
C H A P T E R  I1 

THE DEVELOPMXNT OF THE IDEA 

IKE other things, the doctrine of immor- L tality has been gradually developed. From 
crude and elementary beginnings it has, in the 
course of time, assumed a more refined and spiritual 
form. In the various stages of its growth the 
idea has expressed what was significant in man’s 
attitude to the universe and life. And we can 
hardly understand the part the belief has played 
and continues to play in human history, unless 
we know how it has evolved and been modified 
in the course of time. A study like this is pre- 
liminary in its nature, and it is futile to suppose 
it can solve ultimate problems. But by following 
the historico-genetic method we help to define 
our problem, and to see more clearly its bearings 
and the factors to be considered in seeking a 
solution. We discern better the meaning and 
value of an idea or institution by extending our 
vision beyond the. present to embrace its growth 
in time. In this way we can best judge what a 
principle or a belief has done and may be 
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expected to do for mankind. The genetic 
method is a familiar one at the present day; and 
this is a consequence of the success with which 
the conception of evolution has been applied to 
the interpretation of nature and life. 

I t  is important that we should have reasonable 
ideas how far the historic method is likely to take 
us. Its function is preparatory. I t  enables us to 
understand how men of various races at very 
different stages of culture regarded the question 
of the life hereafter: it reveals to us the needs 
and desires they expressed in their vision of a 
world beyond the present. So we may be able 
to form an opinion as to the catholicity of the 
claim to survival after death, and of the strength 
and persistence of the demand which is embodied 
in the claim. But while this historical and psy- 
chological study can prove an invaluable prepara- 
tion for a discussion of the truth of the doctrine 
of immortality, it cannot be taken to establish or 
to refute its validity. Although we trace the 
development of beliefs on immortality, this does 
not justify us in pronouncing how far these 
beliefs are true and how far they are illusory. 
The mere existence of a belief is no guarantee 
that it is valid, as we know well from practical 
experience. And in entering on the historic 
study of a conception we do not, speaking 
broadly, prejudge the question of its truth. We 



put ourselves, however, in a better position to 
deal with it. 

In connexion with this there is another matter 
on which it may be well to say a ‘word of warn- 
ing. The question of origin should be carefully 
distinguished from that of validity. In the 
popular mind the two ideas are apt to be con- 
fused, and the results are unfortunate, For 
example, if we can trace. a great idea back to a 
mean and rudimentary beginning, some think that 
the lowly ancestry of the notion casts doubt on its 
truth and value. The worth of the end is some- 
how supposed to be affected by the circumstances 
of the beginning. In a like way the child’s 
humble parentage and upbringing are used to 
cast doubt on the man. The appeal to prejudice 
is always easy : “ Can any good thing come out 
of Nazareth? ” So in the present case we may 
be told it tells against our current ideas of the 
soul and its destiny, that they may be shown to 
be lineally descended from the beliefs in ghosts 
and spirits held by primitive peoples. If the 
process began, it is argued, in superstition, super- 
stition it will remain to the end. The contention 
as it stands is no doubt fallacious, for the process 
of development might reveal a steady purification 
of ideas and a gradual elimination of superstition. 
But the argument draws a certain plausibility 
from a secret confusion of thought. Origin may 
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denote merely a beginning in time, but it may 
also signify ultimate source and ground ; and the 
beginning in time may be surreptitiously identi- 
fied with the real cause and explanation, And 
admittedly, if the ground of a belief is erroneous, 
the belief itself is likely enough to be mistaken, 
even as an unstable foundation makes the rest of 
a building insecure. But the historical and psy- 
chological beginning is not the ground and 
explanation of all that follows : it would be truer 
to say the beginning is explained by the end, as 
the child is explained by the man. In any case, 
it is a grave mistake to treat the temporal origin 
of a process as a measure of the truth and value 
contained in the whole evolutionary movement. 
The later ideas which follow the earlier fall to be 
judged on their own merits, not by the ideas 
which preceded them, If we clear our minds of 
prejudice, we shall not suppose that a great con- 
ception, any more than a great man or a great 
institution, is discredited by a humble beginning. 

We shall not, then, seek to make our historic 
study of the growth of belief in immortality yield 
a judgment on its intrinsic truth or validity. 
Nevertheless an investigation of the kind is not 
without value; and it may even turn out to be a 
support of faith, albeit it affords no proof in the 
strict sense. If, on other grounds, we find man’s 
faith in a life hereafter is justified, the upward 
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movement of human thought in this direction 
through the ages will help to confirm this faith. 
The impressiveness of the human claim to survive 
death will be enhanced, when it is seen to be the 
genuine expression of human feelings and desires 
in many lands and in many times. Nay more, the 
historic data will at least cause the student to 
pause ere he comes to the conclusion that this 
persistent hope is only an illusion. He will 
hesitate before he pronounces the verdict, that 
mankind in this matter has been the victim of an 
age-long error. 

