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THE RELlQtON OF HUI.1ANITY.

{As presented by August Comte and elaborated by Ft’^deM© 

Hari^lson) •

As a distinct religious movement the Religion of Hu** 

tnanlty Is not of great importanee* It is rather a curious 

phenomenon in man’s religious history* Certain relations, how­

ever, which it sustains to the' general world of religious lif 

and thought give it significsnce. It ip for one thing properl; 

regarded as a formal expression of the widely .diffused human! 

tar Ian sentlmant of this age* 'Then again its central idfea is, 

and must always be, as L!r< Mallock points but,, the main in** 

gredlent of every scientific religionjf Qonsidered,the^n, in th 

light of these wider relations the Religion of Humanity gains 

importance, and its study domes to have more than & curious 

interest*

The present paper has for its purpose an exposition 

and erlticlsm of this religion as- it is presented by AUgust 

Comte, its founder, and by Frederic Harrison, his most eml* 

nent English follower* In all essentials these two men agree. 
It will ^^^be in incidental matters therefore that we will 

have occasion to notice difference^, between them,*

The philosophical basis of the Religion of Bsoanlty 

is positivism, its founder being also the famous author of
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th© Positivist Philosophy. The fundamental contention, 6f this 

system of philosophy is that nothing can he known save .phenom,- 

eha* The human Blind is confined to them,, to ^registering their 

succession and coexistenee*, All inquiry after causes is whpllj 

futile, is but "an illusory play of th© imagination*" Theologj 

and metaphysics, therefore, are to he looked upon as mistaken 

endeavors*; It was natural, even necessary^ in the course of 

hxmihn development, that these endeavors should he made« But' 

now that Positivism has ©hown their futility they fere to he 

discarded*. The new philosophy knows nothing of causes^ or of 

feeing distinct from cppeerance*

Now such a philosophy es this would seem to he necesei * 

rily fatal to all religion, And sUch, of coursfe^ it would he ■ o 

all religions hfesed on a belief in God or gods, since it de,* 

nies the existence of such a Being pr beings,, hr, what is i 

practically the same-, the knowledge of them if they do ekist. 

Comte saw that very clearly* But from his study Of human his-* 

tory and from his own experience he became convinced that re* 

llgion Wee a human necessity, it met a felt want in the human 

heart, ©nd served an important piOfpose in the worid^j, fie^ ther< *■ 

fore, turned his back upon religious scepticism and de^ er ml net 

to reconstruct religion upon a Positivist basis. -Gods had lo: 

since ceased to exist for him, but he would found a religion



wdthout a God,

Buch a religion as that would seem to be a contradic­

tion in ternaSj but it was not such to Comte, In his analysis 

of n®n’s religious history he ©ame'"to the conclusion that 

what the term religion denotes is ’’complete harmony in human 

life whether individual or social." Anyihingi then, that Coul( 

produce that result or tend to produce it would be entitled 

to the name religion.

What, then, Comte set about to do was to frame such 

a system of belief an’d life and government as would lead to 

this result 4

Now to accomplish this purpose it was evident that 

there Was need of some principle of unity* There had b^en-
II.

something which would bind men’s hearts together and which wo't 

harmonize the interests of the individual. In the old reli­

gions GOd or the gods, so long as they were believed in, had 

in a measure served this purpose* But belief in God was now 

obsolete and destined soon to disappear altogether* A new

principle of unity must, therefore, be discovered* A new obje i 

of faith must be introduced to take the place of the ^ginar 

(^i^or deities. This new object, it was clear, must be of 

such a nature as to conmand the reverence and love of men*

It must be a "power without us so superior to ourselves as to



command' the complete submisaioh of otix* entire life*”

Now in all the visible woi'ld nothing seemed better 

fitted to serve as such a power than Humanity* Here was a real 

Being, disclosed to uS by sciencey with all the elements ne-» 

bessary to make it the object of men’s reverence and devotion jj
I 

and the center of their affection* At first it might seem thaij) 

Humanity thus taken as a whole is a mere abstraction having na) 

real existence* But this is a mistake* Science teaches us thal 

Humanity is itself ”a being, an organism with every .quality 

of organic life," The individual man in and by himself lias nO 

existence* He, says Gomte, "is an abstraction and there is 

nothing real but Humanity*"

But in order to form the centre of a religious system 

this conception of Humanity needs further exposition* So Comt! 

tells tis that we are to understand by fHumahity "the whole of 

human beings^ past, present and future," He are not, howeverj. 

to interpret this as including all individuals, "but thoSe 

only who are really capable of assimilation in virtue of a 

real cooperation on their part in furthering the common good,' 

