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‘A great philosopher’s lucid and magisterial look at the history
of his own subject, wonderfully readable and enlightening.’
The Observer

First published in 1946, History of Western Philosophy went on
to become the best-selling philosophy book of the twentieth
century. A dazzlingly ambitious project, it remains unchallenged
to this day as the ultimate introduction to Western philosophy.
Providing a sophisticated overview of the ideas that have
perplexed people since time immemorial, Russell’s History 
of Western Philosophy offered a cogent précis of its subject. 
Of course this cannot be the only reason for its popularity.
Russell’s book was ‘long on wit, intelligence and curmudgeonly
scepticism’, as The New York Times noted, and it is this, coupled
with the sheer brilliance of its scholarship, that has made
Russell’s History of Western Philosophy one of the most
important philosophical works of all time.

Bertrand Russell (1872–1970). The leading British philosopher
of the twentieth century, who made major contributions in the
areas of logic and epistemology. Politically active and habitually
outspoken, his ethical principles twice led to imprisonment.

Philosophy

C
over design

: K
eenan

Bertrand Russell
History of Western Philosophy tran

d
 R

u
sse

ll
H

isto
ry o

f
W

estern
 P

h
ilo

so
p

hy

www.routledge.com  • www.routledge.com ⁄ classics

spine42mm
cmyk

9 780415 325059

ISBN 978- 0- 415- 32505- 9

Russell
History of Western Philosophy

Property of Taylor & Francis Group. Not for Distribution

1



INTRODUCTION

The conceptions of life and the world which we call ‘philosophical’ are a
product of two factors: one, inherited religious and ethical conceptions; the
other, the sort of investigation which may be called ‘scientific’, using this
word in its broadest sense. Individual philosophers have differed widely in
regard to the proportions in which these two factors entered into their sys-
tems, but it is the presence of both, in some degree, that characterizes
philosophy.

‘Philosophy’ is a word which has been used in many ways, some wider,
some narrower. I propose to use it in a very wide sense, which I will now try
to explain.

Philosophy, as I shall understand the word, is something intermediate
between theology and science. Like theology, it consists of speculations on
matters as to which definite knowledge has, so far, been unascertainable; but
like science, it appeals to human reason rather than to authority, whether that
of tradition or that of revelation. All definite knowledge—so I should con-
tend—belongs to science; all dogma as to what surpasses definite knowledge
belongs to theology. But between theology and science there is a No Man’s
Land, exposed to attack from both sides; this No Man’s Land is philosophy.
Almost all the questions of most interest to speculative minds are such as
science cannot answer, and the confident answers of theologians no longer
seem so convincing as they did in former centuries. Is the world divided into
mind and matter, and, if so, what is mind and what is matter? Is mind subject
to matter, or is it possessed of independent powers? Has the universe any
unity or purpose? Is it evolving towards some goal? Are there really laws of
nature, or do we believe in them only because of our innate love of order? Is
man what he seems to the astronomer, a tiny lump of impure carbon and
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water impotently crawling on a small and unimportant planet? Or is he what
he appears to Hamlet? Is he perhaps both at once? Is there a way of living that
is noble and another that is base, or are all ways of living merely futile? If
there is a way of living that is noble, in what does it consist, and how shall we
achieve it? Must the good be eternal in order to deserve to be valued, or is it
worth seeking even if the universe is inexorably moving towards death? Is
there such a thing as wisdom, or is what seems such merely the ultimate
refinement of folly? To such questions no answer can be found in the labora-
tory. Theologies have professed to give answers, all too definite; but their very
definiteness causes modern minds to view them with suspicion. The studying
of these questions, if not the answering of them, is the business of
philosophy.

Why, then, you may ask, waste time on such insoluble problems? To this
one may answer as a historian, or as an individual facing the terror of cosmic
loneliness.

The answer of the historian, in so far as I am capable of giving it, will
appear in the course of this work. Ever since men became capable of free
speculation, their actions, in innumerable important respects, have depended
upon their theories as to the world and human life, as to what is good and
what is evil. This is as true in the present day as at any former time. To
understand an age or a nation, we must understand its philosophy, and to
understand its philosophy we must ourselves be in some degree philos-
ophers. There is here a reciprocal causation: the circumstances of men’s lives
do much to determine their philosophy, but, conversely, their philosophy
does much to determine their circumstances. This interaction throughout the
centuries will be the topic of the following pages.

There is also, however, a more personal answer. Science tells us what we
can know, but what we can know is little, and if we forget how much we
cannot know we become insensitive to many things of very great importance.
Theology, on the other hand, induces a dogmatic belief that we have know-
ledge where in fact we have ignorance, and by doing so generates a kind of
impertinent insolence towards the universe. Uncertainty, in the presence of
vivid hopes and fears, is painful, but must be endured if we wish to live
without the support of comforting fairy tales. It is not good either to forget
the questions that philosophy asks, or to persuade ourselves that we have
found indubitable answers to them. To teach how to live without certainty,
and yet without being paralysed by hesitation, is perhaps the chief thing that
philosophy, in our age, can still do for those who study it.

Philosophy, as distinct from theology, began in Greece in the sixth century
.. After running its course in antiquity, it was again submerged by the-
ology as Christianity rose and Rome fell. Its second great period, from the
eleventh to the fourteenth centuries, was dominated by the Catholic Church,
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except for a few great rebels, such as the Emperor Frederick II (1195–1250).
This period was brought to an end by the confusions that culminated in the
Reformation. The third period, from the seventeenth century to the present
day, is dominated, more than either of its predecessors, by science; traditional
religious beliefs remain important, but are felt to need justification, and are
modified wherever science seems to make this imperative. Few of the phil-
osophers of this period are orthodox from a Catholic standpoint, and the
secular State is more important in their speculations than the Church.

Social cohesion and individual liberty, like religion and science, are in a
state of conflict or uneasy compromise throughout the whole period. In
Greece, social cohesion was secured by loyalty to the City State; even Aristotle,
though in his time Alexander was making the City State obsolete, could see
no merit in any other kind of polity. The degree to which the individual’s
liberty was curtailed by his duty to the City varied widely. In Sparta he had as
little liberty as in modem Germany or Russia; in Athens, in spite of occasional
persecutions, citizens had, in the best period, a very extraordinary freedom
from restrictions imposed by the State. Greek thought down to Aristotle is
dominated by religious and patriotic devotion to the City; its ethical systems
are adapted to the lives of citizens and have a large political element. When the
Greeks became subject, first to the Macedonians, and then to the Romans, the
conceptions appropriate to their days of independence were no longer
applicable. This produced, on the one hand, a loss of vigour through the
breach with tradition, and, on the other hand, a more individual and less
social ethic. The Stoics thought of the virtuous life as a relation of the soul to
God, rather than as a relation of the citizen to the State. They thus prepared
the way for Christianity, which, like Stoicism, was originally unpolitical,
since, during its first three centuries, its adherents were devoid of influence
on government. Social cohesion, during the six and a half centuries from
Alexander to Constantine, was secured, not by philosophy and not by
ancient loyalties, but by force, first that of armies and then that of civil
administration. Roman armies, Roman roads, Roman law, and Roman offi-
cials first created and then preserved a powerful centralized State. Nothing
was attributable to Roman philosophy, since there was none.

During this long period, the Greek ideas inherited from the age of freedom
underwent a gradual process of transformation. Some of the old ideas,
notably those which we should regard as specifically religious, gained in
relative importance; others, more rationalistic, were discarded because they
no longer suited the spirit of the age. In this way the later pagans trimmed the
Greek tradition until it became suitable for incorporation in Christian
doctrine.

Christianity popularized an important opinion, already implicit in the
teaching of the Stoics, but foreign to the general spirit of antiquity—I mean,
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the opinion that a man’s duty to God is more imperative than his duty to the
State.1 This opinion—that ‘we ought to obey God rather than Man’, as Socra-
tes and the Apostles said—survived the conversion of Constantine, because
the early Christian emperors were Arians or inclined to Arianism. When the
emperors became orthodox, it fell into abeyance. In the Byzantine Empire it
remained latent, as also in the subsequent Russian Empire, which derived its
Christianity from Constantinople.2 But in the West, where the Catholic
emperors were almost immediately replaced (except in parts of Gaul) by
heretical barbarian conquerors, the superiority of religious to political
allegiance survived, and to some extent still survives.

The barbarian invasion put an end, for six centuries, to the civilization of
western Europe. It lingered in Ireland until the Danes destroyed it in the ninth
century; before its extinction there it produced one notable figure, Scotus
Erigena. In the Eastern Empire, Greek civilization, in a desiccated form, sur-
vived, as in a museum, till the fall of Constantinople in 1453, but nothing
of importance to the world came out of Constantinople except an artistic
tradition and Justinian’s Codes of Roman law.

During the period of darkness, from the end of the fifth century to the
middle of the eleventh, the western Roman world underwent some very
interesting changes. The conflict between duty to God and duty to the State,
which Christianity had introduced, took the form of a conflict between
Church and king. The ecclesiastical jurisdiction of the Pope extended over
Italy, France, and Spain, Great Britain and Ireland, Germany, Scandinavia, and
Poland. At first, outside Italy and southern France, his control over bishops
and abbots was very slight, but from the time of Gregory VII (late eleventh
century) it became real and effective. From that time on, the clergy, through-
out western Europe, formed a single organization directed from Rome, seek-
ing power intelligently and relentlessly, and usually victorious, until after the
year 1300, in their conflicts with secular rulers. The conflict between Church
and State was not only a conflict between clergy and laity; it was also a renewal
of the conflict between the Mediterranean world and the northern barbarians.
The unity of the Church echoed the unity of the Roman Empire; its liturgy
was Latin, and its dominant men were mostly Italian, Spanish, or southern
French. Their education, when education revived, was classical; their concep-
tions of law and government would have been more intelligible to Marcus
Aurelius than they were to contemporary monarchs. The Church represented
at once continuity with the past and what was most civilized in the present.

1 This opinion was not unknown in earlier times: it is stated, for example, in the Antigone of
Sophocles. But before the Stoics those who held it were few.
2 That is why the modern Russian does not think that we ought to obey dialectical materialism
rather than Stalin.
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The secular power, on the contrary, was in the hands of kings and
barons of Teutonic descent, who endeavoured to preserve what they could
of the institutions that they had brought out of the forests of Germany.
Absolute power was alien to those institutions, and so was what appeared
to these vigorous conquerors as a dull and spiritless legality. The king had
to share his power with the feudal aristocracy, but all alike expected to be
allowed occasional outbursts of passion in the form of war, murder, pillage,
or rape. Monarchs might repent, for they were sincerely pious, and after
all, repentance was itself a form of passion. But the Church could never
produce in them the quiet regularity of good behaviour which a modern
employer demands, and usually obtains, of his employees. What was the
use of conquering the world if they could not drink and murder and love
as the spirit moved them? And why should they, with their armies of
proud knights, submit to the orders of bookish men, vowed to celibacy
and destitute of armed force? In spite of ecclesiastical disapproval, they
preserved the duel and trial by battle, and they developed tournaments
and courtly love. Occasionally, in a fit of rage, they would even murder
eminent churchmen.

All the armed force was on the side of the kings, and yet the Church was
victorious. The Church won, partly because it had almost a monopoly of
education, partly because the kings were perpetually at war with each other,
but mainly because, with very few exceptions, rulers and people alike
profoundly believed that the Church possessed the power of the keys. The
Church could decide whether a king should spend eternity in heaven or in
hell; the Church could absolve subjects from the duty of allegiance, and so
stimulate rebellion. The Church, moreover, represented order in place of
anarchy, and consequently won the support of the rising mercantile class. In
Italy, especially, this last consideration was decisive.

The Teutonic attempt to preserve at least a partial independence of the
Church expressed itself not only in politics, but also in art romance, chivalry,
and war. It expressed itself very little in the intellectual world, because educa-
tion was almost wholly confined to the clergy. The explicit philosophy of the
Middle Ages is not an accurate mirror of the times, but only of what was
thought by one party. Among ecclesiastics, however—especially among the
Franciscan friars—a certain number, for various reasons, were at variance
with the Pope. In Italy, moreover, culture spread to the laity some centuries
sooner than it did north of the Alps. Frederick II, who tried to found a new
religion, represents the extreme of anti-papal culture; Thomas Aquinas, who
was born in the kingdom of Naples where Frederick II was supreme, remains
to this day the classic exponent of papal philosophy. Dante, some fifty years
later, achieved a synthesis, and gave the only balanced exposition of the
complete medieval world of ideas.
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After Dante, both for political and for intellectual reasons, the medieval
philosophical synthesis broke down. It had, while it lasted, a quality of tidi-
ness and miniature completeness; whatever the system took account of was
placed with precision with relation to the other contents of its very finite
cosmos. But the Great Schism, the conciliar movement, and the Renaissance
papacy led up to the Reformation, which destroyed the unity of Christendom
and the scholastic theory of government that centred round the Pope. In the
Renaissance period new knowledge, both of antiquity and of the earth’s
surface, made men tired of systems, which were felt to be mental prisons.
The Copernican astronomy assigned to the earth and to man a humbler posi-
tion than they had enjoyed in the Ptolemaic theory. Pleasure in new facts
took the place, among intelligent men, of pleasure in reasoning, analysing,
and systematizing. Although in art the Renaissance is still orderly, in thought
it prefers a large and fruitful disorder. In this respect, Montaigne is the most
typical exponent of the age.

In the theory of politics, as in everything except art, there was a collapse of
order. The Middle Ages, though turbulent in practice, were dominated in
thought by a passion for legality and by a very precise theory of political
power. All power is ultimately from God; He has delegated power to the Pope
in sacred things and to the Emperor in secular matters. But Pope and Emperor
alike lost their importance during the fifteenth century. The Pope became
merely one of the Italian princes, engaged in the incredibly complicated and
unscrupulous game of Italian power politics. The new national monarchies in
France, Spain, and England had, in their own territories, a power with which
neither Pope nor Emperor could interfere. The national State, largely owing to
gunpowder, acquired an influence over men’s thoughts and feelings which it
had not had before, and which progressively destroyed what remained of the
Roman belief in the unity of civilization.

This political disorder found expression in Machiavelli’s Prince. In the
absence of any guiding principle, politics becomes a naked struggle for
power; The Prince gives shrewd advice as to how to play this game successfully.
What had happened in the great age of Greece happened again in Renaissance
Italy: traditional moral restraints disappeared, because they were seen to be
associated with superstition; the liberation from fetters made individuals
energetic and creative, producing a rare florescence of genius; but the
anarchy and treachery which inevitably resulted from the decay of morals
made Italians collectively impotent, and they fell, like the Greeks, under the
domination of nations less civilized than themselves but not so destitute of
social cohesion.

The result, however, was less disastrous than in the case of Greece, because
the newly powerful nations, with the exception of Spain, showed themselves
as capable of great achievement as the Italians had been.

introduction
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From the sixteenth century onward, the history of European thought is
dominated by the Reformation. The Reformation was a complex many-
sided movement, and owed its success to a variety of causes. In the main, it
was a revolt of the northern nations against the renewed dominion of
Rome. Religion was the force that had subdued the North, but religion in
Italy had decayed: the papacy remained as an institution, and extracted a
huge tribute from Germany and England, but these nations, which were
still pious, could feel no reverence for the Borgias and Medicis, who pro-
fessed to save souls from purgatory in return for cash which they squan-
dered on luxury and immorality. National motives, economic motives,
and moral motives all combined to strengthen the revolt against Rome.
Moreover the Princes soon perceived that, if the Church in their territories
became merely national, they would be able to dominate it, and would thus
become much more powerful at home than they had been while sharing
dominion with the Pope. For all these reasons, Luther’s theological innov-
ations were welcomed by rulers and peoples alike throughout the greater
part of northern Europe.

The Catholic Church was derived from three sources. Its sacred history was
Jewish, its theology was Greek, its government and canon law were, at least
indirectly, Roman. The Reformation rejected the Roman elements, softened
the Greek elements, and greatly strengthened the Judaic elements. It thus co-
operated with the nationalist forces which were undoing the work of social
cohesion which had been effected first by the Roman Empire and then by
the Roman Church. In Catholic doctrine, divine revelation did not end with
the scriptures, but continued from age to age through the medium of the
Church, to which, therefore, it was the duty of the individual to submit his
private opinions. Protestants, on the contrary, rejected the Church as a vehicle
of revelation; truth was to be sought only in the Bible, which each man could
interpret for himself. If men differed in their interpretation, there was no
divinely appointed authority to decide the dispute. In practice, the State
claimed the right that had formerly belonged to the Church, but this was a
usurpation. In Protestant theory, there should be no earthly intermediary
between the soul and God.

The effects of this change were momentous. Truth was no longer to be
ascertained by consulting authority, but by inward meditation. There was a
tendency, quickly developed, towards anarchism in politics, and, in religion,
towards mysticism, which had always fitted with difficulty into the frame-
work of Catholic orthodoxy. There came to be not one Protestantism, but a
multitude of sects; not one philosophy opposed to scholasticism, but as many
as there were philosophers; not, as in the thirteenth century, one Emperor
opposed to the Pope, but a large number of heretical kings. The result, in
thought as in literature, was a continually deepening subjectivism, operating
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at first as a wholesome liberation from spiritual slavery, but advancing
steadily towards a personal isolation inimical to social sanity.

Modern philosophy begins with Descartes, whose fundamental certainty is
the existence of himself and his thoughts, from which the external world is
to be inferred. This was only the first stage in a development, through Berkeley
and Kant, to Fichte, for whom everything is only an emanation of the ego.
This was insanity, and, from this extreme, philosophy has been attempting,
ever since, to escape into the world of everyday common sense.

With subjectivism in philosophy, anarchism in politics goes hand in
hand. Already during Luther’s lifetime, unwelcome and unacknowledged
disciples had developed the doctrine of Anabaptism, which, for a time,
dominated the city of Münster. The Anabaptists repudiated all law, since they
held that the good man will be guided at every moment by the Holy Spirit,
who cannot be bound by formulas. From this premiss they arrive at com-
munism and sexual promiscuity; they were therefore exterminated after a
heroic resistance. But their doctrine, in softened forms, spread to Holland,
England and America; historically, it is the source of Quakerism. A fiercer
form of anarchism, no longer connected with religion, arose in the
nineteenth century. In Russia, in Spain, and to a lesser degree in Italy, it
had considerable success, and to this day it remains a bugbear of the
American immigration authorities. This modern form, though anti-religious,
has still much of the spirit of early Protestantism; it differs mainly in
directing against secular governments the hostility that Luther directed
against popes.

Subjectivity, once let loose, could not be confined within limits until it
had run its course. In morals, the Protestant emphasis on the individual
conscience was essentially anarchic. Habit and custom were so strong that,
except in occasional outbreaks such as that of Münster, the disciples of indi-
vidualism in ethics continued to act in a manner which was conventionally
virtuous. But this was a precarious equilibrium. The eighteenth-century cult
of ‘sensibility’ began to break it down: an act was admired, not for its good
consequences, or for its conformity to a moral code, but for the emotion
that inspired it. Out of this attitude developed the cult of the hero, as it is
expressed by Carlyle and Nietzsche, and the Byronic cult of violent passion
of no matter what kind.

The romantic movement, in art, in literature, and in politics, is bound up
with this subjective way of judging men, not as members of a community,
but as aesthetically delightful objects of contemplation. Tigers are more beau-
tiful than sheep, but we prefer them behind bars. The typical romantic
removes the bars and enjoys the magnificent leaps with which the tiger
annihilates the sheep. He exhorts men to imagine themselves tigers, and
when he succeeds the results are not wholly pleasant.
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Against the more insane forms of subjectivism in modern times there
have been various reactions. First, a half-way compromise philosophy, the
doctrine of liberalism, which attempted to assign the respective spheres
of government and the individual. This begins, in its modern form, with
Locke, who is as much opposed to ‘enthusiasm’—the individualism of the
Anabaptists—as to absolute authority and blind subservience to tradition. A
more thorough-going revolt leads to the doctrine of State worship, which
assigns to the State the position that Catholicism gave to the Church, or even
sometimes, to God. Hobbes, Rousseau, and Hegel represent different phases
of this theory, and their doctrines are embodied practically in Cromwell,
Napoleon, and modern Germany. Communism, in theory, is far removed
from such philosophies, but is driven, in practice, to a type of community
very similar to that which results from State worship.