The ideas of primitive men show everywhere 
broad similarities. Human needs and desires are 
fundamentally the same, and the interpretations 
which early man put upon the world followed the 
same general principles. Thus animism and 
spiritism are universal in primitive culture, for 
man from the first projected his own life into 
the things around him. Nature, he instinctively 
believed, was like himself alive, and all around 
hiin spirits were active who could help or hurt 
human beings. He judged the world after the 
analogy of himself, and the notion of dead or 
inanimate matter was foreign to the rude savage, 
In keeping with this we find in the lowest culture 
the idea of death as the fate of all living things is 
unknown. If an individual died, this was not 
thought to be the result of any natural necessity. 
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Man left to himself would go on living indefinitely ; 
that he did die was due to sorcery or evil spirits. 
Thus the Abipones of Paraguay and Aracaunians 
of Chili attributed death to the activity of 
sorcerers; and the Indians of Guiana and the 
native Australians gave the same explanation. 
Among the last mentioned the belief was widely 
diffused that no one could die a natural death, 
and a like idea prevailed among the Malagasy: 
Even death by violence appears to have been 
deemed unnatural; only gradually was it recognised 
that disease and accident might operate in cutting 
life short. The fact that death was not thought 
to be a part of the natural order is apparent from 
the myths and tales told to explain its origin on 
earth. 

Almost without exception primitive peoples 
believe in survival after death. Instances in which 
the conclusion has been drawn that certain 
savage tribes had no such belief, can usually be 
shown to rest on some misunderstanding. In 
truth, the same natural instinct which made the 
savage project his own life into things seems to 
have made it easy for him to think of himself 
surviving after death. Some part of him he 
believed-and certain facts went to confirm his 
belief-lived on after his body had fallen a prey 
to decay and dissolution. It would be wrong to 

1 For illustrations, vide Frazer’s Beeliefin Im?iioytaZi&, p. 34 ff. 
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imagine that the savage cherished the idea of 
immortality in our sense of the word. The idea 
of an eternal and indestructible spirit or essence 
lay beyond his narrow vision. What he did 
believe was that something in man lived on, if not 
eternally, at  least for a period after death. What 
was this something which primitive man almost 
universally believed was not destroyed with the 
extinction of the bodily life? To answer this 
question we need to understand man’s early ideas 
about the nature of the soul. 

The word souk did not connote for the savage 
just what it does for us. He meant more by it 
than the life pure and simple; but he did not 
identify it, as we are wont to do, with the person- 
ality or conscious self. The notion of the self or 
ego, as a spiritual principle, was far too refined and 
developed an idea for him. This will be evident 
when we see how the savage came by the belief 
that he possessed a soul or spirit, 

Among anthropologists there is general agree- 
ment that the experiences of sleep and dreams 
had a decisive influence in forming the first ideas 
of the soul. For primitive man the dream was a 
real experience, and in dreams he wandered in 
distant places while his body remained in the 
same place. In dreams, too, he met and conversed 
with men who had died. But if the dream 
experience is a real experience, this must mean 
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that man is a kind of double being; that there is 
a shadowy image or finer replica of himself which 
can move freely in space, leaving the body and 
returning to it again. Moreover, it seemed 
impossible that the dead could appear to him in 
sleep, if they did not exist somewhere. Other 
experiences confirmed primitive man in his belief 
in the reality of a finer copy of himself and of 
other persons. The shadow of the individual cast 
upon the ground, or his reflexion in water, were 
sure tokens of the existence of this spectral 
double. How natural, then, to suppose that after 
death this shadowy ghost, this less material 
image of the man, survived and haunted the 
earth! Another and very primitive notion that 
the soul was in the breath, and escaped from the 
body when the individual breathed his last, was 
blended with the former conception. And both 
found expression in the belief in a ghost or 
impalpable essence, for the most part invisible 
yet occasionally appearing to men, haunting the 
body but sometimes leaving it, I t  must not be 
supposed that a soul of this kind was a self in 
the proper sense. The soul so conceived was not 
spiritual as we understand the word: it was still 
a sensible existence, though of a finer and more 
rarefied nature than the body, Even in a com- 
paratively developed religion like that of Homer 
the ghosts of the departed are in the end material 
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beings who have got rid of their earthly grossness? 
The conception of a purely spiritual being belongs 
to an order of ideas remote from primitive peoples, 

' whose minds were bounded by the horizon of the 
senses. The crude and elementary character of 
the soul or ghost, as conceived by savage races, 
is clear from their attitude towards it, I t  was a I 

kind of uncanny thing capable of doing harm to 
unwary people. Fear of the spirits of the dead 
goes as far back as we can trace the evolution of 
mankind, and the feeling survived after savagery 
had given place to civilisation, The existence of 
this primeval dread is attested by some curious 
and nalve burial customs. For instance, the 
piling of stones on the grave of the dead and 
the transfixing of the body with a stake, were rude 
attempts to prevent the ghost from returning to 
trouble the living. The carrying of a corpse out 
of a house by the window, instead of by the 
door, was originally designed to prevent the 
spirit from finding its way back by the familiar 
path. From this it is evident that early races 
conceived the souls of the dead to be in their 
midst, and more especially in the places fre- 
quented by their owners when alive. Very 
common was the idea that the ghost or soul 
hovered near the spot where the body was buried, 
and was benefited by gifts and offerings at the * 

