
74 Anti- Theistic Theories. 

LECTURE 111. 

M O D E R N  M A T E R I A L I S M .  

IN the middle ages there was little physical science 
and almost no materialism. This was not be- 
cause there were few,great minds or little mental 
activity in those ages, but because the human in- 
tellect was then almost exclusively occupied with 
religion and theology. Christianity rested on the 
belief that there was a God, the Creator of the 
universe and the Father of spirits, who had in the 
fulness of time made a special and perfect revela- 
tion of His character and will in Jesus Christ. 
Before the light and power of this belief, ancient 
materialism, like ancient polytheism, faded and 
withered away. The Christian Church in its earli- 
est days had to battle with heathenism and Juda- 
ism, open and avowed, or with suppressed tend- 
encies towards both, expressing themselves in the 
form of heresy. I t  had neither the time nor the 
inclination to busy itself directly with theories 
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which it felt confident of being able to destroy by 
simply propagating itself. The Christian Fathers, 
down to the fall of the ~ o m a n  empire, had their 

fully occupied in the defence of funda- 
mental truths of religion, and especially of those 
involved in the great doctrine of the Trinity. The 
schoolmen sought to elaborate the faith which they 
had inherited into a comprehensive philosophy. 
Scholasticism was essentially the union, or, per- 
haps, rather the fusion of theology and philosophy. 
It proceeded on the assumption that there are not 
two studies, one of philosophy and the other of 
religion, but that true philosophy is true religion, 
and true religion is true philosophy. A theologi- 
cal philosophy was alone possible in the middle 
ages, and the widespread and intense interest felt 
in it shows how well adapted it was to meet the 
desires of men in those times. Medieval specu- 
lation was, as a whole, theistic and Christian; it 
was, as a whole, an effort to comprehend as well 
as to apprehend Christian truth. Even when 
not so it might be pantheistic, but it was not 
materialistic. Mohammedanism, although it was 
not found to be incompatible with the culture 
of physical science, was no less hostile to ma- 
terialism than Christianity. Thus for centuries 
materialism had almost no existence, almost no 
history.l 

' See Appendix X. 
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With the downfall of scholasticism and the 
emancipation of the mind from ecclesiastical 
authority, materialistic tendencies began to mani- 
fest themselves; but it is late even in modern 
times before we reach a completely materialistic 
system. Lord Bacon ranked Democritus higher 
than Aristotle, but he was no materialist ; he 
simply regarded the atomic hypothesis as  lumin- 
ous and fruitful. 

" I had rather," he wrote, "believe all the fables in 
the legend, and the Talmud, and the Alcoran, than 
that this universal frame is without Mind; and 
therefore, God never wrought miracles to convince 
atheism, because His ordinary works convince it. 
I t  is true, a little philosophy inclineth man's 
mind to atheism, but depth in philosophy bring- 
eth men's minds about to religion; for while the 
mind of man looketh upon the second causes 
scattered, it may sometimes rest in them, and go  
no farther; but when it beholdeth the chain of 
them confederate and linked together, it must 
needs fly to Providence and Deity. Nay, even 
that school which is most accused of atheism doth 
most demonstrate religion-that is the school of 
Leucippus, and Democritus, and Epicurus ; for it is 
a thousand times more credible, that four mutable 
elements and one immutable fifth essence, duly 
and eternally placed, need no God, than that an 
army of infinite small portions, or seeds unplaced, 
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should have produced this order and beauty 
a Divine Marshal." 

Gassendi, a dignitary of the Roman Catholic 
church, a contemporary and friend yet opponent 
of Descartes, laboured to present the life and the 
doctrines of Epicurus in the most favourable light. 
He endeavoured to prove that all physical pheno- 
mena might be accounted for by  the vacuum and 
atoms, and referred to mathematical and mechan- 
ical laws. H e  rejected, however, all Epicurean 
tenets which seemed to him inconsistent with 
Christian truth. H e  maintained God to be the 
Creator of the atoms, the first cause and ultimate 
explanation of all things. Some of his contempo- 
raries insinuated doubts as to the sincerity of his 
religious professions, and some of the historians 
of philosophy have repeated them, but they are 
wholly unsupported by evidence, and quite incon- 
sistent with our general knowledge of the high 
personal character of the man. 