Throughout this long development, from 600 .. to the present day,
philosophers have been divided into those who wished to tighten social
bonds and those who wished to relax them. With this difference others have
been associated. The disciplinarians have advocated some system of dogma,
either old or new, and have therefore been compelled to be, in a greater or
less degree, hostile to science, since their dogmas could not be proved
empirically. They have almost invariably taught that happiness is not the
good, but that ‘nobility’ or ‘heroism’ is to be preferred. They have had a
sympathy with the irrational parts of human nature, since they have felt
reason to be inimical to social cohesion. The libertarians, on the other hand,
with the exception of the extreme anarchists, have tended to be scientific,
utilitarian, rationalistic, hostile to violent passion, and enemies of all the
more profound forms of religion. This conflict existed in Greece before
the rise of what we recognize as philosophy, and is already quite explicit in
the earliest Greek thought. In changing forms, it has persisted down to the
present day, and no doubt will persist for many ages to come.

It is clear that each party to this dispute—as to all that persist through long
periods of time—is partly right and partly wrong. Social cohesion is a neces-
sity, and mankind has never yet succeeded in enforcing cohesion by merely
rational arguments. Every community is exposed to two opposite dangers,
ossification through too much discipline and reverence for tradition, on the
one hand; on the other hand, dissolution, or subjection to foreign conquest,
through the growth of an individualism and personal independence that
makes co-operation impossible. In general, important civilizations start with
a rigid and superstitious system, gradually relaxed, and leading, at a certain
stage, to a period of brilliant genius, while the good of the old tradition
remains and the evil inherent in its dissolution has not yet developed. But as
the evil unfolds, it leads to anarchy, thence, inevitably, to a new tyranny,
producing a new synthesis secured by a new system of dogma. The doctrine
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of liberalism is an attempt to escape from this endless oscillation. The essence
of liberalism is an attempt to secure a social order not based on irrational
dogma, and insuring stability without involving more restraints than are
necessary for the preservation of the community. Whether this attempt can
succeed only the future can determine.
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“The most robust as well as the most witty infidel since
Voltaire and he cannot fail to sharpen men’s sense of what is
entailed both in belief and unbelief.”
The Spectator 

Why I am not a Christian is considered one of the most
blasphemous philosophical documents ever written, and at a
time when we have faith schools and wars over religious
beliefs, its message today could not be more relevant. If
religion provides comfortable responses to the questions that
have always beset humankind – why are we here, what is the
point of being alive, how ought we to behave – then Russell
snatches that comfort away, leaving us instead with other,
more troublesome alternatives: responsibility, autonomy, self-
awareness. 

Ranked alongside Voltaire’s Candide, Tom Paine’s Age of
Reason, Martin Scorsese’s The Last Temptation of Christ, and
Monty Python’s The Life of Brian, Bertrand Russell’s Why I am
not a Christian has had some odd bedfellows over the years.
While its tone is playful and frivolous, it poses tough
questions over the nature of religion and belief.

Bertrand Russell (1872–1970). The leading British philosopher
of the twentieth century, who made major contributions in the
areas of logic and epistemology. Politically active and
habitually outspoken, his ethical principles twice led to
imprisonment. 
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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

Bertrand Russell has been a prolific writer all his life and some of
his best work is contained in little pamphlets and in articles
contributed to various periodicals. This is especially true of his
discussions of religion, many of which are little known outside
certain Rationalist circles. In the present volume I have collected a
number of these essays on religion as well as some other pieces
like the articles on ‘Freedom and the Colleges’ and ‘Our Sexual
Ethics’ which are still of great topical interest.

Although he is most honoured for his contributions to such
purely abstract subjects as logic and the theory of knowledge, it
is a fair guess that Russell will be equally remembered in years to
come as one of the great heretics in morals and religion. He has
never been a purely technical philosopher. He has always been
deeply concerned with the fundamental questions to which
religions have given their respective answers—questions about
man’s place in the universe and the nature of the good life. He
has brought to his treatment of these questions the same
incisiveness, wit and eloquence and he has expressed himself in
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the same sparkling prose for which his other works are famous.
These qualities make the essays included in this book perhaps
the most moving and the most graceful presentation of the
Freethinker’s position since the days of Hume and Voltaire.

A book by Bertrand Russell on religion would be worth pub-
lishing at any time. At present, when we are witnessing a cam-
paign for the revival of religion which is carried on with all the
slickness of modern advertising techniques, a restatement of the
unbeliever’s case seems particularly desirable. From every corner
and on every level, high, low, and middle-brow, we have for
several years been bombarded with theological propaganda. Life
magazine assures us editorially that ‘except for dogmatic materi-
alists and fundamentalists’, the war between evolution and
Christian belief ‘has been over for many years’ and that ‘science
itself . . . discourages the notion that the universe, or life, or man
could have evolved by pure chance’. Professor Toynbee, one of
the more dignified apologists, tells us that we ‘cannot meet the
Communist challenge on a secular ground’. Norman Vincent
Peale, Monsignor Sheen and other professors of religious psych-
iatry extol the blessings of faith in columns read by millions, in
best-selling books and over nation-wide weekly radio and televi-
sion programmes. Politicians of all parties, many of whom were
not at all noted for piety before they began to compete for public
office, make sure that they are known as dutiful churchgoers and
never fail to bring God into their learned discourses. Outside
the classrooms of the better colleges the negative side of this
question is hardly ever presented.

A book such as this, with its uncompromising affirmation of
the secularist viewpoint, is all the more called for today because
the religious offensive has not been restricted to propaganda
on a grand scale. In the United States it has also assumed the
shape of numerous attempts, many of them successful, to
undermine the separation of Church and State as provided in the
Constitution. These attempts are too many to be detailed here;
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but perhaps two or three illustrations will sufficiently indicate
this disturbing trend which if it remains unchecked will make
those who are opposed to traditional religion into second-class
citizens. A few months ago, for instance, a sub-committee of the
House of Representatives included in a Concurrent Resolution
the amazing proposition that ‘loyalty to God’ is an essential
qualification for the best government service. ‘Service of any per-
son in any capacity in or under the government,’ the legislators
officially asserted, ‘should be characterised by devotion to God.’
This resolution is not yet law but may soon become so if it is not
vigorously opposed. Another resolution making ‘In God We
Trust’ the national motto of the United States has been passed by
both Houses and is now the law of the land. Professor George
Axtelle, of New York University, one of the few outspoken critics
of these and similar moves, appropriately referred to them, in
testimony before a Senate committee, as ‘tiny but significant
erosions’ of the principle of church–state separation.

The attempts to inject religion, where the Constitution
expressly prohibits it, are by no means confined to Federal legis-
lation. Thus in New York City, to take just one particularly glar-
ing example, the Board of Superintendents of the Board of
Education prepared in 1955 a ‘Guiding Statement for Super-
visors and Teachers’ which bluntly stated that ‘the public schools
encouraged the belief in God, recognising the simple fact that
ours is a religious nation’, and furthermore that the public
schools ‘identify God as the ultimate source of natural and moral
law’. If this statement had been adopted hardly a subject in the
New York City school curriculum would have remained free
from theological intrusion. Even such apparently secular studies
as science and mathematics were to be taught with religious
overtones. ‘Scientists and mathematicians,’ the statement
declared, ‘conceive of the universe as a logical, orderly, predict-
able place. Their consideration of the vastness and the splendour
of the heavens, the marvels of the human body and mind, the
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beauty of nature, the mystery of photosynthesis, the mathemat-
ical structure of the universe or the notion of infinity cannot do
other than lead to humbleness before God’s handiwork. One can
only say “When I consider the Heavens the work of Thy
Hands”.’ So innocent a subject as ‘Industrial Arts’ was not left
alone. ‘In industrial arts,’ the philosophers of the Board of
Superintendents asserted, ‘the observation of the wonders of
the composition of metals, the grain and the beauty of woods,
the ways of electricity and the characteristic properties of the
materials used invariably gives rise to speculation about the
planning and the orderliness of the natural world and the mar-
vellous working of a Supreme Power.’ This report was greeted
with such an outburst of indignation from civic and several
of the more liberal religious groups that adoption of it by the
Board of Education became impossible. A modified version, with
the most objectionable passages struck out, was subsequently
adopted. Even the revised version, however, contains enough
theological language to make a secularist wince, and it is to be
hoped that its constitutionality will be challenged in the courts.

There has been amazingly little opposition to most of the
encroachments of ecclesiastical interests. One reason for this
seems to be the widespread belief that religion is nowadays mild
and tolerant and that persecutions are a thing of the past. This is
a dangerous illusion. While many religious leaders are undoubt-
edly genuine friends of freedom and toleration and are further-
more confirmed believers in the separation of Church and State,
there are unfortunately many others who would still persecute if
they could and who do persecute when they can.

In Great Britain the situation is somewhat different. There
are established churches and religious instruction is legally
sanctioned in all state schools. Nevertheless, the temper of the
country is much more tolerant and men in public life have less
hesitation to be openly known as unbelievers. In Great Britain,
too, however, vulgar pro-religious propaganda is rampant and
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the more aggressive religious groups are doing their best
to prevent Freethinkers from stating their case. The recent
Beveridge Report for instance, recommended that the B.B.C.
should give a hearing to representatives of rationalist opinion.
The B.B.C. officially accepted this recommendation but has done
next to nothing to implement it. The talks by Margaret Knight on
‘Morals without Religion’ were one of the very few attempts
to present the position of unbelievers on an important topic.
Mrs Knight’s talks provoked furious outbursts of indignation on
the part of assorted bigots which appear to have frightened the
B.B.C. into its former subservience to religious interests.

To help dispel complacency on this subject I have added, as
an appendix to this book, a very full account of how Bertrand
Russell was prevented from becoming Professor of Philosophy at
the College of the City of New York. The facts of this case deserve
to be more widely known, if only to show the incredible distor-
tions and abuses of power which fanatics are willing to employ
when they are out to vanquish an enemy. Those people who
succeeded in nullifying Russell’s appointment are the same who
now would destroy the secular character of the United States.
They and their British counterparts are on the whole more
powerful today than they were in 1940.

The City College case should be written up in detail also in
simple fairness to Bertrand Russell himself, who was viciously
maligned at the time both by the judge who heard the petition
and in large sections of the press. Russell’s views and actions
were the subject of unbridled misrepresentation and people
unfamiliar with his books must have received a completely
erroneous impression of what he stood for. I hope that the story
as here recounted, together with the reproduction of some of
Russell’s actual discussions of the ‘offending’ topics, will help to
set the record straight.

Several of the essays included in this volume are reprinted
with the kind permission of their original publishers. In this
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connection I should like to thank Messrs Watts and Co. who are
the publishers of Why I am not a Christian and Has Religion Made Useful
Contributions to Civilisation?, Messrs Routledge and Kegan Paul who
published What I Believe, Messrs Hutchinson and Co. who pub-
lished Do we Survive Death?, Messrs Nicholson and Watson who are
the original publishers of The Fate of Thomas Paine, and the American
Mercury in whose pages ‘Our Sexual Ethics’ and ‘Freedom and the
Colleges’ first appeared. I also wish to thank my friends Professor
Antony Flew, Ruth Hoffman, Sheila Meyer, and my students
Marilyn Charney, Sara Kilian, and John Viscide, who helped me
in many ways in the preparation of this book.

Finally, I wish to express my gratitude to Bertrand Russell
himself who blessed this project from the beginning and whose
keen interest all the way was a major source of inspiration.

P E
N Y C, O 1956

editor’s introduction 

Property of Taylor & Francis Group. Not for Distribution

18



“There is not a page which does not provoke argument or
thought.”
Sunday Times

Intolerance and bigotry lie at the heart of all human suffering. So
claims Bertrand Russell at the outset of In Praise of Idleness, a
collection of essays in which he espouses the virtues of cool
reflection and free enquiry; a voice of calm in a world of
maddening unreason. With characteristic clarity and humour,
Russell surveys the social and political consequences of
his beliefs. From a devastating critique of the ancestry of
fascism to a vehement defence of “useless” knowledge, with
consideration given to everything from insect pests to the
human soul, In Praise of Idleness is a tour de force that only
Bertrand Russell could perform.

Bertrand Russell (1872–1970). The leading British philosopher
of the twentieth century, who made major contributions in the
areas of logic and epistemology. Politically active and
habitually outspoken, his ethical principles twice led to
imprisonment.
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INTRODUCTION

APRICOTS AND IDLENESS

I reread the essays in this volume while idling away my time in
the garden of a friend who lives in the Loire Valley in France. In
the garden stands an apricot tree, old and gnarled, riven with
age, yielding less and less of its succulent fruit than but a few
years ago. Its boughs still provide enough shade that I could read
with pleasure Bertrand Russell’s description, in the essay ‘ “Use-
less” Knowledge’ originally published in 1935, of how peaches
and apricots came to the west. They were first harvested in China
during the Han dynasty, were then cultivated in India, moving
eventually to what is now Iran, and finally to Rome. Moreover, he
tells us, the etymology of ‘apricot’ can be traced to the Latin for
‘precocious’ because the fruit ripens early. The ‘a’, however, was
added by mistake.

Russell (1872–1970) uses this example to show that know-
ledge can help the fruit taste sweeter by enhancing and enrich-
ing our experience with a sense of joy that might otherwise be
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absent. The ‘mental delight’ that I gained from reading Russell’s
paragraph while sitting in a French garden brought home his
point quite vividly. The apricots were sweeter, the sunlight
brighter, my appreciation heightened by the brief history of the
fruit and its flawed etymology. This kind of knowledge, when
valued for its own sake, can bring immense enjoyment to indi-
viduals even when it is as apparently trivial as the history of
apricots. The ‘contemplative habit of mind’, which makes the
pursuit of such knowledge possible, requires an idleness in
which individuals become lighthearted, playful and able to
engage in freely chosen activities, which are at the same time
constructive and satisfying.

Russell believes that such opportunities for lightheartedness
and play are particularly important in the education of the
young, for without them children become listless, unhappy and
destructive, their lives bereft of any appreciation for deeper,
wider purposes. Ongoing opportunities for self-expression
among the adult population are equally important because they
allow individuals to appreciate the quality of their own experi-
ence, as well as the value of knowledge itself. Were it not for the
idleness afforded by spending time under an abricotier, for
example, I would not have appreciated Russell’s argument for
the intrinsic value of knowledge in such an immediate way.

For most people, even today, this kind of experience is not a
realistic option open to them. They have neither the money nor
the leisure time to idle away in the pursuit of ‘useless’ know-
ledge. They are caught in what Russell calls ‘the cult of effi-
ciency’ where only the economic benefits of knowledge or the
increase in power over others which these may bring, are valued.
Those lucky enough to have the resources for idleness tend to
spurn it in favour of the kind of ‘vigorous action’ that brings
even greater control but little or no reflective understanding
about the wider purposes of life. Russell regards this ‘instru-
mental’ view of knowledge as harmful because value is placed
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exclusively on its consequences rather than on the reasons
underlying it. As a result, wealth and power are considered of the
highest value, whereas idleness and contemplative knowledge
are seen as so much loafing around.

Russell’s proposed solution to this problem presupposes that
idleness could now be made available to the general populace if
work were restructured in ways made possible by modern
methods of production. Not only is idleness a desirable state but
it is one to which most people could accede if it were valued
more highly than the busy, largely instrumental, activities that
comprise the working day. Modern technology opens up the
possibility of a four-hour working day becoming the norm with
neither a concomitant loss in pay nor in the number of jobs.
Russell suggests that men and women would then be free to
pursue activities of their own making, liberated from the tyranny
of work. Both working people and professionals could enjoy the
kind of idleness to which only university professors, like myself,
currently have access on their sabbatical year. Russell admits that
some people would use their leisure time to make money and
increase their power over others but their numbers would be
balanced by those who engaged in more reflective activities
(fishing, gardening and bowls come to mind), as well as a few
who might even engage in various kinds of community work.

Russell’s central point is that work, which he defines as mov-
ing bits of matter around at or near the surface of the earth, is
not the aim of life. If it were, people would enjoy it. Yet, by and
large, those who actually carry it out shun work whenever pos-
sible. It is only those who tell others what to do who laud its
virtues. If idleness, play and the capacity to enjoy contemplative
knowledge were valued in themselves, Russell’s proposed
reforms could be enacted. The purpose of In Praise of Idleness is to
make the case for a world in which ‘pleasurable, worthwhile and
interesting’ activities were freely pursued by all.
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TOLERANCE OR UNREASON?

The book also reflects Russell’s abiding concern for tolerance,
peace and a balanced approach to individual freedom and social
harmony. In the Preface he contrasts these with the unreason of
bigotry, war and practical utility which tend to reign supreme.
Less strident ways of resolving conflict are now needed, founded
on ‘calm consideration’, ‘a willingness to call dogmas in ques-
tion’ ‘and a freedom of mind to do justice to the most diverse
points of view’. Indeed, this ‘general thesis binds the essays
together’, giving them a coherence shared by Russell’s other
social, political and educational writings.

The contemplative habit of mind enables individuals to con-
sider all questions in a tentative and impartial manner for Rus-
sell, avoiding dogmatism of any kind and encouraging the
expression of a wide diversity of views. Just as the scientific
method enhances an open mindedness to fresh evidence on the
part of mathematicians, physicists and philosophers in their
attempt to reach truth, so the contemplative habit of mind can
encourage ordinary citizens to tolerate the free expression of
different points of view even when these conflict with their
own.1 For it is in the debate between these various perspectives
that Russell believes conclusions can be reached which may be
more inclusive and closer to the ideals of social justice. The
apparently ‘useless’ approach to knowledge, founded on the
contemplative habit of mind, thereby shows itself to be quite
‘useful’ in fostering social harmony.

Russell fears that the modern world’s tendency towards an
increase in the organisation of thought, coupled with its insati-
ability for unreflective action, undermines both the free expres-
sion of different views and the kind of tolerance for these views
which he is seeking. In the essay ‘Modern Homogeneity’, Russell
analyses the kinds of uniformity of opinion which he experi-
enced during a visit to the United States in 1930. The level of
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homogeneity in thought and opinion, fostered by churches, the
press, radio and cinema he found to be dangerously high. Pro-
fessionals of all kinds, for example, were very much alike in their
views simply because ‘everybody was expected to conform to a
pattern set by the successful executive’. He points out that the
real dangers of this kind of social cohesion are an intolerance for
minorities, an undermining of quality in favour of uniformity in
every field, a ‘somewhat blatant nationalism’ and the risk of
‘immobility’, namely a stick-in-the-mud attitude resulting from
a refusal to consider alternative viewpoints or courses of action.
At the same time, Russell concedes that America’s dynamism
requires a considerable level of conformity and suggests that
Europe is likely to move in the same direction: a warning that
has a certain resonance today.

Two of the dogmas to which Russell is particularly averse are
Fascism and Communism. They demonstrate the dangers of
adopting extreme positions justified neither by empirical evi-
dence nor by a full consideration of social justice. Moreover, they
exemplify the most virulent forms of the tendency towards the
organisation of thought in favour of obedient and strenuous
action that have yet been devised. Of the two, Fascism is the
more evil because its methods and goals are both inhumane. As
Russell points out in ‘Scylla and Charybdis, or Communism and
Fascism’, it is totally undemocratic, anti-Semitic and systematic-
ally deprives workers, Jews and other minorities of their rights.
Despite the claims of its adherents, Fascism fails to resolve the
problems of capitalist society.