Iliad, xxiii. I. 66-67, gg-101. 
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grave. The belief was widespread that, if the 
burial rites were neglected or not rightly performed, 
the dead man’s spirit was doomed to wander 
haplessly to and fro. We meet this idea among 
the Brazilians, Karens, and other tribes, and 
classical students will remember the same notion 
lingered long among the Greeks. The use made 
by Sophocles of this belief in the Antzgune is 
familiar. In the stage of culture out of which 
these burial customs arose there was no conception 
of a special place or abode of the dead; their 
spirits were supposed to linger in the old environ- 
ment, for the most part near the body, and they 
were propitiated by gifts placed upon the tomb. 
It was a widely recognised act of piety to pro- 
vide these propitiatory gifts for the souls of the 
departed. Nor was this custom confined to the 
lowest levels of religious development. For ex- 
ample, such offerings played a conspicuous part 
in the organised religious life of ancient Egypt. 
The care taken to preserve the bodies of the dead 
by the Egyptians, and the scrupulous provision 
made for their wants in the underworld, are due 
to the survival of primitive ideas within this 
developed religion. 

The catholicity of the belief in the survival of 
the soul strikes the student of primitive culture. 
The belief was unhesitating : our far-off ancestors 
were not troubled by ( obstinate questionings ’ 
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about the fate of the soul, or by haunting fears 
that it might have perished with.  the body. 
‘(With them a life after death is not a matter of 
speculation and conjecture, of hope and fear ; it is 
a practical certainty which the individual as little 
dreams of doubting as he doubts the reality of 
his conscious existence.” Certain features in 
burial customs testify strongly to this assurance. 
Thus, the slaves or followers of a king or chief 
were willing to suffer death, that they might go 
to serve their departed master in the next world. 
I n  the old Congo realm the female slaves who 
were to guide the dead potentate in the other 
world were cheerfully buried with him. In 
Dahomey we are told that volunteers were proud 
to be the guide of honour to the deceased ruler. 
If this unquestioning faith surprises us, we have to 
bear in mind that these individuals were part of a 
system or social whole in which these beliefs 
were deep rooted, and had embodied themselves 
in the immemorial customs of society. They 
were borne in on the individual simply and 
inevitably from his environment, 

One can trace a gradual development in the 
ideas about the abode of the spirits of the dead. 
The rudest conception, as we have seen, is repre- 
sented by the belief that the ghost haunts the old 
environment, and more especially the grave of the 

J. G, Frazer, Belief in LvzvwtaZi~, p. 468. 



deceased. It was only a pallid shadow, still 
burdened with human needs but without the 
m a n s  of satisfying them. Hence its assumed 
dependence on the ministrations of the living. 
The notion that the soul passes into a world 
beyond forms no part of the most primitive group 
of ideas on the subject. But by and by there 
was evolved the belief in a distinct place or realm 
of the dead into which the souls of the departed 
were gathered. In this land of the dead the 
spirits engaged in occupations like to those of 
living men. Human fancy naturally selected 
places remote from the immediate environment, 
places not easily accessible-for instance, distant 
islands or high mountains, Thus the islanders of the 
Torres Straits imagine the souls of the dead go 
to the mythical island of Kibu in the far west: 
I t  was natural that the region of the sunset should 
be associated with the country of the dead ; and 
so the myth of the sun with his gorgeous 
descent in the west played a part in locating the 
land of spirits. I t  was in the far west that the 
Fortunate Islands lay, Again, the apparent 
descent of the sun beneath the earth at evening 
served to suggest the thought of a realm under 
the earth where the souls of the dead dwelt. In 
contrast to this the vault of the sky was some- 
times identified with the place of the dead, But 

1 Vide Dr. Haddon's paper in Antltropologicaal Essays, p. 181. 
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much more widespread was the belief that the 
abode of the departed was in the underworld. 
The idea was not confined to the religions oOhe 
lower culture : it maintained itself in religions 
which had long passed the primitive stage. One 
recalls how, in the old Egyptian faith, Osiris ruled 
over the souls of the dead in his kingdom in the 
underworld. And the Greek Hades and the 
Hebrew Sheol are illustrations of a like conception 
finding a place within developed religious systems. 
On the other hand, the belief that the- land of the 
departed is somewhere on earth, belongs mainly 
to the lower levels of religion; and, for obvious 
reasons, it dwindles and vanishes with advancing 
civilisation. The fact that the place is shifted 
from the earth to the sky betokens the growth of 
higher ideas about the soul, as well as a deeper 
sense of the mystery of the change wrought by 
death. 

The idea of a place where the dead are 
punished is not found in the lower culture. The 
notion of hell is remote from the mind of the 
savage, and there is no ethical element in his view 
of the relation of the life here to the life hereafter, 
Truth to say, for primitive man survival after 
death meant a mere continuance, and there was 
for him no organic connexion between the one 
state and the other. Even in religions which fix 
the abode of the dead in the underworld, the 
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place itself was at first a receptacle of all souls 
without distinction. The realm of the departed, 
as it is represented by Hades, Orcus, and Sheol, 
exhibits a colourless and depressing uniformity, Ac- 
cording to the Homeric poet, the lot of the meanest 
wight of earth is better than that of a king in the 
underworld. This sombre and monotonous exist- 
ence, where all souls fare alike, was at length 
diversified; and differentiation was due to the 
demands of the principle of ethical retribution. 

