
Materialism. 

LECTURE I I .  

ANCIENT MATERIALISM. 

IN the present day there is no kind of anti-theism, 
no kind of atheism, so prevalent and so formidable 
as materialism. Wherever we find just now an 
anti-theistic or atheistic system popular, we may 
be certain that it is either a form of materialism or 
that it has originated in materialism, and draws 
from it its life and support. I t  is necessary for 
us, therefore, to turn our attention to materialism, 
the chief and central source of contemporary anti- 
theistic speculations. I shall treat of it at  some 
length, owing to its importance, but I shall treat 
of it only in so far as it is anti-theistic. I t  has 
other aspects and relations, but these I do not re- 
quire to consider. With much that has sometimes 
been included in materialism, I have fortunately 
here no concern. 

Materialists have not unfrequently sought to 
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represent the history of physical science and 
speculation as inseparable from, if not identical 
with, the history of materialism. Their right to 
do so is, of course, denied by all their opponents. 
Spiritualists of every class maintain that nothing 
accomplished by physical science has carried us 
by a single step nearer materialism. All consist- 
ent theists believe that the progress of physical 
science has been a continuous illustration of the 
power, wisdom, and goodness of God. Material- 
ism cannot be allowed, therefore, quietly and illo- 
gically to take for granted that the interests of 
physical science are specially bound up with its 
own. At  the same time it may be acknowledged, 
and I desire to acknowledge it cordially, that 
materialism and materialistic theories have largely 
contributed to the advancement of physical science, 
and have indirectly profited even mental science. 
I t  would be altogether unjust to regard them as 
merely hurtful or merely useless. They have 
suggested and stimulated the most varied re- 
searches. I t  is no accidental circumstance that 
they have abounded during every age in which 
physical science has been prosecuted with vigour 
and success. Wherever physical science is gener- 
ally enterprising it must also be often audacious. 
If it were never unreasonably hopeful and ambi- 
tious, its achievements would be comparatively 
few and mean. The material universe can be 
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under-estimated as well as over-estimated, and the 
exaggerations even of materialism are needful to 
secure its being estimated aright. I t  was Cole- 
ridge, I think, who, when asked what could be the 
use of the stars if not inhabited, replied that it 
might be to show that dirt was cheap. The theo- 
logians, the metaphysicians, the moral philoso- 
phers, and large classes of religionists have always 
been prone to regard matter as merely "dirt," 
and to forget that it is the wonderful work and 
glorious manifestation of God ; and so long as this 
error is committed, the opposite error may serve 
a providential purpose. Ignorance of physical 
nature, or injustice to it, is fatal even to philo- 
sophy and theology. There was very little ma- 
terialism during the middle ages ; but a t  that 
time, also, physical science languished and died, 
and the philosophical theology which prevailed 
dogmatised, in consequence, so confidently and 
foolishly on the origin and nature of the universe 
and its relations to the Creator, that the grandest 
truths were discredited by being associated with 
the most ridiculous blunders. 

There is a prevalent notion that materialism is 
at least a very definite theory which, whether true 
or false, cannot be mistaken for any other. In 
reality it is a general term which has many and 
discordant applications, and which comprehends a 
crowd of heterogeneous theories. There are sys- 
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terns which may with equal right be designated 
materialistic or pantheistic, and even materialistic 
or idealistic. The  only kind of system of which 
history supplies no record is one which would 
answer truly to the name of materialism. The 
name would naturally denote a theory which ex- 
plains the universe by what is known as  matter, 
or by matter as known through ordinary observa- 
tion or scientific investigation. There neither is, 
however, nor ever has been, any such theory. I t  
is a universal characteristic of materialism that it 
supposes matter to be more than it is known to be; 
that it imaginatively exalts and glorifies matter 
beyond what sense or science warrants. I t  always 
attributes to matter eternity and self-existence ; 
sometimes it supposes it t o  be likewise essentially 
active ; sometimes it endows it with life, with sen- 
sation, with volition, with intelligence. Systems 
which agree in verbally representing matter as the 
foundation and explanation of the universe, differ 
enormously as t o  what matter is, but they all, 
without exception, ascribe to  matter properties of 
which experience teaches us nothing. 

It is perhaps impossible to fix precisely where 
the history of materialism begins. T o  say that i t  
is "as old but not older than philosophy," is to 
say nothing, unless you say how old philosophy is. 
But philosophy existed in union with religion long 
before i t  existed in a state of independence, and 
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for anything we know to the contrary, may be as  
old as human reason itself. Notwithstanding the 

of the contrary opinion, there is evi- 
dence that even the lowest forms of religion have 
originated in a speculative impulse. They are not 
mere embodiments of the feelings of fear, or love, 
or dependence, but consist in great part of rude 
speculations, strange fancies, as  to the making and 
the meaning of nature and of man. The  ruder 
tribes of men seem unable to conceive either of 
mere matter or  mere spirit ; they spiritualise mat- 
ter and materialise spirit; souls and gods are sup- 
posed by them to be material beings, and material 
things to have souls and divine powers ; they can- 
not think of matter and spirit as  separate exist- 
ences. Fetichism, animism, animal - worship, na- 
ture-worship, have all their root in this mental 
incapacity. All these forms of religion may with 
almost as much propriety be called materialistic 
as the professedly materialistic theories of the 
recent speculators who, in the name of science, 
ascribe life and sense and other potencies even 
to the ultimate elements of matter. The feeble 
power of abstraction which characterises uncul- 
tured man has always made him, to a consider- 
able extent, a materialist. H e  has been unable 
to think of mind and matter apart ;  of a body 
without spirit or spirit without body;  of na- 
ture without God or God without nature. Man 
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has been unable until comparatively late times 
either to raise or answer the question, Was mind 
before matter or matter before mind ? The Jews 
seem to have been the first nation raised above 
such materialism, and raised also, in consequence, 
above pantheism to a true theism. I t  is the Bible 
which has impressed on the human mind the great 
thought of the creation of matter by the will, the 
word of God. 