Among his friends was the famous Thomas 
Hobbes. H e  was, perhaps, more of a materialist 
not only than any man of his generation, but than 
any writer to be met with in literature until we 
come down to the middle of the eighteenth cen- 
tury. H e  held that we can only reason where 
we can add and subtract, combine and divide. 
But where is tha t?  Only where there is what 
will compound and divide, only where there are 
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bodies and bodily properties, since there is no 
place for composition or division, no capacity of 
more or less, in spirit. The consequence is plain, 
-there can be no science, no philosophy of spirit. 
Spirit even as finite is beyond comprehension, 
beyond the range of experiment and sense, and 
therefore beyond reasoning and beyond science ; 
and still more is it so with Spirit as infinite, 
eternal, ingenerable, incomprehensible, that is with 
the doctrine of God or Theology. We have here 
a narrow notion of the nature of reasoning, and 
then a notion of its object made equally narrow 
to suit it. The reduction of reasoning to the pro- 
cesses of addition and subtraction, and the denial 
that philosophy can be conversant about anything 
but body and bodily properties, depend on each 
other, but are both errors. Philosophy as universal 
science has a right to extend wherever truth is 
attainable by reason. Is  spiritual truth attainable 
through reason? Hobbes answered that it was not- 
that only truth about bodies was attainable. This, 
however, he forgot to prove. In consequence of 
assuming it, he represented man as capable of reli- 
gion only through inspiration, tradition, authority, 
apart from and independent of reason, which knows 
not and cannot know God truly. Religion is thus a 
thing which cannot be proved true; which must be 
accepted on some other ground than that of truth. 

Philosophy, then, according to Hobbes, is con- 
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versant only with bodies and their properties. I t  
is the sum of human knowledge so far as reasoned 

bodies. H e  refers all thought to sensation, 
and all sensation to matter and motion, sense 
being simply motion in the organs and interior 
parts of man's body, caused by external objects 
pressing either immediately or mediately the organ 
proper to  each sense. The  pressure, he holds, 
when continued by the mediation of the nerves, 
and other strings and membranes of the body to 
the brain, causes there a resistance or counter- 
pressure which, because outward, seems to  be 
some matter without, and consists as  to the eye 
in a light or colour, to the ear in a sound, to  the 
nostril in an odour, to  the tongue and palate in a 
savour, and to the rest of the body in heat, cold, 
hardness, softness, and such other qualities as  we 
discern by feeling ; and when the action of an 
object is continued from the eyes, ears, and other 
organs to  the heart, the real effect there is nothing 
but motion or endeavour, and the appearance or 
sense of that motion is delight or trouble of mind, 
pleasure or pain. H e  thus resolves mind into mat- 
ter, thought and feeling into mechanical action. 

And yet Hobbes was not the sort of man to 
make a mere materialist. The  materialist must 
not think. If he think he will ask himself what 
matter is, and that is enough to  break the sway 
of matter. Now Hobbes was a thinker. H e  
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accordingly put to himself the question, What is 
matter? The result was, that he found matter 
in the materialist sense virtually to vanish. H e  
found that we know nothing of matter in itself; 
that what we know is what he calls "the seeming," 
" the apparition," " the phenomenon ; " that colour 
is just what is seen, sound just what is heard, but 
not inherent qualities of objects independent of 
seeing and hearing; that the matter which he  
supposed to cause by its motions in our senses 
these and other perceptions of the material world 
we cannot see, hear, or apprehend by any sense. 
No human sense has ever laid hold of it, or can 
describe a single quality it possesses. I t  is some- 
thing utterly mysterious and unknown. Hobbes 
confessed all this. What right, then, had he to 
say that this mysterious matter was the substance 
and explanation of the world ? None a t  all. Nay, 
had he been consistent he would have refused 
wholly to admit its existence. H e  would have 
said it was useless and unprovable. H e  would 
have been an idealist 