The change in outlook brought about by the 
growth of the moral consciousness did not come 
without preparation, and several .motives conspired 
to pave the way to distinctions in the future state. 
Among the lower races, differences of rank on 
earth were sometimes thought to be continued 
after death, Among the Fiji islanders dead 
princes were believed to go to the stars, while it 
was the fate of the souls of common men to go to 
the earth. Similarly the Ahts of Vancouver 
imagined the high chiefs went to a home in the 
sky, while the souls of common Indians returned 
to the earth. Among the Tonga islanders aristo- 
cratic souls went to an island paradise, but 
plebeian spirits perished with their bodies. The 
Greenlanders imagined that strenuous workers 
would pass after death to the Happy Land of 
Torngarsuk? Still it is plain that early peoples 

YinG Tylor, Primitive CzdlzLw, ii. S5-S6. 
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did not import these distinctions into the future 
life under the guidance of ethical feelings. Nor 
is there any evidence that they made the fkte of 
the dead depend on their observance of religious 
rites when they were alive on earth, The ground, 
as has been suggested, was prepared for the retri- 
butive idea of the other world by the belief, that 
what gave prosperity and renown here would also 
give it hereafter, The great warrior or hunter 
would also have his eminence in the other world, 
for his powers raised him above the lot of common 
men. One can discern here a means of transi- 
tion to the higher conception of ethical retribution ; 
and with the development in human society of a 
feeling for ethical values the transition was ’ 

readily accomplished. But it is admittedly diffi- 
cult to determine the exact point in the develop- 
ment of religion when ideas of a future life begin 
to assume a definitely ethical colouring. Dr. 
Tylor has warned us that when such ideas appear 
among savage races, they may be due to foreign 
influence, Christian or Mohammedan, Without, 
however, denying that the lower culture may 
exhibit the beginnings of a movement in the 
ethical direction, it is plainly only at the stage of 
national religion that the conception of retribution 
in the life hereafter attains to prominence. The 
belief that rewards and punishments are to be 
administered after death led to a division of the 
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other world into two regions, the place of tribu- 
lation and the place of happy existence, In 
heaven the good were rewarded with blessedness, 
in hell the wicked were punished for their mis- 
deeds, In ancient Egypt, India, Greece, and 
Persia the conception of rewards and punishments 
after death had a definite place in the national 
religion. Thus in Greek religion we have descrip- 
tions of the appearance of the soul before the 
judgment-seat of Minos and Rhadamanthus, and 
we hear of Elysium, which is the reward of the 
good, and of Tartarus, which is the doom of the 
wicked. With the Egyptians the notion of future 
judgment was of high importance. The Book of 
the Dead narrates how the soul of the departed is 
led by Anubis into the judgment-hall of Osiris, 
the god of the underworld, where his confession is 
made and the heart is weighed by Thoth in a 
balance, while around sit forty-two deities to hear 
sentence pronounced. If we turn to India we 
find in the Vedic hymns the notion of future 
rewards and punishments is already clearly 
developed, The oldest hymns of the Rig Veda 
reveal a faith in an existence after death. This 
existence is regarded as a boon bestowed by the 
gods on those who had carefully performed the 
rites of religion, for example, on those who had 
drunk the Soma, had made the sacrifices, and given 
duly to the priests, The later Vedas show the 
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belief taking a more speculative and priestly turn. 
In the Vedic hymns the contrast between the 
fate of souls hereafter is vividly drawn : the end- 
less happiness of the good in heaven is set over 
against the misery of the lawless and impious 
who are cast into the abyss. As yet the idea of 
transmigration, with its gloomy circle of change- 
an idea which dominated later Hindu thought-is 
conspicuously absent. The Vedic representation 
of the places of blessedness and tribulation is 
markedly crude and sensuous, a feature which is 
also notable in more developed religions. In 
Egypt, for instance, the conception of the future 
life is still in terms of sensuous pain and sensu- 
ous pleasure; and the same is true of so late a 
religion as the Mohammedan, The picture of the 
Moslem paradise and its joys is as crude in its 
appeal to the senses as the descriptions of the 
Vedas. And when sensuous elements thus 
dominate the conception of the life to come, it is 
plain that the ethical aspects of retribution must 
remain in the background, 