The rude religious materialism now referred to 
is, of course, a very different thing from a specula- 
tive anti-religious materialism, but it explains why, 
as soon as speculation appeared and assumed an 
anti-religious attitude, it should have presented 
itself in the form of materialism. In spite of all 
that has been said against speculation, however, it 
is not the rule, it is only the exception, for it to be 
anti-religious ; it is not the rule, but only the excep- 
tion, for it to lead to materialism. The tendency of 
speculation, of refined and disciplined reflection of 
thought which seeks really to comprehend what it 
has before it, is, if history may be credited, to get 
beyond matter, not to rest in i t  The history of 
materialism impartially written is not a very bril- 
liant one. Comparatively few of the world's great- 
est thinkers have been adherents of this system. 
Its advocates have often done it little credit.l 

In China, more than three hundred years before 

See Appendix V. 
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the Christian era, an avowedly atheistical materi- 
alism was widely prevalent. I t  was the chief task 
in life of one of the most celebrated Chinese philo- 
sophers, Meng-tseu, better known in the West as 
Mencius, to  combat this doctrine, and the views 
of man's duty and destiny which were based on 
it. H e  believed it t o  have caused a vast amount 
of harm to his country, and that no society could 
long exist which entertained it. A few lines from 
an essay of one of the men whose teaching he 
strove to counteract will probably be sufficient to 
convince you that he was not far wrong. Yang 
Choo said, "Wherein people differ is the matter of 
life ; wherein they agree is death. While they are 
alive we have the distinctions of intelligence and 
stupidity, honourableness and meanness ; when 
they are dead we have so much rottenness de- 
caying away,-this is the common lot. Yet intel- 
ligence and stupidity, honourableness and mean- 
ness, are not in one's power; neither is that 
condition of putridity, decay, and utter disap- 
pearance. A man's life is not in his own hands, 
nor is his death ; his intelligence is not his own, 
nor is his stupidity, nor his honourableness, nor 
his meanness. All are born and all die ;-the in- 
telligent and the stupid, the honourable and the 
mean. A t  ten years old some die ; at  a hundred 
years old some die. The virtuous and the sage 
die; the ruffian and the fool also die. Alive, 
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they were Yaou and Shun, the most virtuous of 
men ; dead, they are so much rotten bone. Alive, 
they were Klee and Chow, the most wicked of 
men ; dead, they are so much rotten bone. Who 

could know any difference between their rotten 
bones? While alive, therefore, let us hasten to 
make the best of life. When about to die, let 
us treat the thing with indifference and endure 
i t ;  and seeking to accomplish our departure, so 
abandon ourselves to annihilation." 

Plainer language than this there could not 
be. The whole essay is of the same character 
and tenor. Its author was avowedly without 
God and without hope in the world. He thought 
human beings were mere combinations of particles 
of dust, and would dissolve into particles of dust 
again. He saw that however differently men lived, 
their common lot was death; and he fancied that 
after death there was nothing left but "rotten 
bone." A man lives virtuously. but if he is un- 
happy all through life, as the virtuous often are, 
his virtue would seem, since there is no future 
world, to have done him no good. You may 
praise him after he is dead, but that is no more 
to him than to the trunk of a tree or a clod of 
earth. Or he may live what is called a vicious 
life, but if he have thereby the joy of gratifying 
his desires, any blame you may give him after he 
is dead will not take away from the reality of his 
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enjoyment. Blame is t o  the bad man, after death, 
like praise to the good man-as worthless as  it is 
to the trunk of a tree or a clod of earth. Fame, 
therefore, according to  Yang Choo, is but a phan- 
tom, virtue is but a delusion, and enjoyment has 
alone some reality and good in it. Hence he 

men not to care for praise or blame, virtue 
or vice, except as  a means of enjoyment ; to seek 
merely to make themselves a s  happy as they can 
while happiness is within their reach ; to eat and 
drink, for to-morrow they die. That is one of the 
oldest systems of ethical materialism and of ma- 
terialistic ethics. I t  is a very simple theory, and 
to the vast majority of men it will seem a very 
consistent theory. A few exceptionally consti- 
tuted natures may combine a materialistic creed 
with generous and self-denying conduct, but the 
ordinary man of all lands and ages will find in a 
materialism which denies God and a future life the 
justification of sensuality and selfishness.1 

None of the greater systems of Hindu phil- 
osophy can be properly classed as materialistic; 
but among the minor systems there is one-the 
Charviika philosophy-closely akin to that just 
described. I t  assumes that perception by the 

senses is the only source of true knowledge. I t  
maintains that the four elements of earth, air, fire, 
and water, are the original principles of all things, 

