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Abstract and train of thoughts 1 

The misery of ill-being cannot be relieved. 

It is a vital element in human nature, and is as necessary to some as 

pleasure is to others. 

The religious philanthropist does not do good just for the sake of doing good, but also 

with an eye to his own salvation. 3 

The secular philanthropist, socialist at heart, hopes to make men happy by helping them 

materially. 3 

Ill-being is not only endurable but agreeable to those who endure it, not from love of vice 

but from love of that very state which the wealthy classes call misery. 4 

Kind and considerate regard for others will sometimes bring out the worst qualities of 

those who led a fairly presentable life, when kept down by pain and despair. 5 

Indiscriminate benevolence can be severely harmful as all, but those blind in their love of 

the suffering of the poor, are compelled to admit. 5 

Practical charity is not one of the declared objects of our Society though the flame of 

brotherly love and sympathy in action with every living creature, whether man or beast, 

burns silently in the heart of every true Theosophist. 5 

A heartfelt appreciation of Theosophy will help to soften the atrocities of life by creating 

the charity which afterwards, and of its own accord, makes itself manifest in practical 

works. 6 

Even the hollow men prize their vice and live by it. 

Suggested reading for students. 

Selections from our Down to Earth Series. 8 

 

 

 

                                            
1
 Frontispiece by Eychanchan. 
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It is a vital element in human nature, and is as necessary 
to some as pleasure is to others. 

The religious philanthropist does not do good just for the sake of 

doing good, but also with an eye to his own salvation. 

First published in Lucifer, Vol. I, No. 3, November 1887, pp. 161-69. Republished in Blavatsky Collected 

Writings, (“LET EVERY MAN PROVE HIS OWN WORKS”) VIII pp. 159-71. Only excerpts from pp. 166-70 & 

163-64 presented herein. 

Full text under the title “Let every man prove his own works,” in our Living the Life Series. 

Excerpt from pages 166-170: 

The point of difference between the Theosophists (when we use this term we mean, 

not members of the Society, but people who are really using the organization as a 

method of learning more of the true wisdom-religion which exists as a vital and eter-

nal fact behind all such efforts) and the practical philanthropists, religious or secu-

lar, is a very serious one, and the answer, that probably none of them are strong 

enough yet to lead the “Christ-life,” is only a portion of the truth. The situation can 

be put very plainly, in so many words. The religious philanthropist holds a position 

of his own, which cannot in any way concern or affect the Theosophist. He does not 

do good merely for the sake of doing good, but also as a means towards his own sal-

vation. This is the outcome of the selfish and personal side of man’s nature, which 

has so coloured and affected a grand religion that its devotees are little better than 

the idol-worshippers who ask their deity of clay to bring them luck in business, and 

the payment of debts. The religious philanthropist who hopes to gain salvation by 

good works has simply, to quote a well-worn yet ever fresh witticism, exchanged 

worldliness for other-worldliness. 

The secular philanthropist, socialist at heart, hopes to make men 

happy by helping them materially. 

The secular philanthropist is really at heart a socialist, and nothing else; he hopes to 

make men happy and good by bettering their physical position. No serious student of 

human nature can believe in this theory for a moment. There is no doubt that it is a 

very agreeable one, because if it is accepted there is immediate, straightforward work 

to undertake. “The poor ye have always with you.” The causation which produced 

human nature itself produced poverty, misery, pain, degradation, at the same time 

that it produced wealth, and comfort, and joy and glory. Lifelong philanthropists, 

who have started on the work with a joyous youthful conviction that it is possible to 

“do good,” have, though never relaxing the habit of charity, confessed to the present 

http://www.philaletheians.co.uk/


DOWN TO EARTH SERIES 

THE MISERY OF ILL-BEING CANNOT BE RELIEVED 

Why the misery of ill-being cannot be relieved v. 10.23, www.philaletheians.co.uk, 21 May 2023 

Page 4 of 10 

writer that, as a matter of fact, misery cannot be relieved. It is a vital element in hu-

man nature, and is as necessary to some lives as pleasure is to others. 

Ill-being is not only endurable but agreeable to those who endure 

it, not from love of vice but from love of that very state which the 

wealthy classes call misery. 

