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CHAPTER

Scholars with Strange Theories

In the preceding chapters, I have spoken only of patriarchs, apostles and Christian
missionaries encountering the worldwide phenomenon of what could perhaps be called
“native monotheism.” By now readers are surely asking, “Are not scholars of the secular
academic world aware of the phenomenon?” And if they are, what sense do they make of it?
The answers to these questions form one of the most interesting chapters in the early
history of anthropology and ethnology.
First, some background.

The nineteenth century was a period characterized by a passionate search for the
origins of anything and everything. Much of the excitement arose from a general
expectation that a theory which had been incubating for centuries in certain schools of
philosophy might at last provide a key to all mysteries. The theory was labeled variously as
“materialistic transformism,” “development” or “evolution,” with the latter term winning
prominence.

When Charles Darwin applied and extended evolutionary principles to show how
diverse biological forms could have emerged from simpler forms, the excitement increased.
Other thinkers, working more or less concurrently with Darwin, hoped that principles of
evolution would enable them to unlock mysteries of another kind of phenomena—the
origins of human society, culture and religion. How did this particular group of scholars
propose to explain the origin of something so complex as religion, for example, on an
evolutionary model?
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First, they dismissed the Bible’s claim that the first religion to appear on Earth was a
monotheistic faith—a faith which the one true God has confirmed since antiquity with
successive revelations.

Nor did they accept another biblical insistence, that spiritism and polytheism in all
their forms are “false” religions resulting from man’s perverse attempts to remold the
original “true” religion after his own misguided preference. In other words evolutionists
erased distinctions between “true” and “false” religion as scientifically meaningless.
Lumping all religions in the same crucible, they advanced a bold hypothesis: that the very
religions the Bible calls “false” originated first!

For example, an Englishman named Edward B. Tvlor theorized, in a two-volume
work called Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of Mythology,
Philosophy, Religion, Art and Custom, that the idea of a human “soul” must have been the
natural seed thought from which all other religious concepts evolved.[1] Ancient savages,
Tylor suggested, imagined that they had “souls” while wondering at two groups of
biological problems: sleep, ecstasy, illness and death on one hand, and dreams and visions
on the other. The idea of “soul” was reinforced as savages noticed their reflections in water
or their own shadows—apparent extensions of themselves. Dreaming, they saw themselves
in places where, upon waking, they knew they had not been—at least not in their bodies.

Once primitives got used to thinking of themselves as possessing souls, Tylor
continued, it dawned upon them that other entities—animals, trees, rivers, mountains, the
sky and even forces of nature—might be similarly endowed. Thus did spiritism (Tvlor called
it “animism”) come to birth—the first religion!

Ages later, said Tvlor, a new phenomenon emerged in some human societies—
stratification of classes! Human aristocracies ruling over peasants suggested aristocracies
of “gods” ruling over run-of-the-mill souls and spirits. Thus polytheism, in Tylor’s model,
emerged from spiritism—but only where the social phenomenon of stratification of classes
prompted it!

Still later, some human aristocracies experienced a further metamorphosis: one
aristocrat was fortunate enough to be exalted above his peers as a monarch. Once again,
theologically precocious minds projected this latest social development over their vision of
the supernatural world. Result: One member of the local pantheon of gods began to gain
stature above his fellow deities as a budding “supreme god.” Thus monotheism, said Tvlor,
gradually evolved out of polytheism—but only in areas where the social phenomenon of
monarchy suggested it![2]

At least four notions were implicit in Tylor’s evolutionary model. First, there was no
longer anything very mysterious about religion; religion’s natural origin and subsequent
evolutionary development had now been scientifically explained. Second, since
monotheism marked the final stage in religion’s evolution, religion had now reached the
end of a dead-end street. Third, further developments in human society were already
dictating the next step for people who wanted to stay on the crest of evolution’s wave:
abandon religion with its now defunct God, gods or spirits.

Was it not more sensible, if one must trust in something, simply to trust in the
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evolutionary process itself? Anything which could “create” spirits, gods and even a God and
then outmode them must be greater than they!

What, then, was the fourth notion implicit in Tvlor’s theory? It was the one which
would make it possible to test the validity of Tylor’s thesis by field research. If Tvlor was
correct, primitive societies would be devoid of monotheistic presuppositions, since class
stratification and the later concept of a monarchy had not vet developed to prompt the
notion of monotheism.