' See Appendix VI. 
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and that they are eternal. I t  represents intel- 
ligence as resulting from a modification of the 
aggregate of these elements, when combined and 
transformed into the human body, just as the 
power of inebriation is produced by the mixing 
of certain ingredients. The faculty of thought, 
according to it, is destroyed when the elements 
from which it arises are dissolved. There is no 
soul apart from the body: the soul is only the 
body distinguished by the attribute of intelligence. 
The various phenomena of the world are produced 
spontaneously from the inherent nature of things, 
and there is nothing supernatural-no God, no 
fate even, no other world, no final liberation, no 
recompense for acts. Prosperity is heaven and 
adversity is hell, and there is no other heaven or 
hell. The so-called sacred books-the three Vedas 
-were composed by rogues or buffoons. The 
exercises of religion and the practices of asceticism 
are merely a means of livelihood for men devoid 
of intellect and manliness. The sole end -the 
only reasonable end-of man is enjoyment :- 

"While life remains let a man live happily, let him feed on ghee, 
even though he runs in debt ; 

When once the body becomes ashes, how can it ever return again?" 

That, so far as I know, is the only system of 
thorough materialism among the philosophies of 
India. And certainly, in one sense, it is as thor- 
ough as can be imagined. I t  shows no reverence 
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for any kind of authority or tradition-no defer- 
ence to respectability or public opinion. I t  recoils 
from no consequence of its principles. At  the 
same time, it is manifestly a very poor and ignoble 
kind of philosophy. I t  is the theory of men who 
wish to dispense with all thoughts of God and of 
a moral government, in order that they may feel 
free to indulge in a selfish and sensuous life.1 

Philosophy began its wonderful career in Greece 
by attempting to resolve all the phenomena of 
the universe into a single material first principle, 
such as water, or air, or fire; or rather, it began 
by conjecturing how all things might have been 
evolved from such a principle. And yet it was 
not merely materialistic, for matter was supposed 
to be filled by other than material powers-by 
spontaneity, by life, by intelligence. The first sys- 
tem of Greek materialism, properly so called, was 
that wrought out by Leucippus, and especially 
by Democritus, in the fifth century before Christ. 
The materialism of the present day is substanti- 
ally the materialism of Democritus. This explains 
why some recent German writers, favourable to 
materialism, have extolled Democritus as a spec- 
ulative and scientific genius of the very highest, 

See Appendix VII. 
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order, equal or superior to Plato and Aristotle. 
For such an opinion the fragmentary sentences 
which are all that remain of his numerous works 
supply no warrant. A t  the same time, Democritus 
was undoubtedly a man of great knowledge for 
the age in which he lived, a clear and consistent 
if not very profound thinker, and endowed with 
remarkable aptitudes for mathematical and phys- 
ical investigation. There is, further, no reason to 
question that the high reputation which he gained 
for moral worth-for modesty, disinterestedness, 
integrity, for cheerful wisdom, for love of truth- 
was well merited. The views of moral life which 
he inculcated are the very best that one can con- 
ceive associated with materialistic and atheistic 
principles. He held that the sovereign good of 
man was not to be found in the pleasures of sense, 
in wealth, in honours, or power-not in external 
things, nor in what depends on accident or on 
others-but in tranquillity of mind, in a well- 
regulated, pure, and peaceful soul. There are 
true and beautiful thoughts in his fragments on 
veracity, on courage, on prudence, on justice, on 
the restraint of passion, the regulation of desire, 
respect for reason, obedience to law, &c. 

Democritus explained the universe by means of 
space and atoms-the empty and the full. The 
atoms, infinite in number, moving in infinite space, 
give rise to infinite worlds. These atoms are eter- 



nal, and they are imperishable. There is no real 
creation and no real destruction ; nothing comes 
from nothing, and what is ultimate in anything 
never ceases to be ; what is called creation is 
merely combination, what is called destruction is 
merely separation. The quantity of matter in the 
world, and consequently the quantity of force- 
for force is merely matter in motion-can neither 
be increased nor diminished, but must be ever 
the same. The atoms, he further held, have in 
themselves no qualitative differences, but merely 
quantitative; they differ from one another only 
in shape, arrangement, and position. All the 
apparently qualitative differences in objects are 
due simply to the quantitative differences of the 
atoms which compose them. Water differs from 
iron merely because the atoms of the former are 
smooth and round, and do not fit into but roll 
over each other; while those of the latter are 
jagged and uneven and densely packed together. 
In thus resolving all qualitative differences into 
quantitative differences, the system of Democritus 
involved a distinct and marked advance over 
Chinese and Hindu materialism, or any of the 
previous Greek philosophies which had attempted 
to explain the world by physical principles. The 
soul Democritus regarded as only a body within 
the body, made of more delicate atoms ; thought 
as only a more refined and pure sensation; and 
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sensations as the impressions produced by images 
which emanated from external objects. 

H e  could not, of course, overlook the obvious 
question, Why do the atoms move, and how do 
they so combine as to give rise to a world at  once 
so orderly and varied ? H e  answered that nothing 
happened a t  random, but everything according to 
law and necessity ; that the atoms were infinite in 
number and endlessly diversified in form ; and 
that in falling through boundless space they 
dashed against each other, since the larger ones 
moved more rapidly than the smaller; and that, 
rebounding and whirling about, they formed ag- 
gregates, vortices, worlds, without number. H e  
thus sought to banish from nature every notion of 
a final cause and supreme ordaining Mind, and to 
substitute for them a purely mechanical, uncon- 
scious, aimless necessity. He referred the popular 
conceptions of Deity partly to an incapacity to 
understand fully the phenomena of which we are 
witnesses, and partly to the impressions occasioned 
by atmospheric and stellar phenomena. He thus 
laid the foundation and drew the plan of a sys- 
tem of atheistical materialism which is sometimes 
presented to us as the most important creation 
of modern science. 