Evil persons are excluded, but in their stead are introduced 

"all animals that lend a noble aid." There is^ however, nothii 

arbitrary in this exclusion* It is e, simple scientific fact, ni
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says Frederic Harrison, tliat "the good energies alohe find 

permanent incorporation in the course of civlliiSatiOn* ” Now 

to understand the relation tliat the men of the past sustain 

to Hisaanity we are to conceive of this great being as having 

two forms of existence, "one objective made up of living men, 

the other subjective made up of the surviving influences of 

th© dead*” The men of the past, then, exist as Influences in 

living Humanity,, They, together with those of the future, ar©

I Introduced into the conception, says Harrison, to bring into | 

prominence the idea of progress,. The transmitted influences 

of past generations hnve largely made Humanity what it is and 

the incorporation of future^ generations insures an indefinite 

progress in the time to come*

To sum up, then, the Positivist's conception of Human- 
I ity in Comte’s own words, it is that of"an immense and eternal 

I Being*♦♦.destined by sociological laws to constant development 

* under the preponderating influences of biological and cosmo-* 

I
I logical necessities."

I Now so conceived Humanity, we are told,' is fitted to

I call forth tho reverence and affection and devotion of men* 

It is not, it is true, an absolute Being, but unlike such a 

Being it. is real, and is the greatest and grandest and wisest



The^great difference^ already referred to^ between it 

and th.e theological God, is that it is not absolute. The God 

of theology is the absolute centre of human thought.# But it 

is only' relatively to human needs thFt Humanity becomes the 

centre of mm's thought. It is only from the point of view 

of 'Utility that knowledge finds its systematizing principTe 

in Humanity. So the God of theology is 'also an)l(’ absolute .Provi 

dence. But Humanity is only a relative Providence* It cares 

for men axd helps them, hut only in a limited way. Likewise 

the God of theology is ehspiuteiy eternal and from that point 

of Vi eV mah is ahsolutely immortal*. -But Humanity is not abso­

lutely eternalnor ore men under this scheme pf thought 

absolutely immortal* The fact is Humanity is encomprBsed by 

physical laws which limit it end meke certain its final aX’ 

tinction.

How this Important touch with reference to Humanity 

might seem to unfit it -for being the central object of religic 

And Comtei in fact, felt that it would be -a hindrance to the 

full play of the religions emotions^ fie# therefore, instituted 

a worship, of the fearth end Space along with Hwianity,. the 

three forming a kind of Trinity* He did not, however, intend 

that they should be thought to be Beings in the -same sense



es Htttns3iity« Thet were simply to be treeted though they

weye such in order that the, religious Imagination might see

in ’’’all that surrounds us the free auxiliaries of Humanity.”

this way by a permissible poetic deceit he thought to avoid 

the difficulty which he felt existed in the relative and

I limited character of Humanity* But Frederic Harrison does not

I admit this as a necessary difficulty, ,^nd hence nowhere re­

sorts to Comte’s poetic subterfuge. He insists that the rel­

ative is all that man can have and that, therefore* he must 

learn to be Content with it« The longing for the Absolute, he 

says* is the "evil legacy of’ theology,” and is not natural to 

the instincts of "healthy, practical and energetic men," 

V/hen* therefore, it is generally understood that deities ere

I uraE*ealitiea, and when "th® promises of the churches are known 

I to be false," then people'.Will find no difficulty in accepting 

j Humanity as the centre of life and thought because it is not 

II* absolute,

This exposition, which We have given at some length.

of Htonanlty as the unifying principle of life, as the Object

of man's reverence and the centre of his affection,

properly the Doctrine of the Religion of Humanity.

const i tut«is

In order, however, to make this doctrine a living 

religious creed, Comte believed that a form of worship and a
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system of government, in harmony with it, were necessary< In t IS 

rec one tract ion of religion, therefore,' he included these# The

model which he followed in framing them was Mediaeval Romsfi

Catholicism for which he had great

Bible and unnecessary here to give

admiration. It would be imjbs*

the details of the alaboratlf

ritual and regime which Comte worked out* A sunmary statement­

will suffice.

Prayer, or Effusion of gratitude and love," as Comte 

defines it,was to be the Central feature of the worship* 

In public it was to be addressed to the great Being, Humanity, 

symbollaed In art as "a woman of the age of thirty with hex* 

son in her arras*," In private it was to be addressed to the 

idea of a woman conceived in the three relations of mother, 

wife and daughter who were regarded as one‘s guardian angels. 