The ethical side of the doctrine of retribution 
develops slowly, and even at a relatively high 
stage of religion the future life may not be con- 
nected with the present in an intimate and organic 
way. When a teleological conception of the relation 
of the one to the other is lacking, the rewards and 
punishments in the world after death will be 
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external and arbitrary rather than inward and 
ethical. This appears clearly enough in the 
Egyptian religion. The ancient Egyptian was 
concerned with the fate of the individual in the 
world to come ; and here he offered a contrast to 
the Chinaman, who looked to the spirits of his 
ancestors in the past rather than to a personal 
destiny in the future. In Egypt there grew up a 
body of usages which related to the life after 
death; and the idea, so prevalent in the lower 
culture, survived, that the souls of the dead are 
exposed to many dangers. But these observances 
were largely magical in their meaning, and the 
growth of magic in a religion is always hostile to 
the ethical spirit. Despite the great mass of 
burial customs and rites bearing on the life after 
death, which are so noteworthy a feature of 
Egyptian religion, it cannot be said that the 
individual was much influenced in his daily con- 
duct by the thought of, the future life. He 
trusted a good deal to the magical efficiency of 
the traditional rites to preserve his soul from 
harm after death ; but when these were performed, 
he turned with a cheerful mind to enjoy this world 
and make the most of it. No more than the 
worldly European to-day was he the haunt of 
gloomy anxieties and fears about the future, and 
his daily life was little affected by the traditional 
beliefs about the hereafter. 
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If we turn to the Mystery Religions which were 
already prominent in Greece in the sixth century 
B.c., we find they had a contribution to make to 
the idea of immortality; but they did little to 
infuse into it an ethical meaning. The Orphic 
Mysteries were the form into which the Greek 
spirit fashioned the Thracian cult of Dionysus. 
In that rude cult the participants devoured the 
raw flesh of the sacrificial animals, and were 
deemed to be possessed by the god and to enter 
into his life, During the sacred ‘ecstasy’ the 
soul was united to the deity and freed from the 
prison of the body. The Greek genius purified 
this worship from some of its cruder elements, and 
gave it a more elevated form. The Orphic 
Mysteries laid stress on the idea that the initiated 
in the sacred ceremonies entered into the immortal 
life of the deity. The ecstatic experiences of the 
cult of Dionysus had given vigour to the belief in 
a life of the soul independent of the body, Out 
of this grew the idea of the survival of the soul 
after death, and this in turn developed into afaith 
in its divine and indestructible life. The mystic 
union of the soul with the god was the witness of 
its divine powers and its immortal nature. 

The Eleusinian Mysteries were related to the 
Orphic religion, but they contributed in a some- 
what different way to the doctrine of immortality. 
They had a value, as compared with Orphicism, 
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in giving a certain definiteness to the thought of 
the life after death, and they connected it with 
the observance of religious rites. The participants 
in the Mysteries, which had their sanctuary at 
Eleusis near Athens, were members of a religious 
society into which they had been initiated, The 
religious ideas contained in the Mysteries were 
based on the cult of the deities of the earth, more 
especially on that of Demeter and her daughter 
Kore. The myth of the maiden carried off to 
the dark underworld, her winter sojourn there, the 
distracted quest of the sorrowing mother, and the 
glad reunion of mother and child, all this was a 
parable of the death and rebirth of nature. And 
upon this parable was based the idea of a new 
life of the soul arising triumphant out of death. 
The centre of' the mystery was not the com- - 
munication of a secret doctrine: it was a scenic 
representation or a dramatic action founded on the 
story of Demeter and Kore. To the faithful 
celebrants of the mystery a happy immortality 
was promised. Underlying the ceremony of 
initiation was the thought, that a certain process 
of purification was necessary ere the candidate 
could enter into the blessed life; and these rites 
of purification preceded and accompanied the 
sacred festival, To all purified ones a privileged 
destiny after death was promised, from which the 
unconsecrated were excluded. 

4 
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One can hardly say, however, that the Mysteries 
of Eleusis taught the principle of ethical retribu- 
tion in the world to come. No doubt the fate of 
the soul depended on rites of purification on the 
part of the initiated. But initiation was practi- 
cally open to all without test of character, and the 
significance of the rites was magical rather than 
moral. The Mysteries did not establish an ethical 
connexion between man’s life here and his fate 
hereafter, nor did they proceed on the assumption 
that such a connexion existed. Hence the saying 
attributed to Diogenes the Cynic : ‘‘ Pataikon the 
thief will have a better fate after death than 
Agesilaus or Epaminondas, because he has been 
initiated at  Eleusis.” In fact the religion of the 
Mysteries seems to have shared the defect of the 
Egyptian religion: it did not shake itself free 
of the belief in the magical efficacy of ritual ob- 
servances. In both religions people hoped for 
blessedness in the life to come who were frankly 
worldly in this life. Yet the Mysteries had a 
value, They taught that a happy destiny was 
possible after death, and that apart from distinc- 
tions of rank and culture; and they recognised 
the claim of the individual to a personal im- 
mortality. But they did not lift the conception 
to the ethical level, nor set the future life in a 
spiritual relation to the present, 

In truth, it is to Persia rather thaii to the 
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popular religion of Greece that we must look for 
a definite development of the doctrine of ethical 
retribution in the world to come. From the time 
of Zoroaster the doctrine of the reward of the 
righteous and the punishment of the wicked after 
death formed an integral part of Mazdeism. And 
despite the enormous development of religious 
ritualism ifi the Vendidad, the perception of 
moral values was not lost. The conflict of the 
kingdom of light with the kingdom of darkness 
was a moral conflict; and it is righteousness of 
life, as well as faithfulness in ritual observance, 
which gives the soul its place in the kingdom of 
Ahura Mazda. The soul that wins its way to 
heaven is the soul of the man who entered on the 
right side into that war of good against evil which 
runs through all nature and life. In this way 
Mazdeism made a contribution to that teleological 
conception of the relation of the life hereafter to 
the life here which is necessary to an ethical view 
of immortality, In this respect the religion of 
Persia marks a definite advance, even though the 
vision of another world was not wholly purged of 
sensuous elements. 