A system like this manifestly contains in itself 
the germs of its own contradiction and destruction. 
I t  tends necessarily to sensationalism and scepti- 



and both of these devour, as it were, the 
mother which begat them. If matter be the sole 
source and substance of the universe, sensation 
must be due to the impression of matter on 
matter, and thought must be but an elaboration 
of sensation, with no truth or reality in it beyond 
what it derives from sensation. But in that case 
what do we know of matter? Nothing a t  all: 
we know merely our own sensations of colour, of 
hearing, of smell, &C., and conjecture, for some 
mysterious reason or other, that these are the 
results of material objects acting on a material 
subject. Democritus saw this,-that there was 
no heat or cold out of relation to feeling, no bitter 
or sweet out of relation to the sense of taste, no 
colour independent of the sense of sight, or sound 
independent of that of hearing. H e  granted that 
all that our senses inform us about things is 
purely relative to the senses of the individual-is 
not what things are in themselves, but what they 
appear to be to  the particular person whose senses 
are affected. H e  supposed only space and the 
atoms to be real. But what evidence had he as  a 
materialist and sensationalist for his atoms ? None 
of his senses could apprehend them ; and although 
sense was so little to be trusted, there was nothing 
on his principles, and can be nothing on materi- 
alistic principles, equally to be trusted, or, indeed, 
to be trusted a t  all, apart from it. Thus Demo- 
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critus was virtually affirming that there was all 
truth in sensation, and that there was no truth 
in it. No wonder that he said truth lay at  the 
bottom of a well and was hard to find. No 
wonder that men came after him who said that 
there was no such thing as truth; that there 
was nothing for reason save appearance and 
opinion, and no higher law of life than worldly 
prudence.l 

The speculations of Den~ocritus, it cannot be 
doubted, contributed not a little to the inaugura- 
tion of the era of the Sophists. The men who 
are known in history under this designation are 
now generally admitted to have been until re- 
cently represented as even worse than they were. 
They may certainly be credited with having ren- 
dered service to logic, and still more to rhetoric 
-with having awakened a critical and inquiring 
spirit-and with having contributed very consid- 
erably to the increase of ideas and the spread of 
intellectual culture. Whatever merits, however, 
we may thus assign to them, will not warrant us 
to reverse or do more than unessentially modify 
the verdict which history so long unhesitatingly 
pronounced against them. They were not men 
who sought or found, who believed in or loved 
truth. Their fundamental principles, so far as 
they had any, were that sense is the source of all 

See Appendix VIII. 



Greek A nti-Materialism. 5 5 

tho~ght-that man is the measure of all things 
-that nothing is by nature true or false, good 
or bad, but only by convention. I t  seemed to 
Socrates and to Plato that these principles were 
erroneous, and must involve in ruin, reason, virtue, 
and religion, the individual soul and society ; and 
they made it their mission in life to refute them, 
and to prove that directly contrary principles are 
to be held ;-that thought underlies sense-that 
the soul is better than the body-that there are 
for all men who would search for them, a truth and 
goodness which are not individual and conven- 
tional, but universal and eternal-that the search 
for them is the prime duty of man-and that the 
finding of them is his distinctive dignity and glory. 

The idea which Anaxagoras had introduced into 
Greek philosophy- the idea, that the order in 
the universe could only be accounted for by the 
working of an Eternal Reason -was welcomed 
by Socrates, and shaped with admirable art into 
the theistic argument which is most offensive to 
materialism,-the design argument for the exist- 
ence of God from the evidences of design in 
nature, and especially in the animal frame. Plato 
strove to show that all phenomena presupposed 
eternal ideas, and that these gradually led up to 
the Supreme Idea-the highest good-God. Aris- 
totle was scarcely less opposed to materialism than 
Plato, and in his theory of causes he constructed a 
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fortress which all the forces of materialism have, 
down to this day, assailed in vain. Unfortunately, 
neither Plato nor Aristotle was able to raise him- 
self to the sublime thought which seems to us so 
simple-the thought of absolute creation, of crea- 
tion out of nothing by an act of God's omnipotent 
will. Both granted to matter a certain inde- 
pendence of God; both believed it to be in itself 
uncreated. Both failed, in consequence, to gain 
a complete and decisive victory over materialism. 
Perhaps, also, their philosophies were too large 
and many-sided to find a lodgment in ordinary 
minds. Certain it is that they were followed by 
greatly inferior systems, which, owing in part, per- 
haps, to their very superficiality and narrowness, 
acquired no small popularity. 

One of these systems was substantially just the 
philosophy of Democritus revived and developed. 
Epicurus, its author, was by no means what he 
boasted himself to be-a " self-taught man," an 
original thinker-but he had the qualities which en- 
abled him to render his views widely popular. In 
his lifetime he gathered around him multitudes of 
friends. His memory was cherished by his followers 
with extraordinary veneration ; in fact, they paid 
to him the same sort of idolatrous homage which 
Comte yielded to Madame Clothilde de Vaux, J. 
S. Mill to his wife, and certain Comtists to their 
master. Worship is natural to man, and when cut 
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off from the true object of his worship he will 
lavish his affections on objects unworthy of them, 
The of Epicurus was materialism in 
the most finished form which it acquired in the 
ancient world. I t  had the great good fortune also 
to find in the Roman poet Lucretius an expositor 
of marvellous genius -the brightest star by far 
in the constellation of materialists. The atomic 
materialism of the present day is still substantial- 
ly the materialism which Epicurus and Lucretius 
propounded. It seems necessary, therefore, and 
may not be without present interest, to consider 
briefly the principles and pretensions of the mate- 
rialism maintained by the famous Greek philoso- 
pher and the still more famous Roman poet. 