Besides, while Hobbes excluded religion from 
the sphere of what can be proved, he accepted it 
as  matter of faith. He severed it from reason to  
rest it on authority. And in thus denying theo- 
logy to be rational knowledge he did no more 
than Descartes and little more than Bacon, whose 
principles did not so logically lead to this issue as  
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his. These three thinkers all referred theology 
and philosophy to entirely distinct sources. They 
represented the one as having nothing to do  with 
the other ; as having each an authority of its own ; 
as having each a province in which for the other 
to enter is an act of usurpation. They drew the 
sharpest separation between reason and faith, 
philosophy and religion. They sought to save the 
one from the possibility of antagonism with the 
other, by describing them as quite unconnected in 
their principles, processes, and character. This 
was a reaction from the scholastic dogmatism 
which had ignored their real distinctions and en- 
deavoured to make all science theological and all 
theology strict science. Hobbes professed himself 
to be an orthodox English Churchman. W e  have 
certainly no warrant to charge him with atheism. 

The  materialism even of Hobbes was thus in- 
complete. But no system of materialism more 
complete than his appeared in Great Britian until 
very recent times. When we remember the moral 
condition of the nation from the restoration of 
the Stuart dynasty in 1660 to the close of the 
eighteenth century, how low the general tone of 
spiritual life was throughout the whole period, how 
corrupt and profligate at  certain dates, we can 
feel no surprise that numerous works were pub- 
lished in advocacy of materialistic tenets. The 
remarkable fact is one which our historians of 

F 
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literature and philosophy have not attempted to 
explain-namely, that the authors of none of these 
works should have been thorough materialists. He 
is, of course, a very incomplete materialist who 
admits the necessity of a God to account for 
matter. But English materialism throughout the 
whole period specified was of this timid character. 
The materialism of Coward and of Dodwell, of 
Hartley and of Priestley, was limited to denial of 
the spirituality of the soul. What materialism there 
was in England in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, it must be added, was triumphantly 
answered. The refutations of materialism were 
not only far more numerous than the defences of 
it, but also, as a rule, much abler. Cudworth and 
More, Newton and Boyle, Clarke and Sherlock, 
and Butler, headed a host of eminent men who 
took the field on the right side, and drove the 
materialists from every position which they ven- 
tured to take up. The history of materialism in 
England is the reverse of brilliant. 

It was only when transplanted from England to 
France, in the generation before the Revolution, 
that materialism grew up to maturity. A variety 
of causes which have been often traced, and which 
it is unnecessary in this rapid survey to specify, 
had there prepared a soil suitable for its recep- 
tion. And yet comparatively few of the philoso- 
phers popular in that sceptical and corrupt age 
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had the hardihood to advocate it in its atheistical 
form. Voltaire despised it as sheer stupidity. 
Rousseau hated it with all his heart. Condillac 
argued against it with conviction and ability. I t  
was only after he had drifted through various 
stages of deism and pantheism that Diderot settled 
in materialistic atheism. The adherents of this 
system did not become numerous until close on 
the eve of the Revolution. The men of this 
second generation who devoted themselves to its 
advocacy were fanatically zealous in its behalf; but 
they were also wholly destitute of originality, or 
even ingenuity, and without literary talent of any 
kind. Perhaps the best representatives of French 
materialism in the eighteenth century were La 
Mettrie and Von Holbach? 