Underlying these evils is Fascism’s appeal to unreason and its
constant valorisation of power. Russell analyses these character-
istics in ‘The Ancestry of Fascism’ by tracing the intellectual
roots of National Socialism to the ‘Addresses to the German
Nation’ made by the philosopher Fichte in the early nineteenth
century. Fichte claims that the purity of the German language
makes it superior to all others, and calls for a national system of
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education which would ‘mould the Germans into a corporate
body’ by attuning the individual will to that of the nation. These
ideas were taken up in different ways by Mazzini in Italy, Carlyle
and the Social Darwinists in England and Nietzsche once again in
Germany. They took root in that country, however, because
major industrialists and the military were both threatened by the
Bolshevik regime, and managed to find support from large
numbers of people from different social classes who felt dispos-
sessed by rapid social reform. This unhappy combination of cir-
cumstances enabled the National Socialists to gain power: a fact
which Russell views with prescient concern.

With regard to Communism, Russell finds himself in agree-
ment with its end; namely, the creation of a classless society. But
he cannot accept violent revolution as the means to bringing
about such a society, for he believes it would produce tyranny
rather than peace. This is partly because of his own evaluation of
the Bolshevik revolution, following a visit to Russia in 1920, and
also because of deeply held theoretical objections to Marxian
theory, which he also lists in ‘Scylla and Charybdis’.

Not surprisingly, Russell’s own account of a saner, rational
society, articulated in ‘The Case for Socialism’, is more mod-
erate in its claims. In particular, he envisages a peaceful transi-
tion towards socialism, supported by a majority of citizens. He
defines a socialist society as one in which there is both eco-
nomic ownership of land, capital, minerals, etc. and a wide-
spread democracy in all its institutions. By balancing these
two key factors, he hopes to show that democratic Socialism is
a viable alternative to both Communism and Fascism. He
reiterates the need for a four-hour working day in order to
bring about an idleness enjoyed by everyone. Indeed, Russell
suggests that this reform could be enacted quite easily in a
society where the wasteful production of weapons and the
accompanying ideology of nationalism, or the ‘cult of
unreason’, had been scrapped. Such a reform would appeal to
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professionals and the working class both of whom could feel
at home in a democratic Socialist society.

Among Russell’s other democratic proposals is a series of
arguments for the emancipation of women, particularly
working-class women, from the slavery of housework. While he
applauds the fact that a growing number of professional women
were finding employment outside the home in the 1930s, only
socialist reform would enable working-class women to enjoy the
same opportunities. In ‘Architecture and Social Questions’,
he argues that the social isolation of working-class families
in dingy, over-crowded and often unhealthy quarters hinders
women from participating in social and economic life. Publicly
funded apartment buildings in which a communal kitchen,
dining room and leisure centre, as well as a sunlit quadrangle
and nursery school, were provided would enable such women to
work for a living and enjoy a certain leisure time away from their
families.2 Moreover, their children would be carefully looked
after, well fed and given the freedom of movement necessary to
lead healthy and inquiring lives. Russell seems to have in mind
here the kind of school which he and Dora Russell ran for several
years at Beacon Hill, with its ideals of ‘fearless freedom’ and
peaceful co-operation. Although he came to think of the school
as a failure, Russell did not abandon all of its ideals.

Indeed, education is a central concern of In Praise of Idleness.
Radical educational reform is necessary if knowledge, learning
and wisdom are to be valued for their own sake, and idleness,
play and leisure to replace work as activities of worth. In ‘Educa-
tion and Discipline’, for example, Russell provides a sketch of
how education might look if it were based on these very differ-
ent ideals. He suggests that teachers should work far less than
they do at present, since any ‘instinctive liking for children’
which they might have is too often stifled by the demanding
nature of the care they give. Two hours teaching a day is suf-
ficient and should be coupled with another career that enables
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teachers to work and make social contacts away from the
demands of children. This would enable them to maintain the
‘affection’ and ‘spontaneous pleasure in the presence of chil-
dren’ required for a healthy pedagogical relationship. The far-
reaching nature of Russell’s proposal is shown by the fact that it
has been taken up in recent years by teachers’ associations in
Canada, France and the United States.

In this new atmosphere, where ‘a certain sympathy for the
child’s important desires’ is once again possible for teachers, the
right kind of balance can be achieved between their authority
and the freedom of the child. Teachers’ authority stems from a
caring and tactful approach that enhances the growth of the
child’s impulses and guides him/her towards worthwhile intel-
lectual and social activities. The freedom of the child, on the
other hand, stems from those vital impulses without which no
activity would be possible. In order to be led by these impulses
in constructive ways, however, the child needs the mediating
influence of self-discipline. S/he can then acquire the habits
necessary for study, the achievement of long-term goals and the
enhancement of the scope of his/her impulses. Like John Dewey
(1859–1952) and Alfred North Whitehead (1861–1947), Rus-
sell believes that the only really effective kind of discipline is one
that comes from within the child. At the same time, as he makes
clear in ‘Stoicism and Mental Health’, the judicious use of
authority by both teachers and parents is a crucial ingredient in
the development of such self-discipline.

A child who grows up in this kind of atmosphere will learn to
question what s/he is told in a disciplined and critical way. In
‘The Modern Midas’, for example, Russell argues that education
should enable the public to question the judgements of experts
about such important matters as the gold standard. By seeking
answers that are founded on the evidence, a public which is
educated in a self-disciplined manner will utilise the contempla-
tive habit of mind to expose the shortcomings of conventional
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wisdom. In this manner, un-reason, masquerading as expertise,
will be rooted out and challenged. As long as educational sys-
tems impede the ability of citizens to exercise such critical
thought, ‘one of the impediments to a successful democracy’
will remain.

Finally, Russell challenges nationalism, as the major cause of
the ‘cult of unreason’ both in schools and society by proposing
an internationalism made possible by the establishment of a
world government. Only then, he argues, could tolerance and
international understanding really flourish. With regard to
schools and universities, for example, all history texts would be
vetted by a committee of internationally recognised historians to
ensure that nationalist bias was removed. As an instrument of
peace, world government would be produced by the conquest
by one nation or group of nations of the entire world—a para-
dox to which Russell alludes in ‘Western Civilisation’ and which
he develops in other works. Once a world government suc-
ceeded in gaining a monopoly of arms, war between nations
could be stopped and peaceful coexistence ensured. In Education
and the Social Order (1932) Russell admits that the price of such
stability may well be the truncation of individual freedom for a
very long time but asserts that this is a price worth paying for
world peace. Possibly because this position so clearly under-
mines his commitment to free expression, Russell changes his
mind in ‘On Youthful Cynicism’, suggesting that only when
nationalist conflict has been curbed can civilisation flourish in
the form of the search for truth and beauty.

Neither position takes into account the suffering involved in
establishing and maintaining a world government of this kind.
In his desire to extinguish the unreason of nationalism Russell
espouses an unreason of his own. It is ironical that he might well
have been describing the world that has emerged since the
demise of the Soviet empire in which the United Nations acts as
an instrument of the dominant Western powers. As I write these
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words (autumn 1995), for example, NATO war planes are
bombing Bosnian Serb positions around Sarajevo and Cruise
missiles are being launched from a United States warship.
Meanwhile, neither peace nor inter-ethnic understanding seem
any closer in the former Yugoslavia, for these actions have simply
encouraged the Serbians and the Croats to launch their own
offensives. While Russell might well have been critical of the
actions of the Western powers, his own theory of world gov-
ernment, designed to eradicate the unreason of nationalism,
lends itself for use in the justification of war.

WHAT KIND OF IDLENESS?

The frankly utopian nature of In Praise of Idleness is considered by
some to be its main weakness. How, for example, could a four-
hour working day be brought about without involving wage
cuts? Since this is a necessary condition for bringing about uni-
versal idleness, one might expect some word on its instigation.
This criticism misses the point of Russell’s argument. He is sim-
ply suggesting that a world in which work was no longer the
most valued of activities would be a much happier one. He
explores the possibilities of a more leisured society in which the
promise of greater idleness, held out by new technologies, was
actually fulfilled. If one brings his definition of work up to date
by including the movement of bits of information about the
world, his argument recapitulates the stated purpose of the new
computer and information technologies when they were first
introduced to the workplace. They were supposed to make work
easier and to bring greater leisure time to all. They are, however,
now used to increase productivity by monitoring work levels
and lengthening the working day. Instead of increasing the
opportunities for idleness, these technologies have made more
work for those who remain employed, while enforcing a des-
perate kind of idleness upon growing numbers of unemployed.
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Productivity, measured in terms of efficiency and the bottom
line, is becoming the sole criterion used to assess all work. Rus-
sell alerts us to the dangers of this view in ‘In Praise of Idleness’
as follows:

The notion that the desirable activities are those that bring a
profit has made everything topsy-turvy. (p. 12)

Put differently, we need values other than the profit motive by
which to judge not only work but all human activity. A society,
which fails to recognise the importance of an idleness freely
engaged in, has turned its back on humanity.

Russell, of course, was not alone during the 1930s in writing
of the importance of idleness. Karl Capek (1890–1938), the
Czech playwright, essayist, philosopher and renowned anti-
Fascist, published a short piece entitled ‘In Praise of Idleness’ in
1923 which was first translated into English in 1935, the same
year that Russell’s own book appeared. Capek distinguishes idle-
ness from a number of other states with which it is often com-
pared, including laziness, resting, wasting time, the ‘mother of
sin’ and even enjoying a little relaxation. Rather, he considers
idleness to be ‘neither a pastime nor times extension’ but ‘the
absence of everything by which a person is occupied’ etc., a kind
of ‘standing still’ whose rhythm he compares to motionless
water, which ‘gives life neither to weeds nor slime nor mos-
quitoes’. Idleness, however, does give rise to a sense of being in
‘another world’ where ‘everything is a little alien and distant’, an
almost meditative state from which the individual emerges
invigorated and ready ‘to do something completely useless’.3

Russell’s contemplative habit of mind is somewhat different
from this total withdrawal from the world that Capek describes
because his notion of idleness is less of a negation of activity
than a combination of leisure time with a playful contemplation.
Nevertheless, both authors agree that ‘useless knowledge’ or
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‘something completely useless’ is the aim of idleness and that
more people should have the occasion to practise it.

Like Russell, Whitehead believes there to be far too little joy
and spontaneous delight in the modern world. In education, the
‘joy of discovery’, which he calls ‘romance’, is too often stifled
in schools and, while ‘precision’ is necessary, its duration should
be short in order that ‘generalisation’, or the ability to relate
abstract ideas to concrete facts, can flourish. Since the rhythm of
education is cyclical in nature, romance re-emerges to ground
generalisation in a more inclusive sense of joy, keeping it fresh
and open to new possibilities. Whitehead clearly shares Russell’s
goal of encouraging a reflective idleness among students so that
each individual can grow or achieve his/her fullest expression.4

For the same reasons Whitehead finds that corporations in the
modern world kill the human spirit by negating two funda-
mental activities that are distinctive of any civilised society;
namely, craftsmanship and aesthetic appreciation. Neither finds
expression among producers or consumers because of an envel-
oping homogeneity brought about by factory production. The
failure of corporations to encourage the free expression of such
human activity results in ‘a starvation of human impulses, a
denial of opportunity, a limitation of beneficial activity’.5 While
he cannot bring himself to advocate a shorter working day,
Whitehead clearly agrees with Russell’s objections to the uni-
formities of work and opinion brought about by multinational
corporations. Indeed, their views are far closer than is commonly
supposed. This may be because the mutual influence, which
both men experienced over a ten-year period during which they
wrote Principia Mathematica (1910–12), did not cease upon its
completion.

In any case, Russell wrote the fifteen essays in In Praise of Idleness
by analysing the pressing social problems of the 1930s just as he
had done those of the earlier years of the century, and as he
would continue to do right up until his death. The clarity, wit
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and mastery of the English language which he brought to bear
on everything he wrote, ensured that he was widely read, not
only in Britain and Europe but also in the Americas, Africa and
Asia. Indeed, these considerable qualities won him the Nobel
Prize for Literature in 1951. It would be a mistake, however, to
think of Russell as simply a fine stylist, for the ideas in these
essays are important both for their own time and ours.

Howard Woodhouse
University of Saskatchewan

NOTES

1 Bertrand Russell, ‘Philosophy and Politics’ in Unpopular Essays, Lon-
don, George Allen and Unwin, 1950, pp. 25, 27–8.

2 Russell acknowledges that considerable resistance to this idea would
come from wage earners themselves but believes that women’s
determination to earn a living and gain more leisure time ensures
their increased independence.

3 Karel Capek, ‘In Praise of Idleness’ in Peter Kussi (ed.) Toward the
Radical Center: A Karel Capek Reader, Highland Park, NJ, Catbird Press,
1990, pp. 241–3.

4 Alfred North Whitehead, ‘The Rhythm of Education’ in The Aims of
Education, New York, The Free Press, 1957, pp. 15–28. This essay was
first published as a pamphlet in 1922.

5 Alfred North Whitehead, ‘The Study of the Past’ in A.H. Johnson (ed.)
Whitehead’s American Essays in Social Philosophy, New York, Harper
and Brothers, 1959, p. 76. The essay was first published in Harvard
Business Review in 1933.
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PREFACE TO THE ROUTLEDGE
CLASSICS EDITION

Bertrand Russell always thought of himself as a sceptic. At the
same time he never doubted that human life could be trans-
formed by the use of reason. The two points of view do not
easily coexist. Amongst the ancient Greeks, scepticism was a path
to inner tranquillity, not a programme of social change. In early
modern times, Montaigne revived scepticism in order to justify
his withdrawal from public affairs. For Russell such withdrawal
was unthinkable. A scion of a noble Whig family—his grand-
father Lord John Russell had brought in the Great Reform Act
that started England on the path to democracy in 1832—he was
also godson to John Stuart Mill. Reform was in his blood. It was
natural, then, that he should try to show—to himself and
others—that scepticism and a belief in the possibility of progress
need not be at odds. The result is the present volume, a collec-
tion of some of the most beautifully written and engaging essays
in the English language, in which he tries to show that sceptical
doubt can change the world.
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In Sceptical Essays, Russell argues that we should be ready to
recognise the uncertainty of our beliefs. When the experts in a
given field are not agreed, he tells us, the opposite opinion is not
certain; when they are not agreed, no opinion is certain; and
when they say that there are insufficient grounds for any positive
opinion, it is best to suspend judgement. These are fine maxims,
but the habit of intellectual reserve they embody is far removed
from the passion that Russell displayed in his role as a reformer.
A sceptic in his theory of knowledge, he was naïve and credulous
in his approach to human affairs. When his reformist instincts
were aroused, he embraced the conventional political hopes and
schemes of his day with a narrow missionary zeal.

This is well illustrated in his exchanges with Joseph Conrad—
unlike Russell, a true sceptic. In 1922, Bertrand Russell sent
Conrad a copy of his book, The Problem of China. Like many other
countries, China slid into chaos after the First World War. With
disaster looming, Russell urged, there was only one hope for
China—and for the rest of the world. The solution to humanity’s
problems lay in international socialism. Conrad would have
none of it. International socialism, he wrote to Russell, is ‘the
sort of thing to which I cannot attach any sort of definite
meaning’. He went on:

After all it is but a system, not very recondite and not very
plausible . . . The only remedy for Chinamen and for the rest is
the change of hearts, but looking at the history of the last 2000
years there is not much reason to expect that thing, even if man
has taken to flying—a great uplift, no doubt, but no great
change. He doesn’t fly like an eagle; he flies like a beetle. And
you must have noticed how ugly, ridiculous and fatuous is the
flight of a beetle.

Russell loved Conrad. He described their first meeting as
‘an experience unlike any other I have known . . . as intense as
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passionate love, and at the same time all-embracing’. His admir-
ation for Conrad was deep and lasting; he named his son—the
historian and Liberal Democrat peer Conrad Russell—after him.
In his Autobiography Russell wrote that Conrad’s remarks showed
‘a deeper wisdom than I had shown in my somewhat artificial
hopes for a happy issue in China’. Yet he could not bring himself
to accept Conrad’s scepticism about the possibilities of progress.

The tension in Russell’s outlook ran deep. Unlike many later
rationalists, he did not always view science with uncritical rever-
ence. As a sceptic in the tradition of David Hume, he knew that
science depends on induction—the belief that, because the
world is ruled by cause and effect, the future will be like the past.
As he puts it in the charming essay ‘Is Science Superstitious?’:
‘The great scandals in the philosophy of science ever since the
time of Hume have been causality and induction. We all believe
in both, but Hume made it appear that our belief is a blind faith
for which no rational ground can be assigned’. For Russell, as for
Hume, belief in cause and effect is an accretion of custom and
animal habit, but without it there is no point in trying to formu-
late scientific theories. Scientific inquiry depends on a belief in
causation that cannot survive rational analysis. In short, science
depends on faith.

Russell’s view of science was beset by an unresolved conflict.
In his role as a rationalist reformer, he viewed science as the chief
hope of mankind. Science was the embodiment of rationality in
practice, and the spread of the scientific outlook would make
humanity more reasonable. As a sceptical philosopher, Russell
knew that science could not make humanity more rational, for
science is itself the product of irrational beliefs.

In consistency, Russell should have viewed science in strictly
instrumental and pragmatic terms, as a tool whereby humans
exert power over the world. If he did not see it this way, it was
partly because he knew that many of the ends science is used to
achieve are likely to be bad. Most of these essays were written in
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the 1920s, when war was brewing in Europe and Asia. Russell
knew that science would be used to develop new weapons of
destruction. To be sure, he insisted this was not inevitable;
humanity could choose to use the power of science for benign
ends. Yet it is clear he did not believe reason could tell us which
ends were good and which bad. He had been a moral sceptic ever
since he gave up G.E. Moore’s belief in objective ethical qualities,
and he reiterates his Humean conviction that the ends of life
cannot be determined by reason at several points in this volume.

In a pivotal essay, ‘Can Men be Rational?’, Russell invokes
psychoanalysis as a means of resolving human conflicts. By
becoming aware of our unconscious desires, he suggests, we can
see ourselves more as we really are, and thereby—by some
process he does not explain—come to live in greater harmony
with one another. He writes: ‘Combined with a training in the
scientific outlook, this method could, if it were widely taught,
enable people to be infinitely more rational than they are at
present as regards all their beliefs about matters of fact, and
about the probable effects of any proposed action’. He continues:
‘And if men did not disagree about such matters, the disagree-
ments which might survive would almost certainly be found
capable of amicable adjustment’.

Russell’s confidence in the pacifying effects of psychoanalysis
is at once touching and comic. Insofar as it is science, psycho-
analysis is like any other branch of knowledge. It can be used for
good and bad ends. Tyrants can use a better understanding of
unconscious human desires to buttress their power and war-
mongers to whip up conflict. The Nazis rejected psychoanalysis,
but they used a rudimentary understanding of the psycho-
analytic mechanism of projection to target Jews and other
minorities. The science of the mind can be used to develop a
technology of repression. Russell knew this, but he preferred
not to dwell on the prospect, for it showed all too clearly the
thinness of his hopes.
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In his celebrated memoir, My Early Beliefs, Maynard Keynes
wrote of Russell that he believed two ‘ludicrously incompatible
beliefs: on the one hand he believed that all the problems of the
world stemmed from conducting human affairs in a most
irrational way; on the other hand that the solution was simple,
since all we had to do was to behave rationally’. It is an acute
observation, but I do not think it gets to the bottom of what is
wrong with Russell’s rationalism. The difficulty is not that he
overestimated the degree to which human beings can be reason-
able. It is that on his own account reason is powerless.

In his letter commenting on Russell’s book on China, Conrad
wrote: ‘I have never been able to find in any man’s book or
any man’s talk anything convincing enough to stand up for a
moment against my deep-seated sense of fatality governing this
man-inhabited world.’ Russell’s passionate admiration for Con-
rad may have had a number of sources. One of them was surely
his suspicion that Conrad’s sceptical fatalism was a truer account
of human life than his own troubled belief in reason and science.
As reformer, he believed reason could save the world. As a scep-
tical follower of Hume he knew reason could never be more than
the slave of the passions. Sceptical Essays was written as a defence of
rational doubt. Today we can read it as a confession of faith, the
testament of a crusading rationalist who doubted the power of
reason.