I t  is a theory, I may remark, which originated 
in a practical motive. Epicurus avowedly did not 
seek truth for truth's sake. He sought it, and 
taught others to seek it, only so far as it appeared 
to be conducive to happiness. Truth, like virtue, 
was in his eyes, and in the eyes of his followers, to 
be cultivated merely as a means of avoiding pain 
and procuring pleasure. The Epicureans sought, 
therefore, an explanation of the universe which 
would free men from religious fears, and from re- 
ligious beliefs so far as these caused fear. Such 
an explanation they found in the theory of De- 
mocritus, and hence they adopted it. The great 
reason why Lucretius glories in the Epicurean 
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theory is, that it emancipates the mind from all 
dread of the Divine anger, and all belief in a 
future world. Now, it may fairly be doubted, 
I think, if a system which springs from such 
a motive can be other than very defective. I 
grant that there was considerable excuse for the 
motive in the evils which superstition had caused, 
and which Lucretius has so powerfully described. 
In judging either Epicurus or Lucretius, it would 
be most unjust and uncharitable to forget that 
the religion with which they were familiar was so 
fearfully corrupt and degrading as naturally to 
occasion disbelief in, and aversion to, all relib' "Â¥ion 
But none the less is it true that those whose chief 
interest in the study of nature is the hope of find- 
ing the means of destroying or dispelling religion 
are almost certain to fall into grave mistakes in 
their attempts to explain nature. The Epicureans 
did so. At  the same time, the motive, such as it 
was, induced them to study nature more intensely 
than they would otherwise have done, or than 
the rest of their contemporaries did ; and physical 
science profited from this in no small measure. 
With all its defects the atomic doctrine is the 
most valuable theory, falling within the sphere 
of physical science, which modern times liave in- 
herited from antiquity. That all physical things 
a t  least may be resolved into atomic elements; 
that these elements can neither be created nor 
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destroyed, neither increased nor diminished in 
number, by natural forces ; that matter may con- 
sequently change endlessly in form and force in 
direction, but that the quantity of matter and the 
amount of force in the world are always the same,- 
are scientific conceptions so grand that the modern 
world is apt to believe that the ancient world could 
not have possessed them. There can be no doubt, 
however, that all these ideas are more than two 
thousand years old. They lay a t  the very founda- 
tion of the atomic philosophy. All that the most 
recent science has done in regard to  them has been 
to verify them in particular instances by  exact 
experiments. Modern men of science are apt to 
imagine that this is really for the first time to have 
established them. But this is not the case. No 
general truth can be established by experiment, or 
be seen by the eye or touched by the hand. I t  can 
only be reached by thought, and thought reached 
all the general truths in question really, although 
vaguely, very long ago. I cannot admit that there 
is an essential difference even in method between 
the ancient and the modern atomists. T o  say that 
the former assumed their theory, and unfolded its 
applications by  reasoning down from it, and that 
the latter reverse the process and reason up to 
it by induction, is thoroughly inaccurate. The  
ancients proceeded so far by induction ; it is only 
m far that the moderns can proceed by it. 
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According to the theory we are considering, the 
ultimate elements of things are body and space- 
the atom and the void. Space is limitless, im- 
measurable ; the gleaming thunderbolt speeding 
through it for ever would fail to traverse it, or 
even in the least to lessen what of i t  remained. 
The atoms are nun~berless, ungenerated, infran- 
gible, unchangeable, indestructible. Their only 
qualities are form, magnitude, and density; and 
their variations in these respects account for the 
diverse qualities in the diverse objects of the 
universe. This theory ought a t  once to raise the 
questions,-What proof is there that these indivis- 
ible atoms are really ultimate in any other sense 
than that they are the primary constituents of 
body ? What evidence is there that they are self- 
existent? Why should reason stop with them and 
seek no explanation of them ? How is it that they 
account not only for other things but for them- 
selves ? But to these questions we get no rational 
replies. These are questions which materialism 
has never dared fairly t o  confront and grapple 
with. I t  has always shown, on the contrary, by 
its evasion of them, a certain vague and confused 
consciousness that there is something unsound and 
insecure a t  its very basis. Materialism, which is 
so bold in hypothetical explanations of things, is 
strangely timid in self-criticism. 