Before we consider, however, how the move- 
ment initiated by Mazdeism historically received 
a higher development, it is necessary to examine 
another mode in which the idea of a future life 
was worked out. That mode was a fateful one, 
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and it was decidedly unfavourable to the growth 
of the ethical element. I refer to the doctrine of 
Metempsychosis, or the transmigration of souls, 

The notion of Transmigration, although it came 
to play a great part in certain developed religions, 
has its roots in the lower culture, and goes back 
to primitive ideas of the soul. Among primitive 
races the soul, as we have seen, was a rarefied 
copy of the individual, a shadow image, less 
tangible than the body but still material. The 
soul thus conceived could leave the body, and was 
thought to survive death. After the analogy of 
his own experience, primitive man attributed a 
soul to animals and even to inanimate things. 
From this animistic scheme it was not hard to 
evolve the notion of metempsychosis, For we 
know already that the soul, to savage man, was 
not the self in our sense of the word; and the 
survival of the soul did not mean the survival of 
personality. The soul was the essence or shadowy 
image of the man; and it could detach itself 
from him and flit about on its own account. 
Souls were subtle and elusive things, and rude 
peoples had no difficulty in believing they entered 
into other men after their original owners had 
died. The resemblance of children to parents and 
kinsfolk naturally suggested the idea that the 
souls of the elders had migrated into their 
descendants, and so were reincarnated on earth. 
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But the crude psychology of savage races made it 
possible to give a wider scope to the doctrine of 
Transmigration. The souls of the dead might 
enter not only into other men, but also into 
animals. In truth, the savage drew no hard and 
fast line of distinction such as we do between the 
psychical life of men and of animals; and even 
plants and stones were not beings alien to him, 
but were the abode of spirits. For the savage, 
therefore, it was neither absurd nor contradictory 
that the soul of a dead man should migrate into 
an animal and take up its abode in it. Many 
acts and customs obtaining in the lower culture 
show conclusively that the savage treats the 
animal as possessing an intelligence like his own. 
The North American redskin will argue with his 
horse, and ask the pardon of the bear he is about 
to kill, Similarly the Samoyeds excuse them- 
selves to the bear they have slain ; and the Kaffirs, 
when hunting the elephant, will beg the animal 
not to tread on them and Itill them. Further 
instances could easily be given? All the evidence 
goes to show that the chasm between the human 
and animal intelligence which exists for us, did 
not exist for our primitive ancestors, Given these 
conditions, it was as easy for low races to suppose 
the souls of the dead entered into animals as it 
was for them to believe they passed into infants 

1 011 this point vide Tylor, op. cif., vol. i, p. 467 ff. 



or other men. The belief that the souls of the 
d4ad come back in newly born children is very 
common, but the savage is as ready to believe 
they can pass into birds, fishes, or bears. Some- 
times the quality of the dead was marked by the 
animal into which their souls passed. According 
to Tylor, the Icannas of Brazil say that the souls 
of the brave pass into beautiful birds, while those 
of cowards enter into reptiles, The Maravi of 
Africa think that bad men become jackals and 
good men snakes? 

The well-known principle of survivals in culture 
leads us to expect that ideas of transmigration 
should recur after civilisation had taken the place 
of savagery. It is well known, for example, that 
metempsychosis was a current idea in the Orphic 
Mysteries in Greece. The orgia or sacramental 
mysteries, to celebrate which the Orphics were 
banded into religious communities, had for their 
object the deliveranceof the soul from the process 
of transmigration by a process of purification? 
And from Orphicism the doctrine found its way 
among the Pythagorean brotherhood and appeared 
in philosophy. We are justified in thinking that 
Pythagoras himself taught the kinship of men 
and animals, and the Pythagorean order practised 
' purifications ' that were meant to deliver the soul 

0). cit., vol. ii, pp. 7-8. 
1We Burnet, Ear& Greek PhiZoso&v, 2nd e%, p. 88. 
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from the circle of change after death. These 
purifications were a refinement of those used by 
the Orphics. That the soul changed into animal 
forms was a belief attributed to Pythagoras by 
Porphyry; and this is one of the few things 
we are reasonably sure Pythagoras did hold. 
Similar doctrines were taught afterwards by 
Empedocles, who believed in the kinship of men 
and animals, and affirmed that in the process of 
change set up by the four elements he had been 
at different times a plant, a bird, and a fish, as 
well as a youth and a maiden? 

But the most significant and far-reaching 
development of the doctrine of Transmigration 
was found, not in Greece, but in India. Among 
the Greeks, metempsychosis was an esoteric creed 
rather than a popular faith: in India it became 
an integral part of Hindu religion, Greek and 
Hindu teaching on this subject were independent 
developments : the similarities can be explained 
by the common stratum of primitive beliefs out 
of which both were evolved. 

We have noted that the earliest phase of Hindu 
thought - that represented by the Vedic hymns 
-contains no doctrine of transmigration. The 
hymns know nothing of the dreary circle of birth 
and death to which the soul is condemned, and 
the outlook on the future is cheerful and hopeful. 