J G
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‘I am in no degree ashamed of having changed my opinions.
What physicist who was active in 1900 would dream of
boasting that his options had not changed?’  
Bertrand Russell

Few philosophers have had a more profound influence on the
course of modern philosophy than Bertrand Russell. The Basic
Writings of Bertrand Russell is a comprehensive anthology of
Russell’s most definitive essays written between 1903 and
1959. First published in 1961, this remarkable collection is a
testament to a philosopher whom many consider to be one of
the most influential thinkers of the twentieth century. This is
an essential introduction to the brilliance of Bertrand Russell.

Bertrand Russell (1872–1970) was one of the most formidable
thinkers of the modern era. A philosopher, mathematician,
educational innovator, champion of intellectual, social and
sexual freedom, and a campaigner for peace and human
rights, he was also a prolific writer of popular and influential
books, essays and lectures on an extensive range of subjects.

Considered to be one of the most controversial figures of the
twentieth century, Bertrand Russell is widely renowned for his
provocative writings. These definitive works offer profound
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western society progressively shaped, most significantly, by
two world wars, the decline of British imperialism and an
evolving moral landscape.
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INTRODUCTION BY JOHN G. SLATER

The Basic Writings of Bertrand Russell was first published in 1961. Although Russell
wrote a preface for it, he had no hand in selecting its contents; that daunting
task fell to its editors, Robert Egner and Lester Denonn. The importance of the
book lies in the picture it gives of Russell’s broad and diverse interests. If any
twentieth-century author is a polymath, then Russell is one. Just about the
only traditional branch of philosophy he did not write on is aesthetics. In a
letter to Lucy Donnelly, written on 19 October 1913, he told her that the
pupil she had sent him from Bryn Mawr had turned up and wanted to study
aesthetics. Unfortunately, Cambridge had no one who could help her with
aesthetics. ‘I feel sure learned aesthetics is rubbish,’ he wrote, ‘and that it
ought to be a matter of literature and taste rather than science. But I don’t
know whether to tell her so.’ Little wonder, then, that he never wrote on the
subject.

Russell’s wide interests developed gradually over the years. From his
grandmother he acquired a love of history and an interest in politics in all of
its forms. A Russell was expected to take an interest in political matters and to
make his opinion known. Russell wrote on a bewildering variety of public
controversies, beginning with free trade and women’s suffrage and ending
with the Kennedy assassination and the Vietnam war. None of these writings
was philosophical, although he often used philosophical techniques to
demolish an opponent’s argument. In his studies at Cambridge he developed
his talents in mathematics, philosophy, and economics. His first degree was
in mathematics, which he capped with a year’s study of philosophy.
Undecided whether to pursue philosophy or economics as a career, he
finally picked the former and wrote a successful Fellowship dissertation for
Trinity College on non-Euclidean geometry, which made use of both of his
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undergraduate subjects. But he continued to read economics books, which
helped him in his researches on German social democracy, the topic of his
first book; after that, economics tends to fade from the picture. While a fellow
at Cambridge he wondered whether he had any talent for experimental
science, so he arranged to spend some time working in the Cavendish Labora-
tory, but he quickly discovered that he had no such talent. He did, however,
keep abreast with the new physics as it developed, at least until the early
1930s. After that there is no evidence that he continued to read original
articles as they came out, although right through the 1950s he continued to
read books on physics. His interest in science was not confined to physics; he
studied it widely enough to be comfortable generalizing about its method; he
adopted a version of the scientific method as his guide to philosophizing.

One question to which he applied his scientific method concerned the
nature of mind. To prepare himself to analyse mental concepts he read very
widely in the psychological literature of his day, especially the writings of the
behaviourists. At about the same time, he was becoming increasingly inter-
ested in the philosophy of education. This interest arose from the need to
provide an education for his own children. None of the available schools
seemed suitable, so he and his second wife decided to open their own school.
Running a school proved a formidable task. Russell tried to give guidance to
his teachers and others by writing on education; his books and articles
defend what is called the progressive view of education.

His school made a heavy drain on his resources, which he had to make up
by writing and lecturing for payment. During the 1920s he regularly made
lecture tours of the United States, where he was paid much better than
elsewhere. And he accepted nearly every offer to write for cash. For a long
period, to cite one remarkable example, he wrote a short article every week
for the Hearst newspapers. These little pieces usually took some catchy
topic—‘Who May Use Lipstick?’ or ‘Do Dogs Think?’—and discussed it
wittily. In a few of them there is quite serious philosophical argument, but
mostly they are just fun. As the examples suggest, they range widely, and
accordingly add greatly to the sweep of Russell’s writings. What is really
impressive about them is their erudition; Russell, it seems, never forgot a
word he had read.

History, as already mentioned, was another subject for which Russell had a
lifetime fascination. Very early in the century he wrote an essay, ‘On History’,
reprinted in this book, which he opened with this ringing declaration: ‘Of all
the studies by which men acquire citizenship of the intellectual common-
wealth, no single one is so indispensable as the study of the past.’ He goes on
to argue that history is important for two reasons: first, because it is true; and
second, because it enlarges the imagination and suggests feelings and courses
of action that may otherwise never fall within the reader’s experience. On
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later occasions he wrote further on the nature of history and its role in
human life. The Problem of China (1922) was his first historical study and one
fruit of the year he spent in China. In 1934 he published a political history of
the hundred years preceding the outbreak of the First World War; he called it
Freedom and Organization, 1814–1914. And later in the decade he undertook a
practical history project, the editing for publication of the papers of his
parents, Lord and Lady Amberley. The Amberley Papers was published in 1937 in
two large volumes. For an understanding of his family background it is an
indispensable document. During the war, when he was stranded in the
United States, he wrote A History of Western Philosophy (1945). It is not as reliable
a history as some of the more standard efforts, but it is a stimulating book to
read, because Russell brings his formidable critical skills to bear on the views
and arguments of his predecessors.

Russell is perhaps best known to the general public for his views on
religion, a topic which engaged his attention from boyhood onward. Reading
John Stuart Mill’s Autobiography led him to lose his belief in God. Before read-
ing Mill he thought the first-cause argument proved God’s existence, but Mill
wrote that his father had taught him that to say that God caused the world
immediately raised the question what caused God, because if everything
requires a cause then God does too. Newly bereft of religious belief, Russell
went up to Cambridge where, to his surprise and delight, he found the
majority shared his view. For a time, when his love for Lady Ottoline Morrell
was in full bloom, he professed to share her interest in mystical religion. ‘The
Essence of Religion’, included here, is a fruit of that period. After this detour,
he returned to his usual agnosticism. In 1927 he delivered his famous lecture,
‘Why I Am Not a Christian’, which shocked the theologians and T. S. Eliot. It
too is reprinted here. Delighted that he had touched a raw nerve, he followed
it with a number of other essays critical of established religion. Most of these
have been collected together, by Paul Edwards, in Why I Am Not a Christian and
Other Essays on Religion and Related Subjects (1957). Edwards includes a valuable
appendix detailing the way in which Russell was prevented in 1940 from
taking up a professorship in philosophy at the College of the City of New
York. Since the fight was led by high-ranking clerics, it seems more than
likely that it was his anti-religious writings and not his views on premarital
sexual relations in Marriage and Morals (1929) that stirred their ire.

It is nearly impossible to indicate all of the areas of human concern to
which Russell contributed his views. But the new reader should be warned
that Russell himself did not regard these popular writings as philosophical.
Indeed, he did not even think that his books on political theory were philo-
sophical. In the course of replying to his critics in The Philosophy of Bertrand Russell
(1944), edited by Paul Arthur Schilpp, he made the point that none of these
popular pieces was to be judged by philosophical standards. ‘I did not write
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Principles of Social Reconstruction in my capacity as a “philosopher”; I wrote it as a
human being who suffered from the state of the world, wished to find some
way of improving it, and was anxious to speak in plain terms to others who
had similar feelings. If I had never written technical books, this would be
obvious to everybody; and if the book is to be understood, my technical
activities must be forgotten.’ Philosophy proper was concerned with prob-
lems of logical analysis; therefore much that was traditionally regarded as
philosophical turns out, on his conception, not to be so. Even ethics, which
he did write upon, was largely excluded; he did allow that some ethical
sentences present certain logical problems and to that extent ethics was
philosophical, but most of it was not. Happily for the reader, Russell did not
refrain from writing on topics he thought unphilosophical, otherwise this
book would be much thinner, and much less fun to read, than it is.

Perhaps it would be fitting if I were to conclude this introduction with a
brief tribute to Lester E. Denonn (1901–1985), one of the book’s editors,
whose name has been associated with that of Russell for the last fifty years.
Denonn was a New York attorney who specialized in tax law, but his principal
love was philosophy and especially the life and work of Russell. Before taking
his law degree he had studied philosophy, earning an MA degree, with a
thesis on the philosophical significance of Plato’s myths, from Cornell Uni-
versity in 1924. After I got to know him, he told me how it happened that he
came to collect Russell’s writings. His love of books led him to frequent the
secondhand stores in New York. One day a bookdealer told him that he
should use his time in bookstores more wisely and collect books, not just
amass them. Denonn was taken by this remark and asked for suggestions as to
what he might collect, mentioning that his resources were very limited. The
dealer suggested the works of Russell, then in his prime as a writer. When
Denonn indicated interest, the dealer told him that he had just acquired a
scrapbook into which a previous owner had mounted a number of Russell’s
published articles. If Denonn were to buy it, he would have a decent start on a
collection, since ephemeral items are always the most difficult to find.
Denonn took the bait, bought and read the articles, and was hooked on
Russell for life. From then on he never passed up the opportunity to visit
secondhand bookstores. Throughout the great depression he bought books,
circling a page number to indicate the price he paid for the book. Although
he accumulated a mass of material by and about Russell, he was never a
systematic collector. Once he had a copy of some publication, say, a paper-
back copy of Why Men Fight (the American title of Principles of Social Reconstruc-
tion), he would pass up copies of both the British and American first editions.
He also had the disconcerting habit, typical of his generation, of throwing
away dustwrappers as soon as he got a book home. In Russell’s case this was
especially serious, since he nearly always wrote his own dustwrapper blurbs.
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Despite his lack of system he did acquire many items of great scarcity, mostly
ephemeral items published only in the United States. After his death his
collection was purchased by McMaster University for the Bertrand Russell
Archives. It is now being used by Kenneth Blackwell, the archivist, in the
preparation of a bibliography of Russell’s writings, to be published within
the next few years.

Denonn’s interest in Russell extended beyond collecting his writings. In
the 1940s he met Russell for the first of several times and wrote an article
reporting their conversation. His interest in Russell’s writings came to the
attention of Paul Arthur Schilpp, who was editing a volume on Russell for
The Library of Living Philosophers; Schilpp asked Denonn to prepare the
bibliography for the book. This bibliography, which was corrected and
expanded in later editions, served for decades as the major source for infor-
mation on Russell’s output. Even in its latest version, it lists only a fraction of
his writings, concentrating, as it might be expected to do in such a volume,
on his philosophical writings. In 1951 Denonn published The Wit and Wisdom
of Bertrand Russell, a collection of short excerpts from his works; and the follow-
ing year he brought out another such collection, Bertrand Russell’s Dictionary of
Mind, Matter and Morals, which, as its title suggests, is organized according to
concepts. These books, especially the second which had a very wide sale,
served to introduce Russell to a new set of readers. So when he joined forces
with Robert E. Egner to select the material for this book, he had been thor-
oughly over the ground to be covered and had definite ideas of what should
be included. Egner, a professional philosopher, had edited another book of
Russellian excerpts, Bertrand Russell’s Best, first published in 1958. Sixteen books
and eight articles are quoted in it, so he too had devoted much time to
studying Russell’s writings. At the time this book was prepared for publica-
tion, therefore, it would not have been possible to find two editors better
prepared for their task than these two men.

John G. Slater
University of Toronto
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PREFACE BY BERTRAND RUSSELL

Professor Egner and Mr Denonn deserve my very sincere gratitude for the
labour and judgment with which they have selected the following items from
my writings, which, in the course of a long life, have become so numerous
that they must at times have induced a feeling of despair in the editors. The
persistence of personal identity which is assumed by the criminal law, and
also in the converse process of awarding honours, becomes to one who has
reached my age almost a not readily credible paradox. There are things in the
following collection which I wrote as long as fifty-seven years ago and which
read to me now almost like the work of another person. On a very great many
matters my views since I began to write on philosophy have undergone
repeated changes. In philosophy, though not in science, there are those who
make such changes a matter of reproach. This, I think, results from the
tradition which assimilates philosophy with theology rather than with sci-
ence. For my part, I should regard an unchanging system of philosophical
doctrines as proof of intellectual stagnation. A prudent man imbued with the
scientific spirit will not claim that his present beliefs are wholly true, though
he may console himself with the thought that his earlier beliefs were perhaps
not wholly false. Philosophical progress seems to me analogous to the grad-
ually increasing clarity of outline of a mountain approached through mist,
which is vaguely visible at first, but even at last remains in some degree
indistinct. What I have never been able to accept is that the mist itself conveys
valuable elements of truth. There are those who think that clarity, because it
is difficult and rare, should be suspect. The rejection of this view has been the
deepest impulse in all my philosophical work.

I am glad that Professor Egner and Mr Denonn have not confined them-
selves in their work of selection to what can be strictly called philosophy. The
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world in which I have lived has been a very rapidly changing world. The
changes have been in part such as I could welcome, but in part such as I could
only assimilate in terms borrowed from tragic drama. I could not welcome
whole-heartedly any presentation of my activities as a writer which made it
seem as though I had been indifferent to the very remarkable transformations
which it has been my good or ill fortune to experience.

I should not wish to be thought in earnest only when I am solemn. There
are many things that seem to me important to be said, but not best said in a
portentous tone of voice. Indeed, it has become increasingly evident to me
that portentousness is often, though not always, a device for warding off too
close scrutiny. I cannot believe in ‘sacred’ truths. Whatever one may believe
to be true, one ought to be able to convey without any apparatus of Sunday
sanctification. For this reason, I am glad that the editors have included some
things which might seem lacking in what is called ‘high seriousness’.

In conclusion, I should wish to thank the editors once again for having
brought together in one volume so just an epitome of my perhaps unduly
multifarious writings.
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INTRODUCTION BY THE EDITORS

Lord Russell has never particularly relished being anatomized although he
readily consented to each of us attempting it by selections previously pub-
lished. We have joined in this volume, again with his kind sanction, to present
what we trust will be generally accepted as a useful, definitive sampling of
complete essays and chapters indicative of the man and his work over more
than sixty years of astounding productivity.

When we have been queried on frequent occasions as to the reason for our
own continued absorbing interest in the myriads of words that have flowed
from his fertile mind, we have uniformly responded that we deliberately
chose his works as we know of no one comparable through whose eyes one
can survey the status and progress of contemporary thought in its many
variegations. It was that idea which prompted our selection from various
fields, in many of which Lord Russell pioneered and advanced human
thought and in all of which he spoke with distinction.

Few philosophers have had a more profound influence on the course of
modern philosophy than Bertrand Russell. Perhaps no technical philosopher
has been more widely read, discussed and misunderstood. This volume is an
attempt to present within one cover the more definitive essays by Russell
from 1903, when he wrote his celebrated essay, ‘A Free Man’s Worship’, to
1959, when he wrote the frequently cited ‘The Expanding Mental Universe’.

The essays were chosen for their contribution to thinking at the time they were
written. As Russell himself says, ‘I am in no degree ashamed of having changed
my opinions. What physicist who was active in 1900 would dream of boast-
ing that his opinions had not changed?’

There is no adequate substitute for first-hand contact with original
thought; nor is there any substitute for reading the definitive works of any
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great thinker in their entirety. Russell anthologies and collections have
appeared which show only one period in his thought. Some, for example,
reveal the views he held for a limited time (Mysticism and Logic, 1903–1917),
while others have been concerned with emphasizing his views on particular
subjects (Why I am not a Christian, 1957). It was not our purpose to add still
another to their number.

Our aim has been to present a wide portrait of the views of one of the few
seminal thinkers of the twentieth century. There will no doubt be readers
who would have wished that we had made different selections from Russell’s
works, but this problem confronts any anthologist.

The editors of any volume on a twentieth-century philosopher are faced
with a peculiar dilemma. The recency of the period and the strong emotional
attitudes about any major figure make it almost impossible to be objective.
The historian of an earlier period need only retouch the portraits presented
to him by tradition, however distorted they may be, but the anthologist of a
contemporary must write under the scrutiny of living admirers and
detractors. We venture to submit our selections and to let Russell and his
works speak for themselves.

Before letting the reader loose upon the pages that follow, we pause to
immortalize a London cabbie who drove one of us from a pleasant visit with
Sir Stanley Unwin to a London hotel. It was the day the Wood biography of
Russell appeared and the driver noticed a copy being admiringly thumbed.

‘Is that the new Russell biography I have been reading about?’
‘Yes, and I look forward to reading it.’
‘So do I. Wonderful mechanism, isn’t he?’
And so we invite you to the pages evidencing this wonderful mechanism.

 . 

 . 
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INTRODUCTION

To the end of his days, Bertrand Russell remained an unrepentant
Victorian. Proud of his lineage in one of Britain’s most dis-
tinguished aristocratic families, he was equally boastful of his
nearly thirty years as a subject of the grim-faced monarch who
gave her name to the age. To be a true Victorian, Russell main-
tained repeatedly in his many autobiographical reflections, was
not simply to share an accident of chronology but also to
embody a set of values and an attitude of mind which he judged
to be at once estimable and preferable to those of any other age.
Prosperous, high-principled, and self-assured, Victorian Britain
attained remarkable progress in virtually every aspect of human
endeavour; indeed, over the course of the nineteenth century,
Russell argued contentiously, politics had advanced from oli-
garchy to democracy, morals had improved from barbarism to
civility, ideas had progressed from superstition to science, and
wealth had spread from kings to commoners. To be sure, Russell
recognized, all had not been unrelieved improvement, and he
was quick to confess that his own privileged social and academic
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positions had been restricted to a very few. None the less, to the
last Russell remained adamant that Victorian Britain had been a
society of great achievement, high ideals, and broad enlighten-
ment—a culture vastly superior to any which had succeeded it
and into which he was unashamedly proud to have been born.

Such a prelapsarian age of progress, optimism, and accom-
plishment came to its unhappy end, in Russell’s eyes, not on the
royal death bed at Osborne but in the mud of Flanders. For
Russell, as for many contemporaries as well as not a few later
historians, the Great War marked the true end of the liberal
world of Gladstone in which he had grown to maturity. What-
ever the truth of his broader claims concerning the nature of
Victorian society, Russell was quite right to recognize that at the
very least the First World War utterly transformed his own life.
Not merely did it alter the nature of his daily routine and adjust
his immediate scholarly preoccupations, but it rechannelled his
intellectual energies, galvanized his political passions, and tar-
nished his public reputation. In particular, the war—or, more
accurately, Russell’s bitter and unyielding opposition to it—pro-
voked him both to abandon the cloistered life of an academic
scholar for the noisy existence of a committed activist and to
turn his intellectual attention away from narrow issues of phil-
osophy and logic and towards broader concerns of politics, edu-
cation, and history. And these wider concerns, in their turn,
would culminate, in 1938, with Power—a book for which Russell
had grandiose ambitions and brave hopes.