Epicurean materialism, like all materialism, 
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affirms matter to  be eternal; but when you seek 
a reason for the assertion, you can find none save 
that it is impossible something should come from 
nothing. That  is to  say, Epicurean materialism, 
like all materialism, starts with an illegitimate 

of the principle of causality, or of its 
axiomatic expression,-" Nothing which once was 
not could ever of itself come into being." By the 
oreat body of thoughtful men, both in ancient and 
& 

modern times, this has been taken to mean merely 
that nothing can be produced without an adequate 
cause ; that every change demands a full explana- 
tion ; that every phenomenon must have a suffici- 
ent ground. Epicurus, Lucretius, and materialists 
in general, assume it t o  mean that, since matter is, 
matter must always have been ; that matter could 
never have been created ; that the world was un- 
caused. If the assumption be a mere assumption 
-if no reason be given for this extraordinary in- 
terpretation-it is a most inexcusable procedure. 
Now, vast as  the literature of materialism is, you 
will search i t  through in vain, from the fragments 
of Democritus to  the last edition of Biichner, for 
a single reason, a single argument, to justify this 
manifest begging of the whole question. Instead, 
you will find only poetical and rhetorical reitera- 
tions of the assumption itself, diffuse assertions of 
the eternity, indestructibility, and self-existence of 
matter. Materialism thus starts with an irrational 
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assumption, the true character of which it endeav- 
ours to conceal by appealing merely to the ima- 
gination. 

I t  was not enough, however, for the purpose 
which the atomic atheists had in view that they 
should merely suppose the atoms to be eternal. I t  
was further necessary for them to suppose that the 
atoms, although without colour or any property 
perceptible to the senses, had every variety of 
shape, and the particular sizes, required to enable 
them to compose the vast variety of things in the 
universe. If they had all been alike, they could, 
according to the admission of the atomists them- 
selves, have formed no universe. But, curiously 
enough, while admitting that they did not see that 
they were bound to ask and to explain how the 
atoms came to be unlike ; how some of them came 
to be smooth and round, others to be cubical, others 
to be hooked and jagged, &c. ; and, in a word, how 
they all came to be just so shaped as to be able 
collectively to constitute an orderly and magnifi- 
cent universe. Still more curiously, all materialism 
down to this day has been afflicted with the same 
blindness. My belief is, that if it were not thus 
blind it would die. The light would kill it. I t  
would see that the atoms on which it theorised 
could not be really ultimate, and implied the 
power and wisdom of God. 

The Epicurean materialists found that, even 
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they had imagined their atoms to be eternal, 
and to be endowed with suitable shapes, their 
hypothesis would not work. They found that 
they required to  put something more into their 
atoms before they could get a universe from them. 
For they had to ask themselves, How do the 
atoms ever meet and combine? It is obvious 
that if they all fall in straight lines, and with 
the same rapidity, they can never meet. Hence 
Democritus said that the larger ones move faster 
than the smaller ones, and that this is the cause 
of their collision and combination. But, objected 
Aristotle, that cannot be the case in a perfect 
vacuum where no resistance whatever is offered to 
the fall of bodies, whether large or small. There 
all bodies must fall with equal rapidity. The 
Epicureans admitted that this objection was fatal 
to the atomic theory as presented by Democritus. 
Still, as  they denied any intelligent First Cause, 
they had to  devise some hypothesis of the contact 
and aggregation of the atoms. They imagined, 
accordingly, a small deviation of the atoms from 
a straight line. But how can this deviation be 
produced? Not from without the atoms, since 
nothing but void space is supposed to be with- 
out them, and all divine or supernatural interpo- 
sition is expressly rejected. The Epicureans had 
therefore no other resource than to hold that the 
atoms were endowed with a certain spontaneity, 

- 
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and deviated from the straight line of their own 
accord ; they ascribed to them a slight measure of 
freewill. They have often been ridiculed for this, 
and, it cannot be denied, with justice ; but it is also 
obvious that there was scarcely any other hypo- 
thesis for them to adopt, so long as they adhered 
to their atheism and materialism. 

In even a brief and general estimate of the 
Epicurean system, this notion, that "when bodies 
fall sheer down through empty space by their own 
weights, at quite uncertain times and spots they 
swerve a little, yet only the least possible, from 
their course," must have due stress laid on i t  For 
it was no accessory or subordinate feature of the 
Epicurean theory, but what was most distinctive 
as well as original in i t ;  what differentiated it 
from the allied doctrine of Democritus on the one 
hand, and from the antagonistic doctrine of the 
Stoics on the other. I t  was precisely by means 
of this conception that Epicurus and Lucretius 
fancied they escaped the necessity of believing 
either in the creative and providential action of 
God, or in the sway of fate,-the two beliefs 
which seemed to them to be the great enemies 
of mental peace. 

The hypothesis of a slight power of deviation in 
the atoms was rested on two reasons. In the first 
place, it was needed to explain the formation of 
the universe without the intervention of a super- 
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natural cause. The formation of the universe 
supposed collision of the atoms. But variety of 
&ape and even difference of weight failed to 
account for this. If empty space offers no resist- 
ance to anything in any direction a t  any time, all 
things, whatever their weight, must move through 
it with equal velocity. If they so move, however, 
in perfectly parallel lines, they must move, for ever, 
without clashing against one another, and con- 
sequently without producing varied motions and 
compound bodies. Thus nature never would have 
formed anything. How, then, could aught have 
been produced ? Only by a certain freedom of 
action in nature, or by the free action, the inter- 
vention, of a Being above nature. But it was a 
foregone conclusion with Epicurus and Lucretius, 
just as it is with a host of modern scientific men, 
that they would not seek for anything above 
nature-that they would not believe there could 
be anything beyond matter. They were deter- 
mined to account for everything entirely by 
natural principles, by material primordia. There- 
fore they were compelled to ascribe contingency to 
nature, spontaneity to matter. At  the same time 
they had a respect for facts, and therefore attri- 
buted to nature as little contingency, to matter as 
little spontaneity, as possible. The atoms must 
swerve a little, and yet so very little, that neither 
they nor the bodies composed of them can be 