Drawn by the impressive elegance of Tylor’s theory, dozens of notable scholars gave
him their initial support. Probably the most detailed documentation of what followed is
found in the writings of Fr. Wilhelm Schmidt, an Austrian Catholic priest who was both a
professor at Vienna University and the editor of Anthropos, a scholarly scientific journal.
For example, in his Origin and Growth of Religion, Schmidt wrote:

[Tylor’s theory] with its crushing weight of facts, its smooth and
unbroken series of stages of development, and the concise, dispassionate
style of its exposition, left no room for opposition ... for the next three
decades it remained “the classical theory,” ... almost without any loss
of prestige. Even [Herbert] Spencer’s ghost-theory. which immediately
succeeded it, could not deprive it of pride of place . ... A notable proof of
the extent to which Tvlor’s theory influenced the world is the fact that it
was accepted by a number of prominent students of ethnology and
religion almost without alteration. Such unqualified acceptance is to be
foundin ... [3]

Schmidt went on to list 39 European and American scholars who endorsed Tylor’s
theory. naming the various books and articles in which their endorsements could be found.
Included in the list was Scotsman Andrew Lang, whom Schmidt describes as “Tylor’s
favorite pupil.”[4] Early in his career Lang championed Tylor’s theory in its struggle against
Max Muller’s competing “Nature-myth” theory. Result: “Muller ... was forced to
compromise.”[5]

Occasionally, even in the heyday of evolutionary theories like Tylor’s, a few voices at
least tried to call attention to scattered reports that even very primitive tribes
acknowledged the existence of a Creator. But scholars paid little or no attention. Schmidt
describes their attitude as follows:

The doctrine of progressive Evolution mastered the mind of all Europe,
all framers of theories concerning fetishes, ghosts, animism,
totemism and magic, if they agreed in nothing else, were at one in this,
that the figure of the sky-god must be got rid of from the earliest stages of
religion, as being too high and incomprehensible [for savage minds] ...
unless it was preferred to deduce him from Christian influence. The
strength of this universal current of thought was so great, and the
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resulting discredit into which it brought the notion of the great age of the
sky-god so complete, that hardly anyone found courage to oppose it and
to draw attention to the quite frequent examples of this exalted sky-god
appearing among decidedly primitive peoples, where not the least trace
of Christian influence was to be found.[6]

With each apparent breakthrough achieved on the basis of an evolutionary
framework, some evolutionists became extremely vocal in predicting the eventual, ultimate
triumph of evolution over all competing systems, especially theism. Christian clergyman-
philosopher E. De Pressense, in his book A Study of Origins, wrote of the increasingly
strident antitheism gathering momentum in his day:

I was struck ... with the increasing vehemence of the attacks made, not
only on Christian theism, but on the very foundations of spiritual
religion. If we are to believe the men who come forward as the recognized
organs of the scientific world, we must conclude that all that has been
affirmed by the disciples of the Gospel ... is but an empty dream. Our
aspirations after a higher world are, to use the figure of one of this
school, but as dead leaves whirled aloft into the air, which fall back upon
the hand that flung them. Evervthing is to be reduced to energy, ever
transmuted, but ever the same.[7]

De Pressense went on to mention:

The victory so loudly vaunted in the camps of materialism ... Those
who assert that science has pronounced a final verdict on the world of
mind and of conscience ... the promotion of a materialistic fanaticism
at least as extravagant as any fanaticism of the theists. Nightly in our
cities we hear the Boanerges of atheism thundering this credo ... the
premature triumph which materialism claims for itself in its popular
manuals of science ... and in high-sounding newspaper articles.[8]

De Pressense then proceeded to bring “this conflict between the thinkers of our age”
before his readers. He added, “I have endeavored to be at once impartial and clear in
stating the views held by those with whom I differ ... I have always borne in mind thata
man is often much better than his theories.”[q]

De Pressense included a philosophical critique of Tylor’s theory in his treatise but,
like many others who attempted such critiques, he did not succeed in stemming the tide of
evolutionary thought on the origin of religion.

Eleven years later, in 1898, it happened.

That “favorite pupil” of Tylor’s, Andrew Lang, allowed himself to read a missionary’s
report, sent home to supporting churches from a distant field. The missionary said that
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origin of these gods, referring them to European, and specifically to missionary
influence.”[14]

Tylor made this reply official six years later in an article entitled “The Limits of
Savage Religion.” But Howitt, who still did not perceive that his research was undermining
Tyvlor’s theory, which he admired, and who later actually criticized Lang for using his
research to attack Tylor’s theory, had already indicated to Tylor that no such “out” was
available.[15]

Other scholars similarly proved that missionary influence could not explain the same
phenomenon already showing up in many other parts of the world besides Australia. It was
the beginning of the end for Tylor’s theory. Schmidt comments that, toward the end, “Tylor

. could not be induced to speak, despite Lang’s direct challenges to [him].”[16]

It was Wilhelm Schmidt himself who, appalled by the lack of recognition given to
Lang, threw himself into one of the most extensive research projects ever undertaken by
one man. Schmidt began documenting and compiling evidence for “native monotheism,”
evidence which was now beginning to flow in like a tide from all parts of the world. In 1912
(the year of Lang’s death), Schmidt published his mammoth Ursprung Der Gottesidee (The
Origin of the Concept of God). Still more data kept pouring in, so he published another
volume, and another, and another until, by 1955, he had accumulated more than 4,000
pages of evidence in a total of 12 large volumes!