The outbreak of the Great War had found Russell at
Cambridge, just returned from a six-month stay at Harvard and
at the peak of his intellectual reputation. Secure in a Cambridge
lectureship in logic and the philosophy of mathematics which
had been created especially for him, he had enjoyed two decades
of uninterrupted intellectual achievement. With works ranging
from An Essay on the Foundations of Geometry (1897), to A Critical
Exposition of the Philosophy of Leibniz (1900), to The Principles of
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Mathematics (1903), to The Problems of Philosophy (1912), to Principia
Mathematica (3 vols, 1910–13), to over two dozen major articles
in British, French, Italian, German, and American journals,
Russell had won renown not simply as an incomparably sophis-
ticated logician, but as the chief proponent of a new and power-
ful technique of intellectual discourse—analytic philosophy.
Honours, such as election to the Royal Society and to the presi-
dency of the Aristotelian Society, had pressed upon him yearly,
as did talented pupils from all reaches of Britain, Europe, and
North America—men such as Ludwig Wittgenstein, Norbert
Weiner, and Jean Nicod. By the summer of 1914 Russell was
indisputably the most celebrated and influential philosopher in
the English-speaking world.

The Balkan crisis of that fateful summer and the general Euro-
pean war which grew out of it transformed Russell’s life and
reshaped his opinions. Although never a stereotypically remote
and ineffectual don—he had been active in the tariff reform
campaign in 1903 and the women’s suffrage movement from
1907 and had toyed with standing for Parliament in 1910—
Russell had none the less not been a public man. Nor had his
political opinions undergone much evolution or self-
examination. Sharing unreflectively the hereditary Liberalism of
his family, Russell stood on the eve of the war as an orthodox
adherent of the self-professed ‘New Liberalism’ of David Lloyd
George—identifying himself so unquestioningly with the gov-
erning elite of Britain, indeed, that his friends mocked his
unconscious but telling habit of always referring to the govern-
ment in power as ‘we’.

But as Britain marched remorselessly to war in the late sum-
mer of 1914, Russell felt the irresistible call to dissent. Never a
pacifist in the strict modern sense of that term, Russell passion-
ately believed that this particular war—not all war—was
an abomination; indeed, it offended his every moral precept
and political instinct. He therefore threw himself first into the
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neutrality campaign and then into the anti-war movement—
speaking, writing, organizing, and counselling. And as the war
lengthened and Britain’s commitment extended, Russell’s
opposition sharpened—to the mistreatment of conscientious
objectors, to the suppression of civil liberties, to the deceptions
of the government, to the distortions of the press lords, and to
the wastefulness of British commanders. This opposition—
strident, unrelenting, and bitterly unpopular—was the defining
experience of Russell’s life. Not merely did emotions run so
high on all sides that Russell alienated friends, exasperated allies,
and enraged authorities, but he found himself—for the first time
in his hitherto privileged life—the victim rather than the ally of
the forces of authority. To his dismay and their discredit, for
instance, the governing body of Trinity College—unable to bear
his opinions any longer—dismissed him from his lectureship in
1916. And in the spring of 1918 he found himself imprisoned
for six months because of an ill-tempered and jeering article he
had written defaming Britain’s new American ally.

Perhaps more alienating to Russell, however, was his recog-
nition throughout the war that popular opinion in Britain was
overwhelmingly and unalterably on the side of the government
—a government which itself unapologetically manipulated the
judicial system, political institutions, and economic structure of
the country in the cause of the war effort. Russell now con-
fronted not merely a government which confiscated his pass-
port, restricted his movements, censored his mail, disrupted his
speech, derided his opinions, and intimidated his associates, but
also a public which endorsed that ministry’s every action
enthusiastically.

To a Russell of hitherto orthodox Liberal and establishment
credentials, this estrangement from both governmental grace
and popular approval was at once painful and disorienting. To a
Russell of speculative mind and abstract disposition, this unpre-
cendented dissociation demanded explanation. Even during the
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war itself Russell therefore made time not simply to counsel
resisters, to guide the No-Conscription Fellowship, and to pro-
duce reams of weekly journalism on the immediate twists and
turns of the war, but also to meditate on the deeper historical,
psychological, and political conditions which lay behind the
daily press of events. To this end, he wrote a work of diplomatic
history (The Policy of the Entente 1904–1914 (1916)), a book of
political philosophy (Principles of Social Reconstruction (1916)), and
two studies of political and economic thought (Political Ideals
(1917) and Roads to Freedom (1918)).

With the end of the war Russell found himself at once a
political renegade, a social outcast, and an unwilling returnee to
his old life of scholarship and teaching. To be sure, Trinity—with
much good grace and considerable sense of shame—made
amends for his earlier dismissal by offering to reappoint him to a
lectureship in logic and the philosophy of mathematics.
Although sorely tempted to accept, Russell felt compelled to turn
his energies exclusively to what he now judged to be the far
more urgent concerns of post-war reconstruction and peace-
making. Not merely did European civilization face an immediate
future of unprecedented political danger and social upheaval,
Russell recognized, but its fragile survival from the last war
would surely not endure another such cataclysm. What was
necessary, Russell was convinced, was the fashioning of genuine
peace—not simply the cessation of conflict, but the creation of a
world without either the impulses or the means to war. It was,
therefore, to this task—to the construction at the individual,
communal, national, and international levels of an existence free
from warfare—and not to the writing of abstract philosophy that
Russell devoted his energies in the years after 1918.

Far more personal matters also intruded into Russell’s
decision to decline Trinity’s proferred lectureship. Suspecting
that his most fertile and imaginative philosophical years were
behind him and believing that the intellectual running in the next
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generation would be made by his former pupil Wittgenstein,
Russell saw little attraction in a life centred around what would
be his ever-diminishing philosophical skills. More intimately
still, Russell had begun a relationship in the last months of the
war with the young Dora Black—a robust feminist, brave paci-
fist, and strident socialist—which would lead to marriage in
1921. More pressingly yet, offers in the spring of 1920 to join a
Labour delegation to Russia and in the autumn of 1920 to spend
the next academic year at Peking University lured him irresist-
ibly from Cambridge. Joined in 1921 and 1923 by a son and a
daughter, Russell found himself beginning a career reminiscent
of the Victorian man of letters—book reviewing, article- and
book-writing, lecturing, and embarking on two quixotic cam-
paigns for Parliament in safely Tory Chelsea. As their children
neared school age, moreover, he and Dora determined to open
their own school—at Beacon Hill in Sussex—to serve as a model
of what education in an age of peace must be.

To Russell’s dismay, Beacon Hill proved to be financially
insatiable. Hitherto determined to concentrate his intellectual
and political energies on the positive work of peacemaking,
Russell soon found himself having to dissipate his strength and
to scatter his attention in pursuit of the whims of editors and
vagaries of agents. By the mid-1920s and throughout the 1930s,
Russell poured forth words on any and every imaginable topic
for any journal or audience who would but ask. No review
seems to have been refused, no article declined, no commission
rejected, no invitation cast aside. Even a partial list of his books
gives a feel of the diversity and range of his writing: Icarus
(1924), What I Believe and The ABC of Relativity (1925), On Education
(1926), An Outline of Philosophy and The Analysis of Matter (1927),
Marriage and Morals (1929), The Conquest of Happiness (1930), The
Scientific Outlook (1931), Education and the Social Order (1932), Freedom
and Organization (1934), Religion and Science (1935), and Which Way
to Peace? (1936). Battalions of further words marched off in
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the guise of reviews and articles—many to such American
magazines as the Atlantic Monthly, Harper’s, New Republic, Scribner’s
Magazine, and Rotarian as well as to such British periodicals as
Political Quarterly, New Statesman and Nation, and London Mercury. To
such editors Russell seemed a godsend—always lucid, occasion-
ally eloquent, sporadically judgmental, and, as the moment
called for, variously mocking, indignant, or sincere.

Such writings—as well as the lecture tours lucratively
squeezed in among them—won a wide audience, even if
Russell’s controversial views on marriage, sexuality, and child-
rearing affronted many. To Russell, however, such labour
seemed at once a distraction from the more pressing work of
peacemaking and a squandering of his still considerable powers
on topics—such as ‘Should Socialists Smoke Good Cigars?’ or
‘Who May Wear Lipstick’—which were frankly a waste of his
time. The collapse of his marriage in the early 1930s and the
insolvency of Beacon Hill later in the decade only redoubled
Russell’s sense that he was but frittering away his talents and
averting his attention from the indisputably world-historical
events taking place all around him.

In common with virtually all his fellow countrymen, Russell
found the 1930s to be the low, dishonest decade of Auden’s
bitter lament. The foreign and domestic policies of successive
National governments repelled him, as did the triumph of totali-
tarian regimes on the continent and the seemingly inexorable
march to war brought in their wake. Always a keen student of
foreign affairs as well as domestic politics, Russell was dismayed
at the evasions of British foreign affairs as well as domestic polit-
ics, Russell was dismayed at the evasions of British foreign pol-
icy, appalled by the callousness of domestic reforms, and
affronted by the expansion of brutal regimes in Italy, Germany,
Russia, and Spain. Despairing that war could be avoided and
convinced that such a European-wide conflict would herald a
new dark age of barbarism and bigotry, Russell gave voice to his
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despondency in Which Way to Peace? (1936)—not so much a
reasoned defence of appeasement as an expression of defeatism
and despondency.

Always a man of remarkable intellectual as well as emotional
resiliency, Russell—doubtless buoyed by his remarriage and
the birth of a second son in 1937—soon began to mull over
not simply the cruel policies and demented psyches of Hitler,
Mussolini, Stalin, and Franco but also the undeniable appeal of
Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, Stalinist Russia, and Falangist Spain.
To Russell’s mind, existing explanatory systems seemed quite
incapable of accounting for either the genuine nature of these
new regimes or the indisputable popular appeal of those gov-
ernments both within their own national boundaries and with-
out. Neither Marx, nor Freud, nor Bergson, nor Sorel, nor Pareto,
nor Parsons seemed to provide either a correct analysis of exist-
ing conditions or a useful prescription for future action. What
was plainly required, Russell concluded, was ‘a new social analy-
sis’ and, in the summer of 1937, he set about to fashion one.

‘I am very keen on it myself,’ Russell wrote to his publisher,
Stanley Unwin, of his project. ‘I think of it as founding a new
science, like Adam Smith’s “Wealth of Nations”.’1 Not a man
lacking either intellectual ambition or academic self-confidence,
Russell set to work with high hopes—drawing on his earlier
historical writings (such as Freedom and Organization (1934)), book
reviewing (such as Richard Osborne’s Freud and Marx (1937)),
and journalism (such as ‘The Revolt Against Reason’ (1935)).
Capable of prodigies of work when under either the urgency of
inspiration or the pressure of necessity, Russell completed what
would be a 320-page book by the first weeks of 1938—publish-
ing extracts in Political Quarterly and the New Statesman and offering a
synopsis in a lecture to the London School of Economics on ‘The
Science of Power’. Power: A New Social Analysis, published in the last

1 Quoted in Ronald W. Clark, The Life of Bertrand Russell (London, 1975), p. 450.
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week of October 1938, was therefore written almost exclusively
from Russell’s own intellectual capital rather than from a store
of new research. It was, as well, in large measure an act of
intellectual and political redemption—testimony that he had
neither squandered totally his remarkable gifts nor forsaken
utterly his avowed ambition to work towards genuine peacemak-
ing through political enlightenment and human understanding.

Power opens with a bold statement of purpose: ‘In the course
of this book I shall be concerned to prove that the fundamental
concept of social science is Power, in the same sense in which
Energy is the fundamental concept in physics.’ As the author
already of one Principia, Russell could perhaps be forgiven his
confession of an ambition to be the Newton of the social sci-
ences. Whatever the apparent immodesty of such an assertion,
Russell none the less set out bravely to stake his claim—present-
ing early chapters on ‘The Impulse to Power’ and ‘Leaders and
Followers’, intermediate chapters on ‘Kingly Power’ and ‘Priestly
Power’, and concluding essays on ‘The Ethics of Power’ and ‘The
Taming of Power’. Russell’s treatment of these and other topics
sweeps across centuries and cultures and is rich with historical
comparisons, broad connections, and brilliant insights and is
written, as always, with great wit, verve, and lucidity. In particu-
lar, his discussions of such enduring topics as the psychology of
revolutionary leaders, the problems of at once protecting and
limiting the powers of democratic governments, the expansions
of bureaucracies, and the role of opinion in both creating and
legitimating power were at once subtle and insightful, especially
coming as they did to a steadily darkening European scene.

In the end, however, Power ‘fell rather flat’.2 Although reviewed
widely and sympathetically in Britain and North America, it did
not achieve either the short-term notoriety or the long-term

2 Bertrand Russell, The Autobiography of Bertrand Russell 1914–1944 (London, 1969),
p. 193.
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influence Russell had so sorely desired. Much of the reason for
this relative failure was of course due to the tumultuous context
of its appearance—the month after Munich was a singularly
inauspicious time to capture public attention for such a book.
Some of the responsibility for its tepid reception, however, rests
with the book itself. A work of political sociology rather than of
political theory, it does not in fact either offer a comprehensive
new social analysis or fashion new tools of social investigation
applicable to the study of power in all times or places. Russell
simply does not offer either the explanatory system or the ana-
lytical equipment necessary to supplant that of Marx, Freud,
Durkheim, or Weber.

What Power does present is something perhaps equally rare
and surely as useful—an abundance of sheer good sense and
plain speaking. To read it at the close of this troubled century is
to be struck by the prescience of its warnings concerning the
dangers of the control of media and propaganda, the shrewdness
of its appreciation of the mass appeal of fascism, nazism, and
Stalinism, and the wisdom of its admonitions concerning the
spread of violence and intolerance even in democratic states.
Power thus remains a book whose blend of rare good sense and
uncommon wisdom speaks to us with as much eloquence and
insight as ever.

K W
U  G, 1995
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INTRODUCTION

A particular, persistent reason why Bertrand Russell had such appeal, through-
out his ninety odd years, especially to the young, was the trouble he took to
write plain English. Considering how complicated or rarified were the sub-
jects he started writing about in his own youth or early manhood, it is all the
more instructive to see how he shaped his own style for his own purpose.
Was it just a gift from the gods in whom he never believed, or was it not
rather a deliberate design to carry forward the tradition of intellectual integ-
rity in which he was reared? The plainer the style, the less likely it could be
used to tell lies. He would stake everything to tell the truth. The century he
loved best and the language he came to love offered the best exemplars.
Jonathan Swift and David Hume aimed to secure an absolute clarity and they
seldom failed. Yet they continued to be read thanks to the enduring individual
resonance in their writing which they also achieved.

All through his life and increasingly in the later years, as many of us
believed, Bertrand Russell was given credit for a comparable combination
of qualities. And yet the claim has been challenged, and the point should be
disposed of at once. Ray Monk, himself a philosopher, has written a new
biography of Russell in which he insists that he is dealing with the philo-
sophical questions overlooked or bowdlerised by previous biographers or by
Russell himself. His first volume, subtitled The Spirit of Solitude, takes the record
from Russell’s birth in 1872 until 1921. In the light of his actual text, the title
might be regarded as satisfactorily restrained. What he is examining more
specifically, as he indicates in an epigraph from Dostoevsky, is how nearly
and constantly Russell himself trembled on the edge of despair and madness.
It is indeed a very different portrait from the one drawn by the man himself
who believed that he derived at least part of his inspiration from the fountain
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of eighteenth-century rationalism and who so often, when he was on the
‘verge of despair’, could still find the honest words to restore his faith in
the human race. Mr Monk is a skilful operator, and his assault on Bertrand
Russell’s reputation responds to all those wretched instincts in the human
condition which like to see great men reduced in their status. Devout Chris-
tians especially seem to be happier when free-thinkers of one breed or
another are exposed as victims of the same fate as the rest of humanity. Such
was the kind of venom which Dr Johnson unleashed on Jonathan Swift.
Something of the same order Ray Monk has unleashed against Bertrand Rus-
sell, and there is still more to come. He himself has many qualities as a writer
but not enough to stem the flow of malevolence which poisons the whole
book. However, Russell did take the precaution of speaking for himself, and
we are especially entitled to note how and why he did it.

Autobiography is the most risky and arduous of all the writer’s arts,
although the claim may be questioned, judging by the numbers who have not
been deterred from the attempt. To tell the whole truth about oneself without
inflicting gratuitous injury on the people we love or the causes we espouse
looks an impossible task, and yet constantly these objections are set aside. An
unwillingness to let others tell the tale, a knowledge that they are certain to
get some essential strands of the story wrong, and that these misconceptions
will remain inscribed in the public mind for ever, a driving, inner egotism
which disperses all these other considerations takes command. All the great-
est autobiographers have been egotists – Montaigne, Rousseau, Benvenuto
Cellini – but Russell, we may honestly remind ourselves, found good reasons
to quarrel with all of these, chiefly on account of their too intrusive egos. For
his taste, Montaigne was too placid, Rousseau too hysterical, Cellini a hopeless
egotistical case. His own model was Voltaire, and had he not denounced all
the Rousseauite outbursts, whether novelettish or autobiographical, as the
ravings of a larger lunacy quite foreign to the eighteenth-century enlighten-
ment in which they were both born and bred? If Bertrand Russell had listened
only to these ancestral voices, he would never have embarked on his own
bravest odyssey.

Russell studied, with a special insight, one other figure sometimes damned
for his incorrigible egotism, and he maybe offered the essential spur for
Russell to proceed with his own work. In his History of Western Philosophy,
published in 1945, Russell devoted a whole chapter to someone who was
never considered to be a philosopher at all. His chapter on Byron explains the
matter with admirable, indisputable assurance. In glaring contrast with the
cool eighteenth-century temper which Russell had drunk in with his mother’s
milk, Byron’s expression took the form, in Russell’s own words, ‘of Titanic
cosmic self-assertion or, in those who retain some superstition, of Satanism’.
Russell himself of course had taken special precautions to forswear all forms
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of superstition, Satanic or otherwise, but this made his understanding of
Byron’s titanic qualities all the more remarkable. By the end of the chapter he
is using Byron’s own language to describe the essence of Rousseau’s revo-
lutionary message, and much else besides. Man may bleed to death through
the truth that he recognises. Byron, says Russell, expressed this in ‘immortal
lines’:

Sorrow is knowledge; they who know the most
Must mourn the deepest o’er the fatal truth.
The tree of Knowledge is not that of Life.

Byron’s Don Juan indeed was no self-indulgent essay in egotism; it was the
revolutionary epic which the whole age cried out for. It had the same spacious
qualities which Russell himself sought and found.

Two considerable writers of our century – George Orwell and H. G. Wells –
faced the same dilemma in their writing careers and seemingly reached a dif-
ferent conclusion. Each understood the temptations to which autobiographers
might be exposed and how little credence should be accorded to anything
they said, except in the rare instances where they might be offering damning
evidence against themselves. Orwell indeed embraced biographers of all
breeds along with autobiographers in his sweeping anathema. He was con-
stantly on guard to subdue his own egotism and indeed to remove all traces
of it from his style of writing. No one who read what he wrote could doubt
that he was completely honest in these professions; to conclude otherwise
would be to convict him of an hypocrisy totally absent from his nature. Yet
some of his very best writings were autobiographical – Homage to Catalonia, for
example – and he wanted to make sure that no blundering biographical hand
would be allowed to appear later to wreck his design.

H. G. Wells once wrote a polemical essay attacking both biographers and
autobiographers in a manner no less comprehensive than Orwell’s. His pri-
mary aim had been to extol the novel as the vehicle for truth-telling but the
rest of the argument rang with such power that it looked as if he would never
wish to escape from it. ‘All biography has something of that post-mortem
coldness and respect, and, as for autobiography, a man may show his soul in a
thousand, half-conscious ways, but to turn on oneself to explain oneself is
given to no one. It is the natural resort of liars and braggarts. Your Cellinis and
Casanovas, men with the habit of regarding themselves with a kind of objec-
tive admiration do best in autobiography.’ Thus he argued in his 1911 essay
that the task was wellnigh impossible.

