing one thing, that nature does it, why not another thing? If not all
things, why anything? The physical government of the world being full of the things which
when done by men are deemed the greatest enormities, it cannot be religious or moral in us
to guide our actions by the analogy of the course of nature. This proposition remains true,
whatever occult quality of producing good may reside in those facts of nature which to our
perceptions are most noxious, and which no one considers it other than a crime to produce
artificially.

But, in reality, no one consistently believes in any such occult quality. The phrases which
ascribe perfection to the course of nature can only be considered as the exaggerations of
poetic or devotional feeling, not intended to stand the test of a sober examination. No one,
either religious or irreligious, believes that the hurtful agencies of nature, considered as a
whole, promote good purposes, in any other way than by inciting human rational creatures
to rise up and struggle against them. If we believed that those agencies were appointed by a
benevolent Providence as the means of accomplishing wise purposes which could not be
compassed if they did not exist, then everything done by mankind which tends to chain up
these natural agencies or to restrict their mischievous operations from draining a
pestilential marsh down to curing the toothache, or putting up an umbrella, ought to be
accounted impious; which assuredly nobody does account them, notwithstanding an



undercurrent of sentiment setting in that direction which is occasionally perceptible. On the
contrary, the improvements on which the civilised part of mankind most pride themselves
consist in more successfully warding off those natural calamities which, if we really believed
what most people profess to believe, we should cherish as medicines provided for our
earthly state by infinite wisdom. Inasmuch, too, as each generation greatly surpasses its
predecessors in the amount of natural evil which it succeeds in averting, our condition, if
the theory were true, ought by this time to have become a terrible manifestation of some
tremendous calamity, against which the physical evils we have learnt to overmaster had
previously operated as a preservative. Any one, however, who acted as if he supposed this
to be the case would be more likely, I think, to be confined as a lunatic than reverenced as a
saint.

It is undoubtedly a very common fact that good comes out of evil, and when it does occur it
is far too agreeable not to find people eager to dilate on it. But, in the first place, it is quite as
often true of human crimes as of natural calamities. The fire of London, which is believed to
have had so salutary an effect on the healthiness of the city, would have produced that effect
just as much if it had been really the work of the “furor papisticus” so long commemorated
on the Monument. The deaths of those whom tyrants or persecutors have made martyrs in
any noble cause have done service to mankind which would not have been obtained if they
had died by accident or disease. Yet, whatever incidental and unexpected benefits may
result from crimes, they are crimes nevertheless. In the second place, if good frequently
comes out of evil, the converse fact, evil coming out of good, is equally common. Every
event, public or private, which, regretted on its occurrence, was declared providential at
later period on account of some unforeseen good consequence, might be matched by some
other event, deemed fortunate at the time, but which proved calamitous or fatal to those
whom it appeared to benefit. Such conflicts between the beginning and the end, or between
the event and the expectation, are not only as frequent, but as often held up to notice, in the
painful cases as in the agreeable; but there is not the same inclination to generalise on them;
or at all events they are not regarded by the moderns (though they were by the ancients) as
similarly an indication of the divine purposes: men satisfy themselves with moralising on
the imperfect nature of our foresight, the uncertainty of events, and the vanity of human
expectations. The simple fact is, human interests are so complicated, and the effects of any
incident whatever so multitudinous, that, if it touches mankind at all, its influence on them
is, in the great majority of cases, both good and bad. If the greater number of personal
misfortunes have their good side, hardly any good fortune ever befell any one which did not
give either to the same or to some other person something to regret: and unhappily there
are many misfortunes so overwhelming that their favourable side, if it exist, is entirely
overshadowed and made insignificant; while the corresponding statement can seldom be
made concerning blessings. The effects, too, of every cause depend so much on the
circumstances which accidentally accompany it that many cases are sure to occur in which
even the total result is markedly opposed to the predominant tendency: and thus not only
evil has its good and good its evil side, but good often produces an overbalance of evil and
evil an overbalance of good. This, howsoever, is by no means the general tendency of either
phenomenon. On the contrary, both good and evil naturally tend to fructify each in its own



kind, good producing good, and evil, evil. It is one of Nature’s general rules, and part of her
habitual injustice, that “to him that hath shall be given, but from him that hath not shall be
taken even that which he hath.” The ordinary and predominant tendency of good is towards
more good. Health, strength, wealth, knowledge, virtue, are not only good in themselves, but
facilitate and promote the acquisition of good, both of the same and of other kinds. The
person who can learn easily is he who already knows much: it is the strong and not the
sickly person who can do everything which most conduces to health; those who find it easy
to gain money are not the poor, but the rich; while health, strength, knowledge, talents, are
all means of acquiring riches, and riches are often an indispensable means of acquiring
these. Again, e converso, whatever may be said of evil turning into good, the general
tendency of evil is towards further evil. Bodily illness renders the body more susceptible of
disease; it produces incapacity of exertion, sometimes debility of mind, and often the loss of
means of subsistence. All severe pain, either bodily or mental, tends to increase the
susceptibilities of pain for ever after. Poverty is the parent of a thousand mental and moral
evils. What is still worse, to be injured or oppressed, when habitual, lowers the whole tone
of the character. One bad action leads to others, both in the agent himself, in the bystanders,
and in the sufferers. All bad qualities are strengthened by habit, and all vices and follies tend
to spread. Intellectual defects generate moral, and moral, intellectual; and every intellectual
or moral defect generates others, and so on without end.