1 Fide Ritter and Prellqr, 8th ed., par. 182, 



Exactly when and how the doctrine arose we do 
not know. In the Brahmanas the power which 
determines the life to come is that of the sacrifices, 
qnd the highest reward which can come to the 
soul is that of union with Brahma or some other 
deity. But in the Upanishads and the Laws of 
Manu the idea of transmigration is dominant ; 
and even in the earlier Upnnishads the form of 
the doctrine is already complete. The belief in 
metempsychosis, when oncc it had entered into 
Hindu religion, does not seem to have been 
doubted or denied, and its influence was pervasive 
and fateful. Behind the doctrine lay the concep- 
tion of the eternity of the human soul as part of 
the universal soul, and the wheel of change’ on 
which the soul was bound gave vivid imagina- 
tive expression to the principle of retribution, 
What is characteristic of the Upanishads is the 
specific way in which they construe the idea of 
retribution. In the more elementary form of the 
transmigration-theory, the fate of the soul was a 
reward or punishment in kind for deeds done in 
the body. But Hindu thought went deeper than 
the notion of a mechanical equivalent: it found 
that the inner character and disposition which a 
man had in one form of his existence was the 
determining cause of his condition in another 
form. Hence the saying: (( Man is wholly made 
up of desire; as is his desire so is his insight, as 

- 
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is his insight so are his deeds (Karman) ; accord- 
ing to his deeds so is his destiny.” This inner 
chain of causality linked man’s life here to a 
previous existence, and it will go to fix his future 
form of being. Retribution on this view is not a 
divine Providence, but a principle inherent in the 
structure of the universe, In the endless process 
of birth and death to which souls were subject 
the spiritual law of things was realised. As has 
been justly said : ‘‘ This belief in an endless series 
of lives upon each of which man entered laden 
with the deeds of his previous life gave to the 
problem of salvation in India a new meaning and 
a new urgency.” The deliverance man sought 
in religion was a deliverance from the continuous 
succession of lives, from the dreary and monotonous 
circle of change. The message of the Upani- 
shads is that this consummation is achieved 

. by knowledge, the saving knowledge that the 
soul is one with Brahman. In  the light of 
this higher knowledge the illusion of individuality 
fades away, and the spirit reaches the haven of 
rest and peace in conscious identity with the 
Absolute. 

The same thought of a redemption of man at- 
tained by higher insight is part of the teaching 

’ of Buddha, But Buddhism carried scepticism 
farther than Brahmanism, and approaches nihilism 

1 G. P. hfoore, Hisloy cfRelt@ozs, vol. i. p. 276. 
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in denying the existence of any identical self or 
soul, On this principle there could, if we speak 
strictly, be no transmigration of the soul, €or there 
was no permanent self or substance anywhere. 
Yet Buddha, whatever we may think of his con- 
sistency, accepted the principle of rebirth, but 
reduced the process to Karma, the continuity .not 
of a self, but of an impersonal law, the law, namely, 
of the perpetuity of the consequences of action. 
The deeds done in a former state of existence 
determine the individual’s present state of being, 
while the present goes to shape the future. 
And yet, strange to say, there is no persist- 
ing self to link together the phases of this 
causal series and constitute them the history of 

’a soul. 
The Buddhist goal is the extinction of all 

desire, even the desire for a future life. This 
passionless end of all striving is Nirvana, a state 
not of absolute nothingness, but not to. be de- 
scribed in positive terms. I t  is something ineffable. 
Man goes 

“Unto Nirvana. He is one with life, 
Yet lives not. 
Om, Manipadnzc om1 the dewdrop slips 
Into the shining sea.” 

He is blest, ceasing to be. 

The Buddhist Nirvana is the extinction of 
every desire and interest which stir the surface of 
life, The ideal of the Brahman does not reach 
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the same pitch of negation: it is the absorption 
of the individual soul in the universal soul. In 
neither case have we immortality in the personal 
and ethical sense. For the Brahman true know- 
ledge destroys the illusion of separate individuality : 
for the Buddhist who has been enlightened the 
self or soul does not exist. 

The way in which the Indian mind worked out . 
the idea of metempsychosis is extremely significant, 
The idea is not one which lends itself to a spiritual 
and hopeful view of human life and destiny, and 
in Hindu thought the principle assumed a pessi- 
mistic and fatalistic form. This is markedly so 
in Buddhism. Popular Buddhism no doubt had 
its crude pictures of the joys of heaven as well as 
the sufferings of hell; but the system in its 
essential nature is pessimistic. And in general 
we may say that the best the Hindu hoped for 
was a negative rather than a positive good- 
deliverance from the wheel of change. The doom 
of the soul is to carry forward into the future its 
legacy from the past, for it was caught in the 
toils of a process it could not control. The 
Hindu had only a feeble conception of the worth 
of personality ; and, in our eyes at least, his ideal 
was the dissolution rather than the conservation 
of personal values, Transmigration in itself is an 
arbitrary and fatalistic scheme; and it is not 
surprising that for the Hindu it became a gloomy 
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obsession. The best man could hope for was 
liberation from the wheel of change: neither 
Hinduism nor Buddhism was able to set forth a 
positive and personal ideal to inspire human 
endeavour. 

And here, I think, we touch the fundamental 
difficulty presented by metempsychosis as a theory 
of the destiny of the soul. I t  links the future of 
the soul in a mechanical way with the past and 
the present; consequently it can set before the e 

individual no worthy object of effort in virtue 
of which he might share in the achievement of 
his goal. It is no accident that the doctrine 
of transmigration should be associated with a 
pessimistic fatalism; and the conclusion is ir- 
resistible, that not in this direction can the 
soul pass to a true realisation and fulfilment of 
itself. If the life after death is to be a source 
of hope and stimulus, it must be differently con- 
ceived. 