The physician La Mettrie, in his 'Natural His- 
tory of the Soul' (1745)~ his 'Man Machine' 
(1748), and other works, was the first frankly 
to declare himself a materialist He was little 
thought of in his own day as a man, a physician, 
or a philosopher. I t  is characteristic of ours, how- 
ever, that within the last few years several authors 
-Assizat and Quipat in France, Lange and Du 
Bois-Reymond in Germany-should have tried to 
rehabilitate him, as it is called,-to prove that he 
was a most excellent person, better skilled in 
medicine than the rest of his profession, and an 

1 See Appendix XI. 
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original philosophical genius. I confess, I think, 
they could not have been less profitably occu- 
pied. To represent La Mettrie as either a man of 
much moral worth or of much talent is to falsify 
history. 

He  does not absolutely deny that there is a 
God. It shows the mental calibre of the man 
that he should, in one sentence, say that it is very 
probable there may be a God, and then, in those 
which immediately follow, that there are no grounds 
for believing in the existence of God-that even 
if there be a GodJ there is no need for us to have 
any religion-and that it is foolish to trouble our- 
selves as to whether there is a God or not. I n  
one page he affirms that it is perfectly indifferent 
to our happiness whether God does or does not 
exist, and a few pages further on he is pleased to 
inform us that the world will never be happy till 
atheism is universal. I t  did not occur to him that 
although both of these assertions might very well 
be false, they certainly could not both be true. 
The reason which he gave for the opinion that the 
world could not be happy until atheism was uni- 
versal wasJ that only then would religious wars 
and strifes cease. Well, of course, if there were 
no religion people could not fight about it. ButJ 
obviously, they might still fight about other things, 
and even fight about them more frequently and 
ignobly than they do at present, just because of 



the absence of religion. Dogs have no religion, 
but they quarrel over a bone. Take away from 
man all interests and motives higher than those 
of a beast, and you do not thereby secure that 
he will be peaceable ; on the contrary, you insure 
that he will quarrel as  a beast and not as a man. 

La Mettrie denies that there is much difference 
between man and beast. H e  thought the higher 
apes more closely related to human beings than 
most Darwinians even would admit them to 'be. 
He was anxious that they should be learned the 
use of language by Amman's method of instruct- 
ing the deaf and dumb, and hoped that mankind 
would thus receive a numerous and valuable addi- 
tion to their ranks. Any superiority which he 
admitted man to have over them-it was very 
little-he attributed wholly to the better organisa- 
tion of his brain and to the education which he 
received. The  brain, he held, was the soul-the 
part of the body which thinks-a part endowed 
with fibres of thinking, just as the legs have 
muscles of motion. Of course, death, which de- 
stroys the rest of the body, destroys the brain- 
the so-called soul. When death comes the farce 
of human life is played out. In consistency with 
these views he  represented pleasure - sensuous 
pleasure-as the chief end of life. H e  excused 
vices on the ground that they are organic diseases, 
and that man cannot control himself. H e  jeers 



at  modesty and chastity, at  love and friendship. 
H e  is often coarse and cynical. This is the man 
who, the recent writers I have mentioned com- 
plain, has hitherto not had justice done to him. 
I t  would have been a wiser and truer charity in 
them if they had left his memory in the obscurity 
which befits iL1 

Von Holbach was a German baron settled in 
Paris-rich, kind-hearted, and generous ; well read, 
especially in physical science ; with considerable 
intellect of a heavy kind ;-the very centre, how- 
ever, of the infidelity collected in the French 
capital' as he kept open house, and gave the 
philosophers excellent entertainmentJ with perfect 
freedom to ventilate a t  his table the wildest and 
profanest of their theories. H e  was undoubtedly 
the chief author of that notorious work which has 
been called the Bible of atheistical materialism- 
the ' System of Nature.' I t  appeared in 1770~ and 
bore two falsehoods on its title-page : it professed 
to be written by a M. de Mirabaud' a deceased 
secretary of the Academy, who had had nothing 
to  do with its composition; and it professed to be 
published a t  London, whereas it was really pub- 
lished a t  Amsterdam. I t s  style is a t  once de- 
clamatory and dreary; but it has qualities which 
render it a favourite instrument of atheistical. 
propagandism. I t  is inspired by an honest fan- 

l See Appendix XII. 