<; 
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described as moving slantingly " or " obliquely," 
since this the reality would refute. The only 
deviations possible must be imperceptible de- 
viations. I t  has been said that the Epicureans, by 
ascribing to atoms the power of deviation, intro- 
duced a quite incalculable element into their 
system. But they had foreseen the objection, and 
also that they could return to it a twofold answer, 
-namely, first, that the deviations were impercep- 
tible, leaving all that was perceptible calculable, 
so that there could be nowhere any miracle or 
interruption of natural action ; and secondly, that 
although it could not be determined when and 
where an atom would act in the way of deviation, 
once it had so acted all the results could be 
determined-or, in other words, that spontaneity 
and law, contingency and calculation, were not 
incompatible. Much might, perhaps, be said in 
defence of these answers. The weakness of the 
hypothesis lay less a t  this point than in ignoring 
the consideration that if the atoms possessed the 
power of deviation that was itself a fact to be 
accounted for. Whence came the countless hosts 
of atoms to be all provided with so remarkable a 
characteristic ? Some one ground or cause was 
demanded for their all agreeing in this curious and 
useful peculiarity. Such single ground or cause 
could only be a something above and beyond 
themselves. The feeble wills with which the 
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atoms were supposed to be endowed implied a 
mighty supernatural will as their source. For not 

this single ultimate will Epicurus and 
~uc re t iu s  had no relevant reason. They stopped 
short a t  the atoms in sheer wilfulness ; they saw 
nothing beyond them because they had before- 
hand determined on no account to look beyond 
them. 

In the second place, the hypothesis of a certain 
degree of spontaneity in the atoms recommended 
itself t o  the Epicureans as  a warrant for rejecting 
fatalism, and a s  an explanation of free will in living 
things. Epicurus pronounced the fatalism of the 
physicists and philosophers even more disquieting 
and discouraging than superstition ; the goodwill 
of the gods might be gained by  honouring them, 
but there are no means by which fate can be 
controlled. H e  and his followers accepted free- 
will in man as a fact fully guaranteed to them by 
consciousness and observation. But if there be 
freewill in man there must be freewill elsewhere 
to account for it ; only nothing can come from 
nothing ; only necessity from necessity. If, then, 
there be no Being above nature, and all must be 
explained from nature, freewill must have its 
cause in nature, and nature cannot be wholly 
subject t o  necessity. " If all motion is ever linked 
together, and a new motion ever springs from 
another in a fixed order, and first beginnings do 
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not by swerving make some commencement of 
motion to  break through the decrees of fate, that 
cause follow not cause from everlasting, whence 
have all living creatures here on earth, whence, I 
ask, has been wrested from the fates the power 
by which we go forward whither the will leads 
each, by which likewise we change the direction 
of our motions neither a t  a fixed time nor fixed 
place, but when and where the mind itself has 
prompted ? "  The Roman poet could give to  this 
question of his own no more rational answer on 
materialistic principles than the one which has been 
mentioned. If the materialist maintain that there 
is nothing but necessity in nature, he must main- 
tain also that there is nothing but necessity in 
man. If he admit that there is spontaneity or 
freedom in man, he must admit that it is inherent 
likewise in nature. Necessity in both nature and 
man, or freedom in both, is the only reasonable 
alternative. The  effort to  deduce truly voluntary 
movements from purely mechanical causes is 
nonsensical. But when Epicurus and Lucretius 
followed reason so far, why did they not follow it 
farther, and pack reason as  well as  will into their 
atoms, and emotion and conscience too, and so 
endow each atom with a complete mind? They 
might a t  least have anticipated Professor Clifford, 
and told us that " a  moving molecule of inorganic 
matter possesses a small piece of mind-stuff." 
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Having conformed their atoms to the needs of 
their system, the Epicureans proceeded to explain 
how the universe was formed; how from the 
boundless mass of matter, heaven, and earth, and 
ocean, sun and moon, rose in nice order. The 
atoms, so we are told, "jostling about of their own 
accord, in infinite modes, were often brought to- 
gether confusedly, irregularly, and to no purpose, 
but a t  length they successfully coalesced ; a t  least, 
such of them as were thrown together suddenly 
became, in succession, the beginnings of great 
things-as earth, and air, and sea, and heaven." 
With magnificent breadth of conception, and often 
with genuine scientific insight, Lucretius, follow- 
ing the guidance of Epicurus, has described how, 
in obedience to mechanical laws, from atoms of 
"solid singleness," inorganic matter assumed its 
various forms and organic nature passed through 
its manifold stages; what living creatures issued 
from the earth ; how speech was invented; how 
society originated and governments were insti- 
tuted ; how civilisation commenced ; and in what 
ways religion gained an entry into men's hearts. 
He thoroughly appreciated the significance of the 
doctrine of evolution in the system of materialism. 
The development theory has been ingeniously 
improved a t  many particular points in recent 
times, but it has not been widened in range. I t  
was just as comprehensive in the hands of Lucre- 
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tius as it is in those of Herbert Spencer. Its aim 
and method are still the same; its problems are 
the same; its principles of solution are the same; 
the solutions themselves are often the same. I 
state this as a fact, not as a reproach; for I do not 
object to the development theory in itself, but 
only to it in association with atheism. Atheism 
has done much to discredit i t ;  it has contributed 
nothing to the proof of atheism. 