The entire thirteenth chapter of Schmidt’s The Origin and Growth of Religion is
devoted to quotations from dozens of anthropologists, showing that acceptance of
Schmidt’s research was virtually universal. The tide had turned! And yet—

Before its downfall, Tylor’s theory had inspired certain scholars to apply his ideas in
other fields. One would think that refuting the “mother theory” would cause its “conceptual
offspring” in other fields to decline as well. This has not been the case. Some of the
conceptual offspring of Tvlor’s theory took on a life of their own, so to speak, and managed
to distance themselves from their mother. Thus when she was axed, they were spared and
persist, however unjustifiably, to this very day!

Once again, we are indebted to Wilhelm Schmidt for pointing out one such insidious
connection: the connection between Tylor’s theory and liberal theology.

TYLOR’S THEORY AND LIBERAL THEOLOGY

Schmidt wrote: “A further important conquest for the animistic theory was the field of Old
Testament theology. Here the agent was J. Lippert who ... declared the theory to hold
good for the development of the Jewish people and [their] religion. This application of the
theory was immediately accepted by two leading theologians of Liberal Protestantism: B.
Stade ... and F. Schwall . ... They were joined by a long array of other authors, such as R.
Smend, J. Benzinger, J. Wellhausen, A. Berthold and others. who sought support for their
ideas, not only in the results of textual criticism, which they employed, but in these data
provided by ethnological research, as transmitted to them by Tvlor’s theory.”[17]

Schmidt later quotes a Professor Brockelmann as claiming that “Wellhausen ... was
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more or less consciously under the influence of ... E.B. Tylor ... [and] ... upposed
animism to be the only source of religious life.”[18]

It was this Wellhausen who became prominent in developing a famous theory
claiming that vestiges of the polytheism which, as required by Tylor’s theory, must have
preceded the development of biblical monotheism, can still be found in the Old Testament.
He claimed that monotheistic priests later tried to expunge earlier statements consistent
with polytheism from the Pentateuch, but they overlooked some! The resulting school of
Higher Criticism not only weakened the faith of millions of Christians and undermined the
vitality of hundreds of thousands of churches worldwide, but also deflected great numbers
of unbelievers from taking the Bible seriously. Yet to my knowledge no liberal scholar has
ever blown a whistle and said, “Wait! Since we no longer endorse Tvlor’s theory, why are
we still endorsing this orphaned offspring of Tylor’s theory?”

Even conservative theologians have often accorded Wellhausen’s liberal theology an
undeserved compliment by attacking it as if it were a conceptually independent structure.
Their attacks might have been more effective had they publicly exposed the fact that
Wellhausen’s theology is based upon an anthropological theory which most anthropologists
no longer endorse.

EVOLUTIONARY THEORY AND NAZI RACISM

Nineteenth-century theories of biological and cultural evolution strongly implied the
probability that one branch of mankind, the European branch, had already outdistanced
the rest of mankind in physical and cultural evolution. A writer who dared to develop this
implication to its logical conclusions was German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-
1900).

The views of Nietzsche and of many evolutionists of his time can be illustrated as
follows. Picture all human societies as runners in a gigantic cultural “marathon.” The goal
is to race from the cultural simplicity of the stone age toward the ultimate cultural
achievement of an ideal society enjoying technological mastery over nature. It follows that
if all the runners begin at the same starting line at the same time and run over the same
course toward the same finish line, their participation in the “marathon” will make it
possible to judge their respective strengths and weaknesses on one scale. And if the
societies of any one genetic branch of mankind tend to “lead the pack,” so to speak, it will
prove that that branch of mankind has achieved a superior physical evolution as well.

The inevitable conclusion was that European man’s highly technological societies
were the “lead runners”—those averaging five minutes per mile or better. Other societies
were like runners averaging six, seven or eight minutes per mile. Primitive tribes were the
slowest of all; they were like marathoners averaging only nine. ten or eleven minutes per
mile,

Nietzsche in particular focused attention upon the lead runner in the marathon.
Nietzsche named him the “Superman.” “Superman” was an individual qualified—because of
his more rapid evolutionary development—to dominate mankind. He must achieve that
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