atici~m, I ts  author is always terribly in earnest 
+sometimes, it must be confessed, ludicrously so. 
He never betrays any signs of want of confidence 
in his own conclusions. His generalisations are 
frequently imposing. His argumentation is often 
not wanting in acuteness, subtilty, or plausibility. 
The book which perplexed for a time the rnind 
of Chalmers, has, doubtless, fatally perverted the 
judgment of many an average intellect. 

A distinctive feature of the work is the explicit- 
ness with which the idea of God is assailed-with 
which His existence is denied. Epicurus and 
Lucretius, even, in spite of their anxiety to throw 
off the yoke of religion, did not refuse to believe 
that there were gods, but only that they acted 
on the world or were interested in human affairs, 
All the materialists of England stopped short of 
a denial of the Divine Existence. La  Mettrie 
himself affirmed the probability of the Divine 
Existence, although he proceeded forthwith to 
show its non- probability. In  the 'System of 
Nature' there is no compromise or indecision on 
this point. The denial of the Divine Existence is 
open and absolute. The belief in His existence 
is directly, vehemently, elaborately attacked. The  
origin of religion is traced to fear, ignorance, and 
the experience of misery, and described as ir- 
rational and mischievous in all its forms. The 
only notion of God which is not absurd is held 
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to be that which identifies Him with the moving 
power in nature. Deism is rejected as untenable 
in itself, and as leading to superstition. Atheism 
is maintained to be the truthJ the true system, the 
true philosophy, which must be accepted wherever 
nature is rightly understood. 

This truthJ Von Holbach seriously assures us, 
is not calculated for the vulgar, not suitable to the 
great mass of mankind. " Atheism," he writes, 
"supposes reflection ; requires intense study ; de- 
mands extensive knowledge; exacts a long series 
of experiences ; includes the habit of contemplat- 
ing nature ; the faculty of observing her laws, 
which, in short, embraces the comprehensive study 
of the causes producing her various phenomena 
-her multiplied combinations, together with the 
diversified actions of the beings she contains, as 
well as their numerous properties. In order to be 
an atheist, or to be assured of the capabilities of 
nature, it is imperative to have meditated on her 
profoundly : a superficial glance of the eye will not 
bring man acquainted with her resources ; optics 
but little practised on her powers will be unceas- 
ingly deceived ; the ignorance of actual causes will 
always induce the supposition of those which are 
imaginary ; credulity will thus reconduct the natu- 
ral philosopher himself to the feet of superstitious 
phantoms, in which either his limited vision or his 
habitual sloth will make him believe he shall find 
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the solution of every difficulty." While Holbach 
was writing these words history was falsifying 
them by showing that atheism was a creed which 
the vulgarest of the vulgar could easily learn. 
The masses whom the philosophers despised were 
overhearing them, and finding no difficulty in 
understanding the propositions, There is no God, 
There is no soul, There is nothing in the universe 
which may not be resolved into matter and 
motion. These propositions have never been 
proved by any one; but the stupidest of men 
may understand them without difficulty, and be- 
lieve them and act on them to his own ruin and 
his neighbours' injury. Our atheistical men of 
science need not suppose that atheistical material- 
ism is a kind of wisdom which they can keep to 
themselves, so that it will not get into the posses- 
sion of the dangerous classes, who may make a 
frightful use of it. The dangerous classes, explain 
it how you may, are just those who have always 
shown a special aptitude for believing it. Hol- 
bach, to do him justice, although he thought the 
masses unqualified to understand and appreciate 
atheism, did not wish or endeavour to conceal 
it from them ; on the contrary, he wished and 
zealously strove to propagate it among them. 
The result amply proved that the task was not 
a difficult one. 