It is a strange thing to observe how practical philanthropists will eventually, after 

long and bitter experience, arrive at a conclusion which, to an occultist, is from the 

first a working hypothesis. This is, that misery is not only endurable, but agreeable 

to many who endure it. A noble woman, whose life has been given to the rescue of 

the lowest class of wretched girls, those who seem to be driven to vice by want, said, 

only a few days since, that with many of these outcasts it is not possible to raise 

them to any apparently happier lot. And this she distinctly stated (and she can speak 

with authority, having spent her life literally among them, and studied them thor-

oughly), is not so much from any love of vice, but from love of that very state which 

the wealthy classes call misery. They prefer the savage life of a bare-foot, half-clad 

creature, with no roof at night and no food by day, to any comforts which can be of-

fered them. By comforts, we do not mean the workhouse or the reformatory, but the 

comforts of a quiet home; and we can give chapter and verse, so to speak, to show 

that this is the case, not merely with the children of outcasts, who might be sup-

posed to have a savage heredity, but with the children of gentle, cultivated, and 

Christian people. 

Our great towns hide in their slums thousands of beings whose history would form 

an inexplicable enigma, a perfectly baffling moral picture, could they be written out 

clearly, so as to be intelligible. But they are only known to the devoted workers 

among the outcast classes, to whom they become a sad and terrible puzzle, not to be 

solved, and therefore, better not discussed. Those who have no clue to the science of 

life are compelled to dismiss such difficulties in this manner, otherwise they would 

fall, crushed beneath the thought of them. The social question as it is called, the 

great deep waters of misery, the deadly apathy of those who have power and posses-

sions — these things are hardly to be faced by a generous soul who has not reached 

to the great idea of evolution, and who has not guessed at the marvellous mystery of 

human development. 

The Theosophist is placed in a different position from any of these persons, because 

he has heard of the vast scope of life with which all mystic and occult writers and 

teachers deal, and he has been brought very near to the great mystery. Indeed, none, 

though they may have enrolled themselves as Fellows of the Society, can be called in 

any serious sense Theosophists, until they have begun to consciously taste in their 

own persons, this same mystery; which is, indeed, a law inexorable, by which man 

lifts himself by degrees from the state of a beast to the glory of a God. The rapidity 

with which this is done is different with every living soul; and the wretches who hug 

the primitive task-master, misery, choose to go slowly through a tread-mill course 

which may give them innumerable lives of physical sensation — whether pleasant or 

painful, well-beloved because tangible to the very lowest senses. The Theosophist 

who desires to enter upon occultism takes some of Nature’s privileges into his own 

hands by that very wish, and soon discovers that experiences come to him with dou-
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ble-quick rapidity. His business is then to recognise that he is under a — to him — 

new and swifter law of development, and to snatch at the lessons that come to him. 

Kind and considerate regard for others will sometimes bring out 

the worst qualities of those who led a fairly presentable life, when 

kept down by pain and despair. 

But, in recognising this, he also makes another discovery. He sees that it takes a 

very wise man to do good works without danger of doing incalculable harm. A highly 

developed adept in life may grasp the nettle, and by his great intuitive powers, know 

whom to relieve from pain and whom to leave in the mire that is their best teacher. 

The poor and wretched themselves will tell anyone who is able to win their confi-

dence that disastrous mistakes are made by those who come from a different class 

and endeavour to help them. Kindness and gentle treatment will sometimes bring out 

the worst qualities of a man or woman who has led a fairly presentable life when kept 

down by pain and despair. May the Master of Mercy forgive us for saying such words 

of any human creatures, all of whom are a part of ourselves, according to the law of 

human brotherhood which no disowning of it can destroy. But the words are true. 

None of us know the darkness which lurks in the depths of our own natures until 

some strange and unfamiliar experience rouses the whole being into action. So with 

these others who seem more miserable than ourselves. 

Indiscriminate benevolence can be severely harmful as all, but 

those blind in their love of the suffering of the poor, are com-

pelled to admit. 

Practical charity is not one of the declared objects of our Society 

though the flame of brotherly love and sympathy in action with 

every living creature, whether man or beast, burns silently in the 

heart of every true Theosophist. 

As soon as he begins to understand what a friend and teacher pain can be, the The-

osophist stands appalled before the mysterious problem of human life, and though 

he may long to do good works, equally dreads to do them wrongly until he has him-

self acquired greater power and knowledge. The ignorant doing of good works may be 

vitally injurious, as all but those who are blind in their love of benevolence are com-

pelled to acknowledge. In this sense the answer made as to lack of Christ-like lives 

among Theosophists, that there are probably none strong enough to live such, is per-

fectly correct and covers the whole question. For it is not the spirit of self-sacrifice, or 

of devotion, or of desire to help that is lacking, but the strength to acquire knowledge 

and power and intuition, so that the deeds done shall really be worthy of the “Bud-

dha-Christ” spirit. Therefore it is that Theosophists cannot pose as a body of philan-

thropists, though secretly they may adventure on the path of good works. They pro-

fess to be a body of learners merely, pledged to help each other and all the rest of 

humanity, so far as in them lies, to a better understanding of the mystery of life, and 

to a better knowledge of the peace which lies beyond it. 
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A heartfelt appreciation of Theosophy will help to soften the 

atrocities of life by creating the charity which afterwards, and of 

its own accord, makes itself manifest in practical works. 