Corate himself addressed his private, prayers to hiS mother, 

his friend Madame Clotilde and his- cook*. Further instructions 

with reference to the frequency and length and place and char­

acter of prayers were given. Hine sacraments were furthermore 

ordained. Direction was also given as to the building, of temi* 

pies, their location end An ecclesiastical
formed

caleJddar was also with its saint days and its festivals, 

The government was to be administered by a priestly lli



(

I hierarchy, the qualifieatious), orders and duties of which are 

given in detail« The most important Worh of the priest was to

I he that of education lyhich was to toe given in acdordance with

I the supposed fact that for the first seven years a tooy is a

fetichist, the next seven h. polytheist, then fox* the next 

seven a monotheist and finally a positivist*

Much ridicule has been cast upon the "Religion of 

Humanity" in consequence of these details of worship and 

government* Huxley has spoken of it as an eviscerated papistry" 

and aS "Romanism with christipnity left out«" p'rederlc Harrisc n 

himself has not attempted- defence of this part of Comte’s 

system save in b- general way^ He has simply insisted that

Comte was right in holding that a form of worship and a systf m

of governmentwere essential to religion and in making provisicn

fox* them* As fox* the details he says that Comte himself re>

garded them' as "provisional" end 

treated them as in a large, part

that he himself

’’tutelfetiVe- and

has always

Utopian'* and

has constantly protested against any "mint and anise of Comtijt

ritual#"

I Ue have thus far used the Word "worship," without ^e-*

* fining it, hut an explanation of its meaning is almost neces*

sary to avoid misconception# Comte appears to use it in its
N
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Oolffltnon signification* 3ut Frederic Harrison, tells us that it 

is not so to be ixnderstood# The worship of Huxnanity, he says, 

means ”simply the honor and gratitude every decent man ought

to feel for what.he has received of good from, the human racet 

Nothing mystical or ecstatic attaches to the word at all» 

The same is to be said with reference to all the religious 

terms used by Comte, They have lost their old theological 

signification* The reason they are used is simply to direct 

the old associations of reverence toward the new objects of 

gratitude and respect*.

Space now remains foi^a summary criticism of the “re* 

llgion'* we have been explaining*

The first suspicious thing tliat strike's us wish refer 

ence to it is .its artificiality as evidenced in its origin, 

It was manifestly a religion made to order* Comte Imagined 

that he saw the old religious faiths tumbling to the ground 

and thinking that as much as possible of them ought to be pre 

served, seems to have said, "Let us gather up the fragments t 

none be lost" and out of these he pieced together a new reli­

gion*

The. second criticism to be passed on it is with re* 

spect to Humanity as the object of man’s affection and devoti



12*

In spite of what science tells us about the hunnn organism

I
 it must be admitted that Humanity is a mere abstraction. There

is no universal corresponding to, man.- There is no universal

human consciousness, nor liniversal h;t2!an intellect nor uni** '
I

versal human goodness. These are all abstractions and a Being | 

made up of them is certainly not calculated to awaken our 

affection or devotion, But laying* aside this conception of 

a universal humn Beings take humanity as it is, made UP of

individual ^Ings* As such it certainly cannot ke the object

of every man’s affection for that would require B atpetch of

I sympathy to which the average man Is wholly unable to respond)

' gut the most decisive criticism is yet to be made, Jt

' is thi^', A relative religion, such as the "Religion of Human!’ yj’ 
I
’ is no religion at all. If there is one realm where men have 

believed that they had the truth, that is the realm of religi’ n*

There nothing* eave what at least essea to tow absolutt W th^

has ev'«c maintained .itself, or Wvtor Will* Comte^ as we have enen

felt this defect in his religion and tried to avoid it by 

resoMlng to poetic self-deception* Frederic Harrison se^es 

that this Will not do and so condemm the cowdn longing for 

the absolute as ’’unfit for healthy* energetld and practical 

men." But this native instinct of the human mind is not thus

to b'e put down. It will assort itself. Even If men,, however,



13.

should give up the search after the absolute in th'e phllo* 

sophlcal sense of the terra, th© revelations of science, which 

the' ''Religion of Htsaanity" boests to be its ereed> would be 

fatal to its claims* The very essence of this religion is 

that .Humanity gives something of coherent and collective i
I 

to'eaning to human life. But Science teaches us that Human?* j t 
ity is to have its end and this necessarily deprives huiistn 

life of'’^te'^me^lng. Frederic Harrison stigmatises suCh con­

siderations as these as “unhealthy and. inmmily musings"* but 

in So doing h*e is only illustrating Hobbes'* pithy dictum that j
’’when reason is against a he will be against reason.”

The fact is that in his attempt to reconstruct re­

ligion upon a purely scientific basis the positivist has an 

impossible task before him. Either there will be no religion 

or religion will have Its s,uperual«ral- pustulates*

(