What Holbach substitutes for God is matter 
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and motion. These two, he  holds, are inseparable. 
Matter is not dead but essentially active. Obser- 
vation and reflection, he says, ought to convince 
us that everything in nature is in continual mo- 
tion ; that there is not one of its parts, however 
minute, that enjoys true repose; that nature acts 
in all;  that she would cease to be nature if she 
did not act. T o  the obvious question, Whence 
did nature receive her motion? he answers, "We 
do not know, neither d o  you ; we never shall, you 
never will." I t  is a most unreasonable answer to  
a most reasonable question. Those who put the 
question are men who offer reasons for believing 
that the materials and the motions of the universe 
are so fashioned, combined, and arranged as to 
point back to a true and intelligent cause; and 
no one can have a right to set aside their reasons 
by merely asserting that it can never be known 
whence motion comes. The  contention of the 
theist is, that it may be perfectly well known that 
both matter and motion come from a Supreme 
and Intelligent Will. Further, to affirm that 
matter moves of its own peculiar energies-that 
it is essentially active and alive-is contrary to a 
truth which all experience confirms, and on which 
all physical and mechanical calculations are based, 
-namely, that matter moves only as it is moved 
-that if not acted on it will never move-and 
that if once set in motion it will only cease mov- 
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ing through being resisted. He who believes in  
the activity of matter must abandon belief in its 
inertia. Like all materialists, Holbach had to 
ascribe to matter more than he had right to do, 
in order to be able to deduce the more from i t  

This is also to be observed, that Holbach's heart 
had a t  least as much to do as his head with ascrib- 
ing activity and life to nature. I t  craved for more 
than a merely material universe. I t  had affections 
and aspirations which could only have been satis- 
fied by a very different answer to the problem of 
existence than that which materialism had to offer, 
and although they never were satisfied they exert- 
ed some influence. Speculative atheist although 
he was, Holbach unconsciously felt the need of 
having a being to worship. H e  denied nature's 
God, but the soul within him worked through his 
imagination, and transformed nature until he could 
adore it as his god. All through his book he is 
ever and again vindicating, glorifying, and invok- 
ing nature as a kind of deity. What is this, for 
example, but prayer to nature as to a god, but 
worship of an unenlightened and inconsistent 
kind ? " 0  nature, sovereign of all beings ! and 
ye, her adorable daughters, virtue, reason, and 
truth ! remain for ever our revered protectors : it 
is to you that belong the praises of the human 
race; to you appertains the homage of the earth. 
Show us then, 0 nature, that which man ought 
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to do in order t o  obtain the happiness which thou 
makest him desire. Banish error from our mind, 
wickedness from our hearts, confusion from our 
footsteps; cause knowledge to extend its benig- 
nant reign, goodness to occupy our souls, serenity 
to dwell in our bosoms." 

There are numerous passages of this character 
in the 'System of Nature.' Sometimes even a 
better genius than his own familiar spirit takes 
possession of its author, and causes him utterly to 
forget that he is the avowed enemy of theism, and 
a believer only in matter and motion. Witness a 
passage like the following, which is in direct con- 
tradiction to the atheism he usually and explicitly 
inculcates : "The great Cause of causes must 
have produced everything; but is it not lessening 
the true dignity of the Divinity to introduce Him 
as interfering in every operation of nature-nay, 
in every action of so insignificant a creature as  
man,-as a mere agent, executing His own eternal, 
immutable laws; when experience, when reflec- 
tion, when the evidence of all we contemplate, 
warrants the idea that this ineffable Being has ren- 
dered nature competent to every effect, by giving 
her those irrevocable laws, that eternal, unchange- 
able system, according to which all the beings 
she sustains must eternally act ? Is  it not more 
worthy of the exalted mind of the Great Parent 
of parents, ens entium, more consistent with truth, 
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to suppose that His wisdom, in giving these im- 
mutable, these eternal laws to  the macrocosm, 
foresaw everything that could possibly be re- 
quisite for the happiness of the beings contained 
in i t ;  that, therefore, He left it to  the invariable 
operation of a system, which never can produce 
any effect that is not the best possible that cir- 
cumstances, however viewed, will admit ? " 