Excerpt from pages 163-64: 

We take this opportunity of saying, in reply to others as much as to our correspond-

ent, that, up till now, the energies of the Society have been chiefly occupied in organ-

izing, extending, and solidifying the Society itself, which work has taxed its time, en-

ergies, and resources to such an extent as to leave it far less powerful for practical 

charity than we would have wished. But, even so, compared with the influence and 

the funds at the disposal of the Society, its work in practical charity, if less widely 

known, will certainly bear favourable comparison with that of professing Christians, 

with their enormous resources in money, workers, and opportunities of all kinds. It 

must not be forgotten that practical charity is not one of the declared objects of the 

Society. It goes without saying, and needs no “declaration,” that every member of the 

Society must be practically philanthropic if he be a theosophist at all; and our de-

clared work is, in reality, more important and more efficacious than work in the eve-

ry-day plane which bears more evident and immediate fruit, for the direct effect of an 

appreciation of theosophy is to make those charitable who were not so before. Theos-

ophy creates the charity which afterwards, and of its own accord, makes itself mani-

fest in works. 

 

 

 

http://www.philaletheians.co.uk/


DOWN TO EARTH SERIES 

THE HOLLOW MEN PRIZE THEIR VICE 

Why the misery of ill-being cannot be relieved v. 10.23, www.philaletheians.co.uk, 21 May 2023 

Page 7 of 10 

Even the hollow men prize their vice and live by it. 

Short excerpt from Alexei Maximovich Peshkov’s
1
 “Twenty-six Men and a Girl” (1889). A translation 

from the Russian by J.K.M. Shirazi was included in Creatures That Once Were Men, and other Stories, 

New York: Funk & Wagnalls Co., 1906. The same translation was subsequently republished in the 

World’s Great Romances. New York: Black’s Readers Service Co.,1929; pp. 242-52. Many other publi-

cations elsewhere. 

HERE ARE MEN TO WHOM THE MOST PRECIOUS AND BEST THING in their 

lives appears to be some disease of their soul or body. They spend their whole 

life in relation to it, and only living by it, suffering from it, they sustain them-

selves on it, they complain of it to others, and so draw the attention of their fellows to 

themselves. 

For that they extract sympathy from people, and apart from it they have nothing at 

all. Take from them that disease, cure them, and they will be miserable, because 

they have lost their one resource in life — they are left empty then. Sometimes a 

man’s life is so poor, that he is driven instinctively to prize his vice and to live by it; 

one may say for a fact that often men are vicious from boredom. 

                                            
1
 Primarily know as Maxim Gorky. 

T 
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Suggested reading for students. 

 

Selections from our Down to Earth Series. 