Yet, twenty odd years later, he changed his mind or had it changed for him
by publishers and friends. He did it only after much heart-searching or head-
searching. The volume was called Experiment in Autobiography, since he knew

 the autobiography of bertrand russell

Property of Taylor & Francis Group. Not for Distribution

75



how tentative or incomplete the volume or two volumes were bound to be.
Moreover, he sought to complete at the same time a third volume which could
not be published while he or his friends and lovers were still alive. He was no
Casanova wishing to make a parade of his conquests. He had described all
those perils and temptations in his 1911 essay. His 1935 Experiment could not
do more than tell a part of the story. And yet, even more amazing, was the
high proportion of the truth he did tell. André Manrois, no mean judge in
these matters who could transfer into his English essays the more liberal
outlook permitted in France, concluded that ‘Wells’s Experiment in Autobiography
was so frank that Rousseau’s Confessions looks cautious or maidenly by com-
parison’ – and that was the Experiment without the much more explicit sequel.

No evidence exists to prove that Wells’s Experiment paved the way for
Russell’s even braver one; we would cite it if we could. Often their political
paths crossed or recrossed, but sympathy between them remained obstinately
imperfect. They were regarded by their contemporaries as the foremost
exponents of liberal doctrines in the best sense of the term, yet they often
found themselves engaged in furious quarrels. Looking back now, how-
ever, we can see that there were three great matters on which they fought
together and should share the victor’s crown – the fight for women’s rights,
the fight for democratic socialism, and the fight to forbid world-wide nuclear
destruction.

All these seemingly distinct issues were involved in their first encounter
in which, however, neither seemed to appreciate to the full the virtues of
the other. Russell had just read Wells’s In the Days of the Comet (published in
1906) and had been more impressed by the hostility which it aroused in
some quarters than by its intrinsic virtues. It was the most radical work, using
that word in its proper political sense, which Wells had written. He described
how the socialist dawn could open a new world for men and women in their
sexual relations; how working people, men and women, could experience
a new democracy, which they had never even tasted before; how the new
awakening in Britain could forbid the plunge into a continental war with
Germany. Russell shared all these aspirations or expectations, especially the
last. He thought that all other kinds of social advance could be destroyed if
the drift to continental war was not stopped, and his sympathies were espe-
cially enlisted on Wells’s behalf when he noted that he was most viciously
denounced for his alleged advocacy of free love. Russell invited Wells and his
young wife Jane to Oxford with the kindly intention of offering support in all
his campaigns. But each had a different approach, even if they shared the
same destination. The upstart Wells informed the aristocratic Russell that he
did not as yet possess the independent income which would enable him to
advocate free love from the roof-tops. Russell professed himself ‘displeased’
by this show of reticence. Later, he was displeased by his own displeasure.
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In the Days of the Comet was one of the first trumpet blasts which prepared the
way for the sexual revolution of the century and in which, from first to last,
Russell played such an honourable role. He had been taught by the best
masters and mistresses, with his own family in the lead and with John Stuart
Mill’s Subjection of Women as his bible. He never ceased to be amazed how slow
the world at large had been in recognising women’s rights and never lost a
chance to help those who were best serving them. His ancestors showed him
how to fight this fight, as they did so many others. I pause here to note how
absurdly this respect for his ancestors seems to irritate his new biographer,
Ray Monk; ‘One might have expected Russell, on occasions at least’, he writes
in a footnote on page 48, ‘to have expressed some irritation at being regarded
wherever he went as “Lord John’s grandson”, but, if he did, there is no sign
of it either in the surviving correspondence or in any of the vast number of
autobiographical writings he produced throughout his life.’ But surely it is
Mr Monk’s irritation which is more remarkable than Russell’s lack of it. He
was proud of his family but most especially of his ancestor, William Lord
Russell executed by Charles II on 21 July 1683: ‘He was a warm friend not to
liberty merely but to English liberty.’ His own special education on the ques-
tion of women’s rights came not directly from Lord John, although it might
have done. Who is this fellow Monk descended from?, we may be provoked
at last to ask. The only one who achieved real fame was the general who
helped to restore the Stuarts who in turn started the wretched practice of
persecuting the Russells. But we must not get sidetracked. The new Mr Monk
is a philosopher who too frequently parades himself as an expert on Russell’s
ancestry or his love life.

However, the cause which bound Russell and Wells together most closely
in the end was the greatest which ever faced humankind: how to stop the
atomic and nuclear discoveries achieving the final result of total extinction;
how to develop the world authority which alone could banish the final threat.
At some particular moments throughout the century they seemed to be offer-
ing sharply contradictory advice, but the appearance was deceptive. They
each spoke the truth that was within them, on this subject more forcefully
than upon any other, and joined forces to win the final intellectual argument.
The climax is reached in the third volume of Russell’s Autobiography. To com-
plete his presentation of this part of the picture we should also note here
what he emphasised in his most important booklet on the subject, Com-
monsense and Nuclear War, published in 1959. He tackles there, quite fairly, the
charge that he had once advocated the threat or the use of the atomic weapon
against the Soviet Union, to stop them embarking on the race. However, the
test which he faced quite fairly and openly, in the 1960s, the last decade of
his life, was the challenge where many more countries would soon possess
the capacity to destroy the world.
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H. G. Wells had been the first to discern these perils in full imaginative
detail; he did so in his book The World Set Free, published in 1914. He had seized
upon some recent highly tentative revelations about the splitting of the atom
and transformed them into a full-scale description of what an atom bomb war
might entail: first and foremost, a shattering exposure of what would be the
scale of the disaster with the addition of such niceties as the warning that,
fearful as the explosions might be, the subsequent ineradicable effects of
radiation might be even more fearful; and some discussion about whether the
debate would become specially dangerous when terrorists could carry their
world-destructive potions in suitcases. So remote were these possibilities
from the actual terrors which crowded upon one another that few would
take him seriously. Moreover, he seemed to add to his own intellectual
self-doubt by suggestions that, faced with these realities, these new forms
of terror, the world would, at the relevant minute of the last minutes of
the eleventh hour, come to its senses. He prophesied a war starting with a
German invasion of France by way of Belgium, but then he prophesied also
that ‘a wave of sanity’ might take command – ‘the disposition to believe in
these spontaneous waves of sanity may be one of my besetting weaknesses’.
At which, casual readers may pause to wonder whether the quotations come
from Wells or Russell. Each as they tried to grasp the reality of atomic horror
might find himself plunged into hope or despair. Without the despair, Homo
sapiens would not be facing the reality. Without the hope, he would forfeit
the fighting spirit and the comradeship of men and women needed for
their salvation.

Throughout the century, the paths of political action each man chose with
such care crossed and re-crossed. Each might enrage the other when he
seemed to be adopting extreme political positions at the very moment when
balancing restraints were necessary to preserve humankind’s sanity. The fier-
cest of all these clashes, one which threatened to forbid any future civilised
exchange between them, was the argument about the outbreak of the
1914–1916 war. Russell accused Wells of having deserted their previous
common stand about an anti-German war to become the most raucous of the
warmongers; Wells insisted that Russell’s brand of pacifism, however justified
in some circumstances, would not face the question of the German conquest
of Europe. For years thereafter, each furiously rejected the arguments of the
other and yet could not fail to be impressed by the persistent passion with
which the case was presented. Each knew well enough how such passions
could be mobilised for the worst causes; the new curse was threatening
humankind. And yet if the good causes were to triumph, they must be no less
passionately supported. Here was one letter, appealing for common action,
which Wells wrote:

introduction 
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My dear Russell . . . In these days of revolutionary crisis it is incumbent upon
all of us who are in any measure influential in left thought to dispel the
tendency to waste energy in minor dissentions. . . . I get more & more
anarchistic & ultra left as I grow older. . . . We must certainly get together to
talk (& perhaps conspire) & that soon.

(see pp. 515–16 below)

The date was 20 May 1945, a few months before the atomic explosions at
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. A few months later, Wells was dead and had to leave
his fresh essays in conspiracy to Russell alone. How much he would have
approved the whole autobiographical exertion.

The first volume of Russell’s autobiography was published in 1967 and
the third in 1970, just before he died at the age of 98 in 1970. It might be
thought that such an old man’s judgements lose their potency or their rele-
vance. No honest reader of these pages can reach that conclusion. Whatever
else it is, it is one of the truly great autobiographies in our language. The
poets have stopped writing epics, he himself had written. Well here is an epic,
written with all the combined passion and clarity of which he was the master.
And if anyone doubts the combination, let him turn to the Prologue – ‘What
I have Lived for’ – at the start of the first volume or the Postscript which
concludes the final one. Along with his simplicity he had an eloquence all
his own. Both the warnings of calamity and the recoveries of hope may ring
across the intervening years. Thanks to his whole life, he had a special right to
be heard.

I may be permitted to add a personal postscript, nothing like so eloquent as
any of Russell’s own, but one which may help to clinch the case for his
veracity. My first introduction to him occurred when someone at Oxford
gave me a copy of his book The Conquest of Happiness. Then, two years later, he
turned up in person for a university meeting of some sort, spreading his own
special brand of wit and wisdom and beaming with happiness. Who could
resist so radiant a practitioner of his own theories?

One particular cause of that happiness for sure was his affair with ‘Peter’
Spence which was suddenly blossoming into the happiest of his whole life-
time. She already had young Oxford at her feet but when Bertrand Russell
appeared and carried her off with such grace and ease, it was truly a conquest
to write home about.

Michael Foot
Hampstead, July 1998
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‘Unless we are very much mistaken, its lucid application and 
development of the great discoveries of Peano and Cantor 
mark the opening of a new epoch in both philosophical and 
mathematical thought.’ 
The Spectator

First published in 1903, Principles of Mathematics was Bertrand
Russell’s first major work in print. It was this title which saw 
him begin his ascent towards eminence. In this groundbreaking 
and important work, Russell argues that mathematics and logic 
are, in fact, identical and what is commonly called mathematics
is simply later deductions from logical premises. Highly 
influential and engaging, this important work led to Russell’s 
dominance of analytical logic on Western philosophy in the 
twentieth century.

Bertrand Russell (1872–1970) was one of the most formidable
thinkers of the modern era. A philosopher, mathematician, 
educational innovator, champion of intellectual, social and 
sexual freedom, and a campaigner for peace and human rights, 
he was also a prolific writer of popular and influential books, 
essays and lectures on an extensive range of subjects.

Considered to be one of the most controversial figures of the 
twentieth century, Bertrand Russell is widely renowned for 
his provocative writings. Highly influential and engaging, 
this important work led to Russell’s dominance in analytical 
philosophy in the twentieth century. 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE 1992 EDITION

The Principles of Mathematics, Russell’s fourth book, was first published in 1903; it
was reprinted unchanged in 1937 with a new introduction. The original
edition was the first member in one of two series of books that Russell
proposed to write during his lifetime. In the first volume of his Autobiography
(1967), covering the years 1872 to 1914, he recollected one of the most
important days of his life: “I remember a cold bright day in early spring
when I walked by myself in the Tiergarten, and made projects of future work.
I thought that I would write one series of books on the philosophy of the
sciences from pure mathematics to physiology, and another series of books
on social questions. I hoped that the two series might ultimately meet in a
synthesis at once scientific and practical. My scheme was largely inspired by
Hegelian ideas. Nevertheless, I have to some extent followed it in later years,
as much at any rate as could have been expected. The moment was an
important and formative one as regards my purposes.” The year was 1895,
and the city was Berlin, where Russell and his first wife had gone to study
German social democracy. In other writings Russell added that the first series
of books would begin at a very high level of abstraction and gradually
grow more practical, whereas the second set would begin with practical
matters and aim at becoming always more abstract; the final volume in each
series would then be a similar blend of the practical and the abstract, and thus
permit a grand synthesis of the two series in one magnum opus.

Russell was not yet 23 when this vision occurred to him, but, as is clear
from the above quotation, the initial planning of The Principles of Mathematics
had already begun. At other places in his writings he states that his interest in
the foundations of mathematics stemmed from an earlier interest in the
foundations of physics, or “the problem of matter” as he usually referred to
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it, which was stymied when he realized the dependence of physics on a
soundly based mathematics. His preliminary examination of the problem of
matter must then have occurred at about the same time as the Tiergarten
experience. By 1895 he already had two books in the works: the first, German
Social Democracy (1896), reported the results of his Berlin studies; the second,
An Essay on the Foundations of Geometry (1897), was his dissertation for a Fellow-
ship at Trinity College, Cambridge. On the strength of it he was elected a
Fellow on 10 October 1895. For book publication it had to be revised, which
accounts for the delay of two years. While he was revising it he began work
on Principles.

There exist in the Bertrand Russell Archives, housed at McMaster University
in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada, a large number of manuscripts documenting
in part his slow progress toward a final version of Principles. The earlier papers
have now been published in Volume 2 of The Collected Papers of Bertrand Russell
(1990), edited by Nicholas Griffin and Albert C. Lewis; the remaining ones
will be published in Volume 3, edited by Greg Moore, which is nearly ready
for publication. Russell entitled the earliest manuscript, which survives only
in part, “An Analysis of Mathematical Reasoning, Being an Inquiry into the
Subject-Matter, the Fundamental Conceptions, and the Necessary Postulates
of Mathematics”. Begun after 1 April 1898, it was finished some time in July
of that year. Griffin notes that it was written when Russell was very much
under the influence of Alfred North Whitehead’s first book, A Treatise on
Universal Algebra with Applications (1898). Whitehead had been one of Russell’s
teachers at Cambridge, and later agreed to collaborate with him in complet-
ing his work on the foundations of mathematics. This early draft, like his
Fellowship dissertation, displays a strong Kantian influence. Russell discussed
this draft at various times with both G. E. Moore and Whitehead; Moore
appears, from the evidence available, to have been more critical of it than
Whitehead. We do not know why Russell abandoned this attempt. Some parts
of it were incorporated in later versions, but large parts of it remain
untouched.

His next attempt was called “On the Principles of Arithmetic”, and the
evidence goes to show that it was also written in 1898, shortly after he had
abandoned the first draft. Only two chapters of this projected book remain:
one incomplete chapter on cardinal numbers, and a complete one on
ordinals. The scope of this project is very much narrower than the first one,
which ranged well beyond arithmetic. When he abandoned this project, for
reasons unknown, he started to write “The Fundamental Ideas and Axioms of
Mathematics”, which was drafted in 1899. There exists a very full synoptic
table of contents for the whole book and a large number of preliminary notes
for various sections of it. Why he abandoned this project also remains a
mystery. It is worth noting that Russell had already developed the habit of
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recycling parts, often large parts, of abandoned manuscripts into new works.
Griffin makes the important point that both the first and third of these
preliminary drafts almost certainly existed at one time in full book-length
form, but they were dismembered by Russell when he found that parts of
them fitted nicely into a later manuscript.

There was still another draft to go before Principles was ready for the
printers. During the years 1899 and 1900 Russell wrote a book which he
called by its published name. In My Philosophical Development (1959), his intel-
lectual autobiography, he wrote that he finished this draft “on the last day of
the nineteenth century—i.e. December 31, 1900”. In his Autobiography he
remarks that he wrote the entire draft, about 200,000 words, during October,
November and December, averaging ten pages of manuscript per day. In view
of the fragmentary nature of the third draft, it seems more likely that he
incorporated large portions of it into this penultimate draft. Only parts of this
draft were later rewritten: Parts III to VI required no changes; Parts I, II and VII
were extensively revised before publication.

In July 1900 Russell and Whitehead attended an International Congress of
Philosophy in Paris, at which Russell read a paper on the idea of order and
absolute position in space and time. This Congress turned out to be of
immense importance for his work on the foundations of mathematics.
Giuseppe Peano also read a paper at the meeting and he attended other
sessions and participated in the ensuing discussions. In his Autobiography
Russell calls the Congress “a turning point in my intellectual life” and gives
the credit to Peano: “In discussions at the Congress I observed that he was
always more precise than anyone else, and that he invariably got the better of
any argument upon which he embarked. As the days went by, I decided that
this must be owing to his mathematical logic.” Peano supplied him with
copies of all his publications and Russell spent August mastering them. In
September he extended Peano’s symbolic notation to the logic of relations.
Nearly every day he found that some problem, such as the correct analysis of
order or of cardinal number, that had baffled him for years yielded to the
new method and a definitive answer to it emerged. On the problems bother-
ing him, he made more progress during that month than he had in the years
preceding it. “Intellectually, the month of September 1900 was the highest
point of my life. I went about saying to myself that now at last I had done
something worth doing, and I had the feeling that I must be careful not to be
run over in the street before I had written it down.” The penultimate draft is
the written record of this extraordinary period.

But within this logical paradise lurked a serpent, and it revealed itself to
Russell during the spring of 1901 when he was polishing his manuscript for
publication. It concerned the notion of class and it arose from premisses
which had been accepted by all logicians from Aristotle onward. Every
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logician had accepted the principle that every predicate determines a class.
The class of human beings, for example, is formed by placing within it all
those things of which it is true to say that they are human beings. Logicians
refer to a class as the extension of a predicate. Russell, in checking a proof that
there was no greatest cardinal number, considered certain peculiar classes. He
noticed that some classes were members of themselves, e.g. the class of
abstract ideas is itself an abstract idea, but most are not, e.g. the class of
bicycles is not itself a bicycle. All of the latter classes have a common
property, namely, that they are non-self-membered; Russell called them
“ordinary” classes. Next he took the predicate, “x is not a member of x”, and
formed a new class, which we may call O (to remind ourselves that these are
ordinary classes), which has as its members all and only those classes which
are not members of themselves. Then he asked whether O was a member of
itself or not, and was both astonished and dismayed at the answer. Suppose,
on the one hand, that O is a member of O, then since all members of O are
non-self-membered, it follows that O is not a member of O. Now suppose, on
the other hand, that O is not a member of O, then it follows directly that O is
a member of O, because all non-self-membered classes are members of O. We
may restate these two conclusions as a paradox: O is a member of O, if, and
only if, O is not a member of O. This is now called Russell’s paradox.

When he discovered the paradox Russell attempted in every way he could
to dispose of it. But all of his attempts failed. He communicated it to other
logicians and found that they were unable to find anything wrong with his
reasoning. Whitehead, indeed, lamented “never glad, confident morning
again”, which only served to deepen Russell’s gloom. But one thing was
clear, large parts of Principles would have to be rewritten. Russell first published
his paradox in Principles (§78). The discovery of the contradiction delayed
publication of his book. If it was at all possible, he wanted to include in the
book a way of taming the paradox. For a year he wrestled with the problem,
trying out one idea after another, but usually coming back to a solution
he called “the theory of types”, as the best of a disappointing lot. Finally, he
decided to delay publication no longer, and he included an appendix in
which he sketched the theory of types as the best remedy for the paradox he
had been able to discover.

In addition to being an original and important book in logic and the
philosophy of mathematics, Principles is also a very solid work in metaphysics.
It is a pity that this fact is not more widely known. Widespread ignorance
of it is in large part traceable to the book’s title. The Principles of Mathematics, with
no sub-title, seems to tell the potential reader that its subject-matter is
confined to mathematics. However, nearly all of the classical metaphysical
problems are considered at length, a notable exception being the problem of
the existence or non-existence of God. Space and time, matter and motion
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and causality, the one and the many, and classes and numbers are all accorded
the Russellian treatment, and he has interesting things to say about all of
them. There is another reason why the book is not widely known for its
metaphysical discussions. When Principia Mathematica (1910–13), which
Russell wrote with Whitehead, was published, it was assumed on all sides
that it superseded Principles. Certainly it did in part, but only in part. Most of
Russell’s metaphysical discussions have no counterparts in Principia. Thus, The
Principles of Mathematics can be read not only as a stepping-stone to Principia
Mathematica, but also as an important account of the way in which Russell
viewed the world, especially at the turn of the century.

John G. Slater
University of Toronto
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INTRODUCTION TO THE SECOND EDITION

“The Principles of Mathematics” was published in 1903, and most of it was
written in 1900. In the subsequent years the subjects of which it treats have
been widely discussed, and the technique of mathematical logic has been
greatly improved; while some new problems have arisen, some old ones have
been solved, and others, though they remain in a controversial condition,
have taken on completely new forms. In these circumstances, it seemed use-
less to attempt to amend this or that, in the book, which no longer expresses
my present views. Such interest as the book now possesses is historical, and
consists in the fact that it represents a certain stage in the development of its
subject. I have therefore altered nothing, but shall endeavour, in this Introduc-
tion, to say in what respects I adhere to the opinions which it expresses, and
in what other respects subsequent research seems to me to have shown them
to be erroneous.