The growing spiritual life of mankind could 
win no adequate satisfaction for itself in metem- 
psychosis; so it had to seek a solution of its 
problem in some form of the doctrine of continu- 
ance or personal survival. The question is as to 
the nature of the continuance. Now neither mere 
persistence of being, nor a state of being after 
death which is arbitrarily or mechanically related 
to the present existence, gives scope for an ethical 

. 
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conception of immortality. As the religious 
consciousness developed, it gained .a deeper per- 
ception of the importance of personal values ; and 
hence its demand that the conception of immor- 
tality should have an ethical content. The demand, 
as we have pointed out, was realised through the 
establishment of a teleological or organic relation 
between the present state of being and the state 
after death. This implies that the future life is 
conceived as the goal and fulfilment of this life, 

4 the end which is immanent in it from the first. 
Dim anticipations of this idea can be traced in 
the lower culture,-in the thought, for instance, 
that the future life will be one 4n which the values 
on which men set most store here will be realised. 
The North American Indians, who delighted in 
the chase, looked forward to the Happy Hunting 
Grounds after death; the Norsemen, a race of 
warriors, had a warriors’ paradise in Valhalla ; 
while the Greeks, imbued with the joy of life, 
drew an imaginative picture of the Happy Islands, 
the home of departed spirits. The sensuous 
element pervades these visions of the future world ; 
but they were purified and ennobled as men gained 
a truer conception of values, a better knowledge 
of the goods which are really important. When 
they came to recognise that the material ranks 
far below the ethical and spiritual, they were 
able to conceive the world to come in terms 
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of ethical and spiritual fulfilment. After this 
gain was achieved, faith in immortality could 
become an uplifting influence on life here and 
now. 

A spiritual faith in immortality, when its im- 
plications are thought out, is seen to involve a 
personal and a social factor, Immortality must 
mean the fulfilment of personal life, for on 
personality the maintenance of values depends. 
But personality, we have seen reason to con- 
clude, involves manifold relations to other selves ; 
and, apart from a social system as an environ- 
ment, personal development is not possible. In 
thinking, therefore, of immortality as the goal and 
fulfilment of personal life, we realise that it is hard 
to conceive of this without a social fulfilment. 
The personal factor seems to fail of completion 
apart from the social: a perfection of the one 
without the other appears to be an abstraction. 
If society is a means to personal development, 
the social good is also an end of personal en- 
deavour, 

That we are dealing with a matter of vital 
importance is proved by the prominence given to 
the subject in the highest and most spiritual 
religion. It is a feature of Christianity that it 
represented the human goal as at once personal 
and social: the realisation of personal good in 
the kingdom of heaven, This kingdom, which is 
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manifested in the world of sense and time, attains 
a partial realisation here, and points to the world 
to come for its completion. The single soul 
achieves the fulfilment of its divine end in and 
through the society of redeemed souls, and the social 
consummation becomes in its turn an end for the 
individual. Through this true union of individual 
and social good the conception of the world 
Beyond is set in a relation to this world which 
is at once intimate, vital, and ethical. In  and 
through his temporal duties and relations man is 
invited to move forward t o  the full realisation of 
his divine vocation as a citizen of the heavenly 
kingdom. The goal to which he strives is a 
personality completed and fulfilled, not submerged 
or absorbed. The ideal, though personal, is not 
selfish ; for the good sought is at once social and 
personal; it is a transfigured personal life in a 
transfigured social order. 

Deeply interesting and important is the problem 
of the meaning of this spiritual development in 
which man, despite many wanderings, has come 
to a larger view of the issues of his life and the 
scope of his destiny. Without entering on the 
question of ultimate truth at present, we may 
point out that the growth of this specific doctrine 
keeps pace, to speak broadly, with the growth of 
the religious consciousness as a whole: as man’s 
religion develops, so does his idea of his own 
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ultimate destiny. The development of religion 
is, in general terms, a movement from the sensu- 
ous to the spiritual, and from a mundane to a 
supramundane goal. Lower races set store on 
outward and material values, but, as civilisation 
advances, men see with growing clearness that 
inward and spiritual values are more important. 
Thus the conception of what man desires in im- 
mortality, what he hopes to realise through it, is 
elevated and spiritualised. The human Paradise, 
with its crude representations and sensuous joys, 
silently yields to the thought of a perfected 
personal life in a social order in  which goodness 
reigns supreme. We may well believe that it was 
nocasual and haphazard process by which man 
gradually became conscious of spiritual powers 
and a spiritual destiny. In the evolution of the 
conception of immortality we mark the progressive 
statement of a claim on man’s part, of a demand 
that he makes on the universe within which he 
has come to birth. In substance this claim is an 
affirmation, that a human personality possesses 
an inner worth which ought to save it from the 
common doom of mortality, Endowed with 
spiritual capacities which cannot ripen to their 
harvest under earthly skies, the soul demands the 
scope for their fruition in ‘I a better country, even 
the heavenly.” And it is at least a thought to 
ponder carefully, that this is something more than 
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a casual and fugi;tive desire or a fond imagination. 
May not this growing vision be a part of a de- 
velopment, divinely ordered, in which man has 
gradually come to know the meaning of his life 
and the greatness of his destiny ? 

5 