 A BALANCED VIEW OF THE MOTIVES BEHIND DIETARY PREFERENCES 

 A DABBLER IN OCCULTISM EXPOSED 

 A DIRE PROPHECY ABOUT EGYPT 

 A RICH LIFE, WITHOUT THE TRAPPINGS OF MAMMON 

 ALLOPATHS PERSECUTING HOMEOPATHS 

 AMAZING STORIES, DISCOUNTED BY THE SCIENTIST AND THE RELIGIOUS BIGOT 

 ARYAN MUSIC 

 BLAVATSKY ON HOW TO EDUCATE CHILDREN 

 BLAVATSKY ON THE MATERIALISM OF TODAY 

 BORN ATHEIST, BURIED CHRISTIAN 

 BROTHERHOOD RANKS ABOVE MEDITATION 

 CAN EATING ANIMAL FLESH EVER BE ETHICAL 

 CHESTERFIELD’S CHOICE THOUGHTS TO HIS SON 

 CHILDREN TRAINING THEMSELVES FOR MURDER 

 CICERO'S TUSCULAN DISPUTATIONS - TR. YONGE 

 CIVILIZATION, THE DEATH OF ART AND BEAUTY 

 COCK, A VERY OCCULT BIRD 

 COMPETITION RAGES MOST FIERCELY IN CHRISTIAN LANDS 

 CRUELTY IN THE BIRCH GROVE 

 DAZZLED GLIMPSES INTO THE ASTRAL LIGHT 

 EARTHQUAKES ARE THE OUTCOME OF SINS COMMITTED BY MEN 

 ENGLISH NEWSPAPER SLANDERS RUSSIAN LADY 

 EVERYONE AND EVERYTHING IS INTERRELATED 

 FLESH-EATING AMONG BUDDHIST MONKS 

 FOUL CONSPIRACIES AND BLATANT LIES LEVELLED AGAINST MADAME BLAVATSKY 

 GORDON ON FAME, THAT COY GODDESS 
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 GRS MEAD SHOWS HIS TRUE COLOURS 

 HIEROCLES EXALTS WEDLOCK 

 HOW A DEVIL’S IMP REDEEMED HIS LOAF 

 HOW TO CONDUCT OURSELVES TOWARDS OUR PARENTS 

 IDOLATRY AND ZOOLATRY 

 INSIGHTS TO EMOTION IN ART 

 JUDICIAL PROCESSES AND PUNISHMENT IN CLASSICAL INDIA 

 LÉVI ON THE TWO OPPOSING FORCES - TR. WAITE 

 LÉVI WARNS THE IMPUDENT - TR. WAITE 

 MEDITATION PROPER IS SPIRITUAL SEERSHIP 

 MIRACLES ARE NATURAL PHENOMENA 

 MODERN INDIA IS SPIRITUALLY DEGRADED 

 MUSINGS OF AN UNPOPULAR PHILOSOPHER 

 NARCISSISM AND ANIMAL SENSUALISM PERSONIFIED 

 OCCULT PROPHECIES 

 OCCULT TALES BY JUDGE 

 ONIONS WERE CONSIDERED TOO SACRED TO BE EATEN 

 OXFORD DON PROFANES VEDIC HYMN 

 PLUTARCH ON THE TRANQUILLITY OF THE MIND - TR. MORGAN 

 PLUTARCH ON WHETHER WATER OR LAND ANIMALS ARE THE MOST CRAFTY 

 PLUTARCH ON WHY EATING ANIMALS IS REPULSIVE - TR. BAXTER 

 POVERTY BREEDS GENEROSITY, WEALTH GREED AND SELFISHNESS 

 PROMETHEUS, THE LIGHT-BRINGER, HURLED DOWN TO THE BOWELS OF THE EARTH 

 PYTHAGORAS' BAN OF BEANS 

 REFRAIN FROM THE MANIA OF CELEBRATING PERSONALITIES 

 RHOADES ON TRAINING THE IMAGINATION 

 RUSKIN'S SESAME AND LILIES 

 RUSSIAN VANDALISM OF PERSIAN ZOROASTRIANISM 

 SAPPHIRE BLUE, THE MOST ELECTRIC OF ALL COLOURS 

 SOCIAL ETHICS OF NINETEENTH CENTURY RUSSIA 

 SPECULATIVE LUCUBRATIONS OF AN ARISTOTELEAN PHILOSOPHER 

 SPIRITUAL RULES AND PROTREPTICS 

 TAYLOR'S VINDICATION OF THE RIGHTS OF BRUTES 
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 TERENCE ON LENIENCE 

 THE BIRTHMARK BY NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE 

 THE FEAR OF NUMBER THIRTEEN 

 THE HOLLOW EARTH 

 THE JAPANESE SHOULD NOT BOW DOWN TO CHRISTIAN ETHICS 

 THE LEARNED TREE OF TIBET 

 THE OCCULT CAUSES OF EPIDEMIC DISEASES 

 THE RELIGIO-PHILOSOPHICAL JOURNAL IS NEITHER RELIGIOUS NOR PHILOSOPHICAL 

 THE RUSSIAN MOTE AND THE BRITISH BEAM 

 THE SEWER OF DOGMATIC CREEDS AND BLIND FAITH 

 THE SPARKLE OF “LIGHT ON THE PATH” HAS BEEN DIMMED BY A DARK STAIN 

 THE SPIRIT OF LIFE ISSUES FROM THE EARTH’S NORTH POLE 

 THE UNGRATEFUL MAN 

 THE VELVETEEN RABBIT 

 TRUTH IS EXILED FROM THE PRESS BECAUSE IT IS NOT AS BEGUILING AS FALSE-

HOOD 

 VIRGIL'S GEORGICS - TR. RHOADES 

 WESTERN RELIGION ALONE IS TO BLAME FOR THE CRUELTY TO ANIMALS 

 WHAT IS MUSIC? BY ISAAC RICE 

 WHEN THE DOORS OF THE WORLD CLOSED ON THEM 

 WHY DO ANIMALS SUFFER 
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