The fundamental thesis of the following pages, that mathematics and logic
are identical, is one which I have never since seen any reason to modify. This
thesis was, at first, unpopular, because logic is traditionally associated with
philosophy and Aristotle, so that mathematicians felt it to be none of their
business, and those who considered themselves logicians resented being
asked to master a new and rather difficult mathematical technique. But such
feelings would have had no lasting influence if they had been unable to find
support in more serious reasons for doubt. These reasons are, broadly speak-
ing, of two opposite kinds: first, that there are certain unsolved difficulties in
mathematical logic, which make it appear less certain than mathematics is
believed to be; and secondly that, if the logical basis of mathematics is
accepted, it justifies, or tends to justify, much work, such as that of Georg
Cantor, which is viewed with suspicion by many mathematicians on account
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of the unsolved paradoxes which it shares with logic. These two opposite
lines of criticism are represented by the formalists, led by Hilbert, and the
intuitionists, led by Brouwer.

The formalist interpretation of mathematics is by no means new, but for
our purposes we may ignore its older forms. As presented by Hilbert, for
example in the sphere of number, it consists in leaving the integers
undefined, but asserting concerning them such axioms as shall make possible
the deduction of the usual arithmetical propositions. That is to say, we do not
assign any meaning to our symbols 0, 1, 2, . . . except that they are to have
certain properties enumerated in the axioms. These symbols are, therefore,
to be regarded as variables. The later integers may be defined when 0 is given,
but 0 is to be merely something having the assigned characteristics. Accord-
ingly the symbols 0, 1, 2, . . . do not represent one definite series, but any
progression whatever. The formalists have forgotten that numbers are needed,
not only for doing sums, but for counting. Such propositions as “There were
12 Apostles” or “London has 6,000,000 inhabitants” cannot be interpreted
in their system. For the symbol “0” may be taken to mean any finite integer,
without thereby making any of Hilbert’s axioms false; and thus every
number-symbol becomes infinitely ambiguous. The formalists are like a
watchmaker who is so absorbed in making his watches look pretty that he has
forgotten their purpose of telling the time, and has therefore omitted to
insert any works.

There is another difficulty in the formalist position, and that is as regards
existence. Hilbert assumes that if a set of axioms does not lead to a contradic-
tion, there must be some set of objects which satisfies the axioms; accord-
ingly, in place of seeking to establish existence theorems by producing an
instance, he devotes himself to methods of proving the self-consistency of his
axioms. For him, “existence”, as usually understood, is an unnecessarily
metaphysical concept, which should be replaced by the precise concept of
non-contradiction. Here, again, he has forgotten that arithmetic has practical
uses. There is no limit to the systems of non-contradictory axioms that might
be invented. Our reasons for being specially interested in the axioms that lead
to ordinary arithmetic lie outside arithmetic, and have to do with the applica-
tion of number to empirical material. This application itself forms no part of
either logic or arithmetic; but a theory which makes it a priori impossible
cannot be right. The logical definition of numbers makes their connection
with the actual world of countable objects intelligible; the formalist theory
does not.

The intuitionist theory, represented first by Brouwer and later by Weyl, is a
more serious matter. There is a philosophy associated with the theory, which,
for our purposes, we may ignore; it is only its bearing on logic and math-
ematics that concerns us. The essential point here is the refusal to regard a
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proposition as either true or false unless some method exists of deciding the
alternative. Brouwer denies the law of excluded middle where no such
method exists. This destroys, for example, the proof that there are more real
numbers than rational numbers, and that, in the series of real numbers, every
progression has a limit. Consequently large parts of analysis, which for
centuries have been thought well established, are rendered doubtful.

Associated with this theory is the doctrine called finitism, which calls in
question propositions involving infinite collections or infinite series, on the
ground that such propositions are unverifiable. This doctrine is an aspect of
thorough-going empiricism, and must, if taken seriously, have consequences
even more destructive than those that are recognized by its advocates. Men,
for example, though they form a finite class, are, practically and empirically,
just as impossible to enumerate as if their number were infinite. If the
finitist’s principle is admitted, we must not make any general statement—
such as “All men are mortal”—about a collection defined for its properties,
not by actual mention of all its members. This would make a clean sweep of
all science and of all mathematics, not only of the parts which the intuition-
ists consider questionable. Disastrous consequences, however, cannot be
regarded as proving that a doctrine is false; and the finitist doctrine, if it is to
be disproved, can only be met by a complete theory of knowledge. I do not
believe it to be true, but I think no short and easy refutation of it is possible.

An excellent and very full discussion of the question whether mathematics
and logic are identical will be found in Vol. III of Jörgensen’s “Treatise
of Formal Logic”, pp. 57–200, where the reader will find a dispassionate
examination of the arguments that have been adduced against this thesis,
with a conclusion which is, broadly speaking, the same as mine, namely that,
while quite new grounds have been given in recent years for refusing to
reduce mathematics to logic, none of these grounds is in any degree
conclusive.

This brings me to the definition of mathematics which forms the first
sentence of the “Principles”. In this definition various changes are necessary.
To begin with, the form “p implies q” is only one of many logical forms that
mathematical propositions may take. I was originally led to emphasize this
form by the consideration of Geometry. It was clear that Euclidean and
non-Euclidean systems alike must be included in pure mathematics, and must
not be regarded as mutually inconsistent; we must, therefore, only assert that
the axioms imply the propositions, not that the axioms are true and therefore
the propositions are true. Such instances led me to lay undue stress on impli-
cation, which is only one among truth-functions, and no more important
than the others. Next: when it is said that “p and q are propositions containing
one or more variables”, it would, of course, be more correct to say that they
are propositional functions; what is said, however, may be excused on the
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ground that propositional functions had not yet been defined, and were not
yet familiar to logicians or mathematicians.

I come next to a more serious matter, namely the statement that “neither p
nor q contains any constants except logical constants”. I postpone, for the
moment, the discussion as to what logical constants are. Assuming this
known, my present point is that the absence of non-logical constants, though
a necessary condition for the mathematical character of a proposition, is not
a sufficient condition. Of this, perhaps, the best examples are statements
concerning the number of things in the world. Take, say: “There are at least
three things in the world”. This is equivalent to: “There exist objects x, y, z,
and properties �, ψ, χ, such that x but not y has the property �, x but not z has
the property ψ, and y but not z has the property χ.” This statement can be
enunciated in purely logical terms, and it can be logically proved to be true of
classes of classes of classes: of these there must, in fact, be at least 4, even
if the universe did not exist. For in that case there would be one class, the
null-class; two classes of classes, namely, the class of no classes and the class
whose only member is the null class; and four classes of classes of classes,
namely the one which is null, the one whose only member is the null class of
classes, the one whose only member is the class whose only member is the
null class, and the one which is the sum of the two last. But in the lower
types, that of individuals, that of classes, and that of classes of classes, we
cannot logically prove that there are at least three members. From the very
nature of logic, something of this sort is to be expected; for logic aims at
independence of empirical fact, and the existence of the universe is an empir-
ical fact. It is true that if the world did not exist, logic-books would not exist;
but the existence of logic-books is not one of the premisses of logic, nor can
it be inferred from any proposition that has a right to be in a logic-book.

In practice, a great deal of mathematics is possible without assuming the
existence of anything. All the elementary arithmetic of finite integers and
rational fractions can be constructed; but whatever involves infinite classes of
integers becomes impossible. This excludes real numbers and the whole of
analysis. To include them, we need the “axiom of infinity”, which states that
if n is any finite number, there is at least one class having n members. At the
time when I wrote the “Principles”, I supposed that this could be proved, but
by the time that Dr. Whitehead and I published “Principia Mathematica”, we
had become convinced that the supposed proof was fallacious.

The above argument depends upon the doctrine of types, which, although
it occurs in a crude form in Appendix B of the “Principles”, had not yet
reached the stage of development at which it showed that the existence of
infinite classes cannot be demonstrated logically. What is said as to existence-
theorems in the last paragraph of the last chapter of the “Principles” (pp.
497–8) no longer appears to me to be valid: such existence-theorems, with
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certain exceptions, are, I should now say, examples of propositions which
can be enunciated in logical terms, but can only be proved or disproved by
empirical evidence.

Another example is the multiplicative axiom, or its equivalent, Zermelo’s
axiom of selection. This asserts that, given a set of mutually exclusive classes,
none of which is null, there is at least one class consisting of one representa-
tive from each class of the set. Whether this is true or not, no one knows. It is
easy to imagine universes in which it would be true, and it is impossible to
prove that there are possible universes in which it would be false; but it is also
impossible (at least, so I believe) to prove that there are no possible universes
in which it would be false. I did not become aware of the necessity for
this axiom until a year after the “Principles” was published. This book con-
tains, in consequence, certain errors, for example the assertion, in §119
(p. 124), that the two definitions of infinity are equivalent, which can only
be proved if the multiplicative axiom is assumed.

Such examples—which might be multiplied indefinitely—show that a
proposition may satisfy the definition with which the “Principles” opens,
and yet may be incapable of logical or mathematical proof or disproof. All
mathematical propositions are included under the definition (with certain
minor emendations), but not all propositions that are included are math-
ematical. In order that a proposition may belong to mathematics it must have
a further property: according to some it must be “tautological”, and accord-
ing to Carnap it must be “analytic”. It is by no means easy to get an exact
definition of this characteristic; moreover, Carnap has shown that it is neces-
sary to distinguish between “analytic” and “demonstrable”, the latter being a
somewhat narrower concept. And the question whether a proposition is or
is not “analytic” or “demonstrable” depends upon the apparatus of prem-
isses with which we begin. Unless, therefore, we have some criterion as
to admissible logical premisses, the whole question as to what are logical
propositions becomes to a very considerable extent arbitrary. This is a very
unsatisfactory conclusion, and I do not accept it as final. But before anything
more can be said on this subject, it is necessary to discuss the question of
“logical constants”, which play an essential part in the definition of math-
ematics in the first sentence of the “Principles”.

There are three questions in regard to logical constants: First, are there
such things? Second, how are they defined? Third, do they occur in the
propositions of logic? Of these questions, the first and third are highly
ambiguous, but their various meanings can be made clearer by a little
discussion.

First: Are there logical constants? There is one sense of this question in
which we can give a perfectly definite affirmative answer: in the linguistic or
symbolic expression of logical propositions, there are words or symbols
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which play a constant part, i.e., make the same contribution to the signifi-
cance of propositions wherever they occur. Such are, for example, “or”,
“and”, “not”, “if-then”, “the null-class”, “0”, “1”, “2”, . . . The difficulty is
that, when we analyse the propositions in the written expression of which
such symbols occur, we find that they have no constituents corresponding to
the expressions in question. In some cases this is fairly obvious: not even the
most ardent Platonist would suppose that the perfect “or” is laid up in
heaven, and that the “or’s” here on earth are imperfect copies of the celestial
archetype. But in the case of numbers this is far less obvious. The doctrines
of Pythagoras, which began with arithmetical mysticism, influenced all
subsequent philosophy and mathematics more profoundly than is generally
realized. Numbers were immutable and eternal, like the heavenly bodies;
numbers were intelligible: the science of numbers was the key to the uni-
verse. The last of these beliefs has misled mathematicians and the Board of
Education down to the present day. Consequently, to say that numbers are
symbols which mean nothing appears as a horrible form of atheism. At
the time when I wrote the “Principles”, I shared with Frege a belief in the
Platonic reality of numbers, which, in my imagination, peopled the timeless
realm of Being. It was a comforting faith, which I later abandoned with
regret. Something must now be said of the steps by which I was led to
abandon it.

In Chapter four of the “Principles” it is said that “every word occurring in
a sentence must have some meaning”; and again “Whatever may be an object
of thought, or may occur in any true or false proposition, or can be counted
as one, I call a term. . . . A man, a moment, a number, a class, a relation, a
chimæra, or anything else that can be mentioned, is sure to be a term; and to
deny that such and such a thing is a term must always be false”. This way of
understanding language turned out to be mistaken. That a word “must have
some meaning”—the word, of course, being not gibberish, but one which has
an intelligible use—is not always true if taken as applying to the word in
isolation. What is true is that the word contributes to the meaning of the
sentence in which it occurs: but that is a very different matter.

The first step in the process was the theory of descriptions. According to
this theory, in the proposition “Scott is the author of Waverley”, there is no
constituent corresponding to “the author of Waverley”: the analysis of the
proposition is, roughly: “Scott wrote Waverley, and whoever wrote Waverley
was Scott”; or, more accurately: “The propositional function ‘x wrote Waverley is
equivalent to x is Scott’ is true for all values of x”. This theory swept away the
contention—advanced, for instance, by Meinong—that there must, in the
realm of Being, be such objects as the golden mountain and the round
square, since we can talk about them. “The round square does not exist” had
always been a difficult proposition; for it was natural to ask “What is it that
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does not exist”? and any possible answer had seemed to imply that, in some
sense, there is such an object as the round square, though this object has the
odd property of not existing. The theory of descriptions avoided this and
other difficulties.

The next step was the abolition of classes. This step was taken in “Principia
Mathematica”, where it is said: “The symbols for classes, like those for
descriptions, are, in our system, incomplete symbols; their uses are defined,
but they themselves are not assumed to mean anything at all. . . . Thus classes,
so far as we introduce them, are merely symbolic or linguistic conveniences,
not genuine objects” (Vol. I, pp. 71–2). Seeing that cardinal numbers had
been defined as classes of classes, they also became “merely symbolic or
linguistic conveniences”. Thus, for example, the proposition “1 + 1 = 2”,
somewhat simplified, becomes the following: “Form the propositional func-
tion ‘a is not b, and whatever x may be, x is a γ is always equivalent to x is a or x
is b’; form also the propositional function ‘a is a γ, and, whatever x may be, x is
a γ but is not a is always equivalent to x is b’. Then, whatever γ may be, the
assertion that one of these propositional functions is not always false (for
different values of a and b) is equivalent to the assertion that the other is not
always false.” Here the numbers 1 and 2 have entirely disappeared, and a
similar analysis can be applied to any arithmetical proposition.

Dr. Whitehead, at this stage, persuaded me to abandon points of space,
instants of time, and particles of matter, substituting for them logical
constructions composed of events. In the end, it seemed to result that none of
the raw material of the world has smooth logical properties, but that what-
ever appears to have such properties is constructed artificially in order to have
them. I do not mean that statements apparently about points or instants or
numbers, or any of the other entities which Occam’s razor abolishes, are
false, but only that they need interpretation which shows that their linguistic
form is misleading, and that, when they are rightly analysed, the pseudo-
entities in question are found to be not mentioned in them. “Time consists of
instants”, for example, may or may not be a true statement, but in either case
it mentions neither time nor instants. It may, roughly, be interpreted as
follows: Given any event x, let us define as its “contemporaries” those which
end after it begins, but begin before it ends; and among these let us define as
“initial contemporaries” of x those which are not wholly later than any other
contemporaries of x. Then the statement “time consists of instants” is true if,
given any event x, every event which is wholly later than some contemporary
of x is wholly later than some initial contemporary of x. A similar process of
interpretation is necessary in regard to most, if not all, purely logical
constants.

Thus the question whether logical constants occur in the propositions of
logic becomes more difficult than it seemed at first sight. It is, in fact, a
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question to which, as things stand, no definite answer can be given, because
there is no exact definition of “occurring in” a proposition. But something
can be said. In the first place, no proposition of logic can mention any
particular object. The statement “If Socrates is a man and all men are mortal,
then Socrates is mortal” is not a proposition of logic; the logical proposition
of which the above is a particular case is: “If x has the property of �, and
whatever has the property � has the property ψ, then x has the property ψ,
whatever x, �, ψ may be”. The word “property”, which occurs here, disap-
pears from the correct symbolic statement of the proposition; but “if-then”,
or something serving the same purpose, remains. After the utmost efforts to
reduce the number of undefined elements in the logical calculus, we shall
find ourselves left with two (at least) which seem indispensable: one is
incompatibility; the other is the truth of all values of a propositional function.
(By the “incompatibility” of two propositions is meant that they are not both
true.) Neither of these looks very substantial. What was said earlier about
“or” applies equally to incompatibility; and it would seem absurd to say that
generality is a constituent of a general proposition.

Logical constants, therefore, if we are able to be able to say anything
definite about them, must be treated as part of the language, not as part of
what the language speaks about. In this way, logic becomes much more
linguistic than I believed it to be at the time when I wrote the “Principles”. It
will still be true that no constants except logical constants occur in the verbal
or symbolic expression of logical propositions, but it will not be true that
these logical constants are names of objects, as “Socrates” is intended to be.

To define logic, or mathematics, is therefore by no means easy except in
relation to some given set of premisses. A logical premiss must have certain
characteristics which can be defined: it must have complete generality, in the
sense that it mentions no particular thing or quality; and it must be true in
virtue of its form. Given a definite set of logical premisses, we can define
logic, in relation to them, as whatever they enable us to demonstrate. But (1) it is
hard to say what makes a proposition true in virtue of its form; (2) it is
difficult to see any way of proving that the system resulting from a given set
of premisses is complete, in the sense of embracing everything that we
should wish to include among logical propositions. As regards this second
point, it has been customary to accept current logic and mathematics as a
datum, and seek the fewest premisses from which this datum can be
reconstructed. But when doubts arise—as they have arisen—concerning the
validity of certain parts of mathematics, this method leaves us in the lurch.

It seems clear that there must be some way of defining logic other
than in relation to a particular logical language. The fundamental character-
istic of logic, obviously, is that which is indicated when we say that logical
propositions are true in virtue of their form. The question of demonstrability
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cannot enter in, since every proposition which, in one system, is deduced
from the premisses might, in another system, be itself taken as a premiss. If
the proposition is complicated, this is inconvenient, but it cannot be impos-
sible. All the propositions that are demonstrable in any admissible logical
system must share with the premisses the property of being true in virtue of
their form; and all propositions which are true in virtue of their form ought
to be included in any adequate logic. Some writers, for example Carnap in his
“Logical Syntax of Language”, treat the whole problem as being more a
matter of linguistic choice than I can believe it to be. In the above-mentioned
work, Carnap has two logical languages, one of which admits the multiplica-
tive axiom and the axiom of infinity, while the other does not. I cannot
myself regard such a matter as one to be decided by our arbitrary choice. It
seems to me that these axioms either do, or do not, have the characteristic of
formal truth which characterizes logic, and that in the former event every
logic must include them, while in the latter every logic must exclude them. I
confess, however, that I am unable to give any clear account of what is meant
by saying that a proposition is “true in virtue of its form”. But this phrase,
inadequate as it is, points, I think, to the problem which must be solved if an
adequate definition of logic is to be found.

I come finally to the question of the contradictions and the doctrine of
types. Henri Poincaré, who considered mathematical logic to be no help in
discovery, and therefore sterile, rejoiced in the contradictions: “La logistique
n’est plus stérile; elle engendre la contradiction!” All that mathematical
logic did, however, was to make it evident that contradictions follow from
premisses previously accepted by all logicians, however innocent of math-
ematics. Nor were the contradictions all new; some dated from Greek times.

In the “Principles”, only three contradictions are mentioned: Burali Forti’s
concerning the greatest ordinal, the contradiction concerning the greatest
cardinal and mine concerning the classes that are not members of themselves
(pp. 323, 366 and 101). What is said as to possible solutions may be
ignored, except Appendix B, on the theory of types; and this itself is only a
rough sketch. The literature on the contradictions is vast, and the subject still
controversial. The most complete treatment of the subject known to me is to
be found in Carnap’s “Logical Syntax of Language” (Kegan Paul, 1937).
What he says on the subject seems to me either right or so difficult to refute
that a refutation could not possibly be attempted in a short space. I shall,
therefore, confine myself to a few general remarks.