The Epicurean materialists refused to recognise 
anywhere the traces of a creative or governing 
Intelligence. The mechanical explanation which 
they gave of the formation of things seemed to 
them to preclude the view that aught was effected 
by Divine power or wisdom. Like their successors 
in modern times, they regarded efficient causes as 
incompatible with final causes; and, like them 
also, they dwelt in confirmation of their opinion 
on the alleged defects of nature, blaming the 
arrangements of the heavens and the earth with 
the same vehemence and narrowness which have 
become so familiar to us of late. And yet they 
were not unwilling to admit the existence of the 
gods worshipped by the people, if conceived of as 
only a sort of etherealised men, utterly uncon- 
nected with the world and its affairs. "Beware," 
says Epicurus, " of attributing the revolutions of 
the heaven, and eclipses, and the rising and setting 
of stars, either to the original contrivance or con- 
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tinued regulation of a Divine Being. For business, 
and cares, and anger, and benevolence, are not 
accordant with happiness, but arise from weak- 
ness, and fear, and dependence on others." The 
Epicureans, in fact, conceived of the gods as ideal 
Epicureans-as beings serenely happy, without 
care, occupation, or sorrow. 

To belief in the immortality of the soul they 
offered strenuous opposition. I t  was one of the 
prime recommendations of materialism in their 
eyes, that it supplied them with arms to combat 
this belief. They laboured to prove the soul ma- 
terial in order that they might infer it to be mortal, 
and with such diligence that scarcely a plausible 
argument seems to have escaped them. They 
could not, they felt, emancipate men from fear 
of future retribution otherwise than by persuading 
them that there was no future to fear-that death 
was an eternal sleep. Therefore they taught that 
"the nature of the mind cannot come into being 
alone without the body, nor exist far away from 
sinews and blood;" that "death concerns us not 
a jot, since the nature of the mind is proved to 
be mortal ;" that "death is nothing to us, for that 
which is dissolved is devoid of sensation, and that 
which is devoid of sensation is nothing to us." 
All the consolation which Lucretius can offer to 
the heart shrinking at the prospect of death, is the 
reflection that it will escape the ills of life. 
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I' But thy dear home shall never greet thee more 1 
No more the best of wives ! thy babes beloved, 
Whose haste half met thee, emulous to snatch 
The dulcet kiss that roused thy secret soul, 
Again shall never hasten! nor thine arm, 
With deeds heroic, guard thy country's weal ! 
' 0 mournful, mournful fate ! ' thy friends exclaim ; 
' One envious hour of these invalued joys 
Robs thee for ever ! ' But they add not here, 
' I t  robs thee, too, of all desire of joy '- 
A truth once uttered, that the mind would free 
From every dread and trouble. ' Thou art safe I 
The sleep of death protects thee, and secures 
From all the outnumbered woes of mortal life.' " 

I t  is strange that a thoughtful mind -that a 
susceptible heart-that a man of poetic genius- 
could for a moment have deluded himself with the 
fancy that humanity was to be comforted in its 
sorrows, or strengthened for its duties, by a notion 
like this. No human being can be profited by 
being told that he will die as the brute dieth ; that 
death will free him from pain and fear only by 
robbing him of all joy and love. But such is the 
only gospel which materialism has to offer. The  
system of which the first word is, In the beginning 
there was nothing except space and atoms, has for 
its last word, Eternal Death; as the system of 
which the first word is, In  the beginning God 
created the heavens and the earth, has for its last 
word, Eternal Life. What man who has a mind 
to think can hesitate to choose between Eternal 
Reason and Eternal Unreason ? What man who 



Epicurean Materialism. 7 3 

has a heart to feel can hesitate to choose between 
Eternal Life and Eternal Death ? l  

Yet there are those who hesitate to choose ; and 
there are those who choose wrongly. Much may 
be said in excuse of those who thus doubted and 
erred in pagan Greece and Rome. The  only re- 
ligions with which they were acquainted gave the 
most inconsistent and perverted views, both of 
Deity and of the world to come. If men in their 
abhorrence of these religions unhappily rejected 
all religion, we must pity them even more than we 
condemn them. But we live in a later and more 
favoured age, when God has been clearly revealed 
in the beauty of holiness and love, and when life 
and immortality have been brought to light. A 
higher good than the greatest of Greek or Roman 
sages ever longed for has been placed within the 
reach of the humblest, the poorest, the least in- 
structed. The  way has been made plain by which 
we may be freed from fear of death, and from fear 
of all that lies beyond death. We can have no 
excuse for preferring death to life. Eternal death 
ought to be no bribe to  us. Light has come into 
the world. Let us not be among those who choose 
darkness rather than light. 

See Appendix IX 


	2_039.bmp
	2_040.bmp
	2_041.bmp
	2_042.bmp
	2_043.bmp
	2_044.bmp
	2_045.bmp
	2_046.bmp
	2_047.bmp
	2_048.bmp
	2_049.bmp
	2_050.bmp
	2_051.bmp
	2_052.bmp
	2_053.bmp
	2_054.bmp
	2_055.bmp
	2_056.bmp
	2_057.bmp
	2_058.bmp
	2_059.bmp
	2_060.bmp
	2_061.bmp
	2_062.bmp
	2_063.bmp
	2_064.bmp
	2_065.bmp
	2_066.bmp
	2_067.bmp
	2_068.bmp
	2_069.bmp
	2_070.bmp
	2_071.bmp
	2_072.bmp
	2_073.bmp