At first sight, the contradictions seem to be of three sorts: those that are
mathematical, those that are logical and those that may be suspected of being
due to some more or less trivial linguistic trick. Of the definitely mathemat-
ical contradictions, those concerning the greatest ordinal and the greatest
cardinal may be taken as typical.
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The first of these, Burali Forti’s, is as follows: Let us arrange all ordinal
numbers in order of magnitude; then the last of these, which we will call N, is
the greatest of ordinals. But the number of all ordinals from 0 up to N is N +
1, which is greater than N. We cannot escape by suggesting that the series of
ordinal numbers has no last term; for in that case equally this series itself has
an ordinal number greater than any term of the series, i.e., greater than any
ordinal number.

The second contradiction, that concerning the greatest cardinal, has the
merit of making peculiarly evident the need for some doctrine of types. We
know from elementary arithmetic that the number of combinations of n
things any number at a time is 2n, i.e., that a class of n terms has 2n sub-classes.
We can prove that this proposition remains true when n is infinite. And
Cantor proved that 2n is always greater than n. Hence there can be no greatest
cardinal. Yet one would have supposed that the class containing everything
would have the greatest possible number of terms. Since, however, the num-
ber of classes of things exceeds the number of things, clearly classes of things
are not things. (I will explain shortly what this statement can mean.)

Of the obviously logical contradictions, one is discussed in Chapter X: in
the linguistic group, the most famous, that of the liar, was invented by the
Greeks. It is as follows: Suppose a man says “I am lying”. If he is lying,
his statement is true, and therefore he is not lying; if he is not lying, then,
when he says he is lying, he is lying. Thus either hypothesis implies that it is
contradictory.

The logical and mathematical contradictions, as might be expected, are not
really distinguishable: but the linguistic group, according to Ramsey,* can be
solved by what may be called, in a broad sense, linguistic considerations.
They are distinguished from the logical group by the fact that they introduce
empirical notions, such as what somebody asserts or means; and since these
notions are not logical, it is possible to find solutions which depend upon
other than logical considerations. This renders possible a great simplification
of the theory of types, which, as it emerges from Ramsey’s discussion, ceases
wholly to appear unplausible or artificial or a mere ad hoc hypothesis designed
to avoid the contradictions.

The technical essence of the theory of types is merely this: Given a prop-
ositional function “�x” of which all values are true, there are expressions
for which it is not legitimate to substitute for “x”. For example: All values of
“if x is a man x is a mortal” are true, and we can infer “if Socrates is a man,
Socrates is a mortal”; but we cannot infer “if the law of contradiction is a
man, the law of contradiction is a mortal”. The theory of types declares this
latter set of words to be nonsense, and gives rules as to permissible values of

* Foundations of Mathematics, Kegan Paul, 1931, p. 20 ff.
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“x” in “�x”. In the detail there are difficulties and complications, but the
general principle is merely a more precise form of one that has always been
recognized. In the older conventional logic, it was customary to point out
that such a form of words as “virtue is triangular” is neither true nor false,
but no attempt was made to arrive at a definite set of rules for deciding
whether a given series of words was or was not significant. This the theory of
types achieves. Thus, for example I state above that “classes of things are not
things”. This will mean: “If ‘x is a member of the class α’ is a proposition, and
‘�x’ is a proposition, then ‘�α’ is not a proposition, but a meaningless collec-
tion of symbols.”

There are still many controversial questions in mathematical logic, which,
in the above pages, I have made no attempt to solve. I have mentioned only
those matters as to which, in my opinion, there has been some fairly definite
advance since the time when the “Principles” was written. Broadly speaking,
I still think this book is in the right where it disagrees with what had been
previously held, but where it agrees with older theories it is apt to be wrong.
The changes in philosophy which seem to me to be called for are partly due
to the technical advances of mathematical logic in the intervening thirty-four
years, which had simplified the apparatus of primitive ideas and proposi-
tions, and have swept away many apparent entities, such as classes, points
and instants. Broadly, the result is an outlook which is less Platonic, or less
realist in the mediæval sense of the word. How far it is possible to go in the
direction of nominalism remains, to my mind, an unsolved question, but
one which, whether completely soluble or not, can only be adequately
investigated by means of mathematical logic.
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INTRODUCTION

It is surely an outstanding tribute to Russell’s extraordinary
expository and literary powers that a non-mathematical intro-
duction written over seventy years ago to a major and at that
time quite revolutionary physical theory should still provide an
accurate guide to that theory. It is also a rather sobering reflec-
tion that this excellent book contrasts so clearly in style and
presentation with the breathless and sensational writing which
so often characterises attempts to popularise science today. Any
reader of Russell’s book, ignoramus or cognoscenti, will be
delighted by the good humour, the pellucid and witty prose
style of the work and will gain a thorough understanding of the
basic physical principles at the heart of relativity theory. As a
non-mathematical introduction it is just as valuable now as it
was when it was first published in 1925.

Russell remarks in his autobiography (The Autobiography of Bertrand
Russell, Volume II, 1914–1944, London: Allen & Unwin, 1968,
p. 152), that he wrote it, its sister volume The ABC of Atoms
(London: Kegan Paul, 1923) and What I Believe (London: Kegan
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Paul, 1925) in order to earn money. Whereas the second of
these volumes has been overtaken by the developments in quan-
tum physics – in particular the elaboration of the New Quantum
theory after 1925 – the former exposition has very much with-
stood the test of time, despite the very considerable advances in
relativity and cosmology.

Russell had returned from China in September of 1921 and
had no academic appointment. He reports that he did relatively
well with his ABC books but remained ‘rather poor’ until the
publication of a book on education in 1926, after which he
prospered financially. It is worth nothing what a phenomenal
output of writing he managed in the decade from 1920. This
included three important contributions to logic and philosophy,
a new edition of Principia Mathematica in 1925 and two major
works, The Analysis of Mind (London: Allen & Unwin, 1921) and
The Analysis of Matter (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co.,
1927). Part of this latter volume formed the Tarner Lectures
given in Trinity College Cambridge in 1926. The lectures were
devoted to the epistemology of the new physics and contained
an elegant, logical and structural analysis of relativity theory and
its relation to pure and applied geometry and two lectures on the
foundations of the quantum theory as then understood. On top
of all this were books on such diverse subjects as China, happi-
ness, marriage and the future of society and science.

This was clearly a period in which Russell’s thought was domi-
nated by social themes and the need to spread and popularise
knowledge in a way which would overcome what he saw as
deep-seated irrationality, born of ignorance and lack of edu-
cational opportunity, which had manifested itself in the alacrity
with which the populations of Europe had partaken in the rise of
nationalism and the First World War. It was certainly a heroic
period in Russell’s life, when he earnestly believed that the sort
of blind unthinking prejudice – which he conceived to be
fundamentally responsible for the horrors of the First World
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War – could be transcended by the dissemination of knowledge
and the exercise of critical reasoning power by all classes of
society. His huge output of this period was designed to bring
within, as far as possible, everyone’s grasp the freedom of
thought and action which knowledge and learning brings. That
spirit of enlightenment certainly pervades the ABC of Relativity.

There is no doubt at all that Russell’s book is an expository
masterpiece. There are two aspects of it, however, which might
mislead the unwary reader. The first concerns what Special
Relativity is fundamentally about – what its domain of discourse
is – and the second concerns the transition from the Special
to the General Theory. Throughout his discussion of the Special
Theory Russell refers to the ‘observer’ and treats the difference
between the classical Newtonian framework and Special Theory
as showing that the key relations of simultaneity, length, time
and temporal order, which are treated as absolutes in the
classical framework, are in the Special Theory dependent on
the ‘observer’.

Thus, speaking of the time order of events Russell says, ‘The
time-order of events is in part dependent upon the observer; it is
not always and altogether an intrinsic relation between the
events themselves’ (pp. 27–8). Now that could lead to the
impression that the Special Theory is about observed temporal
intervals, measured spatial magnitudes, observed simultaneity, actual
rigid rods and clocks, etc. But this is not true.

Special Relativity is a space-time theory, an essentially kine-
matical theory about events and the spatial and temporal rela-
tions between them – just as Newton’s is – and as such has
nothing to do with ‘observers’. That this is so is evident from the
fact that it makes no claims about observers or their nature or
constitution. In Russell’s nice phrase its domain is ‘what hap-
pens’ not what is ‘observed’. Of course in making claims about
what happens, it may well, like any kinematic theory (for
example that of Galileo which it replaced), entail predictions
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about events and their spatio-temporal arrangements when
taken together with descriptions of experimental setups. It will
in short be testable against experience, but that fact does not
make it a theory about observed spatio-temporal intervals among
events.

This is an important point, because making the theory hinge
upon the observer may suggest that the theory is about meas-
urements or operations with rigid rods and clocks which we can
perform. That further has the consequence that it looks as if the
Universe is involved in a conspiracy to cover up real spatio-
temporal facts by giving us access only to physically ascertainable
spatio-temporal relations, namely those described by the Special
Theory. Nothing could be further from the truth, and nothing
actually further from Russell’s expository intentions. Early on in
his exposition he makes the point that, ‘[Special Relativity] is
wholly concerned to exclude what is relative and arrive at a
statement of physical laws that shall in no way depend upon the
circumstances of the observer’ (p. 9). The easiest way to avoid
the trap of ‘observer dependence’ is to replace that notion with
that of frame dependence, and to note that Special Relativity
makes the relations of simultaneity, duration and spatial interval,
frame dependent.

Having warned against foisting one interpretation on to the
Special Theory we should equally warn against another, and that
is the claim that that theory vindicates the causal theory of space-
time. Leibniz famously argued that space and time should be
seen not as substances but rather as relations, constituted by the
causal relations among events. So for example one might think
of a temporal instant as the set of all ‘co-existing events’. So pick
some event occurring at instant t, and let t be the set of all events
simultaneous with that one. Two events are simultaneous on this
view if they cannot be connected by a causal signal of any sort,
no matter how fast the signal propagates. In effect Leibniz
argued that because there is no upper limit to the velocity of
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propagation of causal signals the simultaneity relation so under-
stood would ensure that temporal instants as defined above
could not overlap (the relation of simultaneity would be transi-
tive) and would behave in just the manner required by Newton’s
theory of absolute time. No such straightforward argument for
absolute space is available, however, and the project of construct-
ing the geometry of classical space and time from underlying
causal relations was never successfully achieved.

Now remarkably, as Russell points out (p. 40), A.A. Robb
working in Cambridge published A Theory of Space and Time in 1914
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1914) – a causal the-
ory for Special Relativistic space-time from which follows the
remarkable theorem that the causal structure of space-time is
quite sufficient to generate its (non-Euclidean) geometry. Of
course in Special Relativity a new postulate about simultaneity is
required as a direct consequence of the finitude of the speed of
light and the fundamental claim that a light signal is the fastest
causal signal, where fastest is defined in round-trip terms. Some-
times in the literature this consequence of Robb’s work is taken
as a vindication of the Leibnizian idea but such a claim tran-
scends the content of Special Relativity, for nothing in that
theory compels us to express the notion of simultaneity in terms
of causal relations.

Does Special Relativity make all relations among events frame
dependent (is everything relative)? Russell was admirably clear
in his answer: ‘no’ (pp. 34, 54–5). In a way it is as absolute as the
classical framework, but what is frame independent is different.
The classical framework for doing physics as it came to be
understood in the nineteenth century was stronger than that
postulated by Newton himself. It was actually based on the
argument of Kant – to the effect that two ontologically indepen-
dent structures, absolute space and absolute time, were presup-
posed by the very possibility of objective experience and hence
by the existence of physics as a science. That was Kant’s answer
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to the question posed by Hume’s sceptical attack upon the idea
that we can have inductive knowledge of the laws of nature. It
was Kant’s answer to the fundamental epistemological question,
‘how is Natural Science possible?’ (Prolegomena to Any Future Meta-
physics, 1783). Further, Kant argued that it was a presupposition
of doing physics that the geometry of the structure formed by
taking the two independent entities absolute space and time
together was Euclidean. This simply means that we can compute
the spatial distance between distant events by using the Pythago-
rean theorem and compute the temporal separation by subtract-
ing the absolute temporal co-ordinates (pp. 61–69).

Now Special Relativity simply replaces absolute space and
absolute time by another absolute, namely the class of inertial
frames (that is frames of reference or charts of space-time which
are themselves not subject to the action of forces). By the fun-
damental principle of relativity the laws of nature must have the
same form in every member of this class. The question immedi-
ately arises then as to what form the transformations – which
take the co-ordinates of an event in one member of the class and
give the co-ordinates of the same event in any other member of
the class – must have in order that the laws of nature should have
an invariant form in each inertial frame? But here there was a key
difficulty.

The laws of Newtonian mechanics are invariant in the
required sense if the transformations are the standard Galilean
ones. But the laws of electromagnetism under those transform-
ations fail to be so: they remain invariant across inertial frames
only if a quite distinct set of transformations are employed.
Within this set the physically most important are the Lorentz
transformations. It took the extraordinary insight of Einstein
to see that the electromagnetic laws were the most fundamental,
not the laws of mechanics, and hence that the Lorentz trans-
formations were the right ones. The whole of Special Relativity, as
Russell rightly remarks (pp. 55–7), follows from the investigation
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of what properties kinematics and mechanics must have (how
they must be rewritten) if the Lorentz transformations hold. The
absoluteness of the class of inertial frames together with the
Lorentz transformations force a fundamental revision of how we
think of space-time structure.

The most salient of such revisions is the result that space and
time are no longer ontologically independent, they cannot be
understood as separate entities but must be considered as a sin-
gle entity space-time, whose geometry cannot be Euclidean, that
is the space-time separation of distinct events is not given by
Pythagorus’s theorem (pp. 58–69). Further this space-time sep-
aration is as a consequence of the Lorentz transformations an
invariant, frame-independent quantity, and it is this which
induces the, at first sight bizarre, phenomena of time dilation
and length contraction, and of the frame dependence of simul-
taneity. While the components of the space-time separation cor-
responding to length and temporal separation may vary across
members of the class of inertial frames, the complete expression
for space-time separation may not.

This absoluteness is essential in the theory, for it is that which
prevents the derivation of such purported contradictions as
the twin paradox. It is an immediate consequence of the Lorentz
transformations that ‘moving clocks run slow’. It follows that
if one of a set of twins goes on a journey say to Pluto, while
her sister remains on Earth, the twin undertaking the journey
to Pluto will age less than her sister on Earth. But from the
point of view of her sister in the rocket, given the principle
of relativity of all uniform motion and the reciprocal nature
of time dilation, can we not treat the twin on Earth as going on
the journey and returning to the ‘stationary’ rocket? In which
case the clocks on Earth are the moving ones and given that they
‘run slow’ we can infer that the twin on Earth is younger than
her sister. Hence we will have inferred, given the reciprocal
nature of the time dilation, that each twin is younger than
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the other, which is impossible. But given the theory this infer-
ence is invalid.

One of the twins must return to the starting point of the jour-
ney, so one of the twins (the moving one) must leave the class of
inertial frames when she begins the return journey, even if she
does so instantaneously. Only one of the twins does this. Because
of the absoluteness of the class of inertial frames any symmetry
between the journeys of the twins is broken (one and only one
twin can complete the journey entirely within the class of inertial
frames – in fact the one who stays at home in the fixed frame
of the Earth); there is thus, by the symmetry breaking, no
reciprocity and no paradox whatever follows. This is simply a
reflection of the absoluteness of the class of inertial frames
postulated by Special Relativity.

The essential role played by inertial frames in the Special
Theory invites the question: What is an inertial frame (what
determines membership of the class of inertial frames) and why
should they have this special role (why does nature make them
privileged)? It was these questions which Einstein posed and
it was these questions, together with the fundamental result of
Special Relativity of the equality of mass and energy (pp. 91–103)
which eventually led him to the General Theory of Relativity in
1916. It is here perhaps that Russell’s exposition of the transition
to General Relativity, and General Relativity and cosmology
itself, needs a little updating and supplementation.

Russell’s account of relativity was very strongly influenced by
the greatest English relativist of his age, Sir Arthur Eddington,
and in particular by his classic work The Mathematical Theory of
Relativity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1923). This
work places particular stress on the geometric aspects of the
General Theory, almost to the extent that the physical theory is
presented as knowledge a priori. This approach – which is some-
what carried over into Russell’s exposition – tends to obscure
the basic physical questions which underlie the theory.
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The first general problem, concerning how to characterise the
notion of a inertial frame and how to formulate the law of
inertia, had already been raised by Ernst Mach in 1872 in his
seminal monograph on the Law of the Conservation of Energy
(The History and Root of the Principle of the Conservation of Energy, Open
Court edn, 1909). There he famously argued that it was not
motion with respect to absolute space that determined the
inertial properties of matter but motion with respect to the
distribution of the remaining matter in the Universe. He wrote:

Obviously it does not matter whether we think of the Earth as
turning round on its axis, or at rest while the celestial bodies
revolve around it. . . . The law of inertia must be so conceived
that exactly the same thing results from the second supposition
as from the first. By this it will be evident that in its expression,
regard must be paid to the masses of the universe.

(pp. 76–7, note 2)

In effect here, Mach is suggesting that there are no physically
preferred frames of reference at all. But he gives little in the way
of suggesting how this insight can be incorporated into physical
theory.

Now Russell makes considerable play of the difficulty of
incorporating gravitation into the Special Theory because the
gravitational law of Newton involves in its formulation the
notion of distance, and distance is a frame-dependent notion, so
it looks as if the law itself is frame dependent (pp. 70–71).
However, that in itself is not a fundamental difficulty – nor is that
of incorporating gravitation into Special Relativity as just
another force (neither the Special nor General Theory of Relativ-
ity require, as Russell seems to argue, the abolition of the notion
of force, pp. 123–30). The real problem stems from the equality
of mass and energy (E=mc2) – the most revolutionary con-
sequence of Special Relativity. For if the energy of a moving
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body is increased – say by being heated – so does its mass.
But if its mass increases, according to Newton’s law so will
its response to the gravitational field (its gravitational mass).
But how much a body gains energy upon being heated depends
upon its composition, and so we have the consequence that
how a body responds to the gravitational field depends upon
its composition. That, however, contradicts the key principle
about gravity enunciated as an axiom by Galileo: namely that
all bodies respond equally, independently of composition, to
the gravitational field. Einstein’s General Theory succeeds in
providing an account in which inertial frames lose their privil-
eged status and one in which the principle of equivalence
between gravitational and inertial mass loses its axiomatic status
and becomes a straightforward deductive consequence of the
theory.

It is to be hoped that Russell’s beautiful non-mathematical
exposition of relativity will stimulate the reader to extend her
knowledge of the theory and its applications to cosmology. It
certainly will equip the reader to tackle Einstein’s own exposi-
tory treatise The Meaning of Relativity (Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1922). A very fine non-technical exposition of
relativity can be found in Wesley C. Salmon, Space, Time and Motion:
A Philosophical Introduction (Encino: Dickenson Publishing Co.,
1975), while Wolfgang Rindler’s Essential Relativity, Special, General
and Cosmological (Berlin: Springer-Verlag, 1977) provides a very
good, more mathematical, introduction to all aspects of the
theory. For the philosophically inclined Lawrence Sklar’s Space,
Time and Space-time (Berkeley: California University Press, 1974)
and Roberto Torretti’s Relativity and Geometry (Oxford: Pergamon
Press, 1983) provide accessible routes to the conceptual issues of
relativity theory.

Russell was perhaps Britain’s greatest thinker of the twentieth
century; there can be no better tribute to his great expository
gifts and to his outstanding intellectual and social ideas than that
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this work, which he wrote to ‘earn a living’, should receive a
new edition. In the best sense, very much of his vision, his
powers and his delight in knowledge can be discerned here.

Peter Clark
The University of St Andrews
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