In  the work under consideration, order and con- 
fusion are maintained to  have no existence in 
nature itself. All is necessarily in order, we are 
told, since everything acts and moves according 
to constant and invariable laws; confusion is 
consequently impossible. But as it is a t  the 
same time admitted that a series of motions or 
actions, although necessitated, may or may not 
conspire to one common end, and as  coexistent 
individuals of any kind may either promote or 
oppose the development of one another, the 
reality both of order and confusion is actually 
granted while professedly denied. That a child 
should be born without eyes or legs is as much 
an effect of natural causes as that it should be 
born with them; but seeing that eyes and legs 
are really useful t o  human beings, and not merely 
supposed by them to be useful, the possession 
or want of eyes and legs may be characterised 
with the strictest propriety as an example of 
order or confusion. I n  like manner, theft and 
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murder, whatever their motives or the character 
of their causation, are instances of real disorder 
in the moral world, because violations of a law 
which is not created by any thoughts or imag- 
inations of ours. There is a plain distinction 
between causation and fitness, and the latter is 
as really in nature as the former. 

Man, according to Holbach, is entirely material. 
Immateriality and spirituality he pronounces to 
be meaningless words. The  mental faculties he 
represents as only determinate manners of act- 
ing which result from the peculiar organisation 
of the body; feeling, thought, and will, as only 
modifications of the nerves and brain. He re- 
iterates and amplifies these assertion~, but he 
does not prove them ; and, indeed, they are ob- 
viously not only erroneous but nonsensical. The 
brain is a thing which can be examined by sight 
and other senses; its minutest changes might be 
traced by an eye of sufficient strength, or by an 
ordinary eye assisted by a sufficiently powerful 
microscope; but a thought, a feeling, a volition 
cannot even be conceived as perceived by the 
sight or any sense. When a man describes any 
state of consciousness as a modification of the 
brain, or of any part of the body, he uses lan- 
guage to which no meaning can be attached. 

Holbach, believing that there is no God, and 
that all that is called spirit in man is merely a 
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modification of the body, naturally denies both 
immortality and freewill. The  belief in a future 
life is represented as a dream, a delusion. The 
grave is supposed to receive into it the whole 
man. Free agency is regarded as a mere fiction. 
"Man's life," we are told, "is a line drawn by 
nature from which he cannot swerve even for an 
instant. H e  is born without his own consent; 
his organisation in no wise depends upon him- 
self; his ideas come to him involuntarily; his 
habits are in the power of those who cause him 
to contract them; he is unceasingly modified by 
causes, whether visible or concealed, over which 
he has no control, and which necessarily deter- 
mine his way of thinking and manner of acting. 
He is good or bad, happy or miserable, wise or 
foolish, rational or irrational, without his will go- 
ing for anything in these various states." 

There is thus, according to Holbach, no God, 
no soul, no future life, no freewill. Many will 
think that from these premises he should have 
drawn the conclusion, there is no morality. H e  
did not quite do that, for the man was greatly 
better than his system; but, of course, he could 
not inculcate a pure or high morality. H e  could 
only rest duty on self-interest. H e  could only 
recommend virtue as a means to each man's 
happiness. " Disinterested," he tells us, " is a 
term only applied to those of whose motives 
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we are iqnorant, or whose interest we  approve," 
and " virtue is only the art of rendering one's self 
happy by  the felicity of others." I t  would be 
unjust and ungenerous to deny that he recom- 
mended the various personal and social virtues 
with warmth, and in the accents of sincerity; but 
it was on grounds which can be naturally and 
readily employed to excuse vice.l 

The moral principles advocated by La  Mettrie 
and Holbach were not peculiar to them. Hel- 
vetius, Saint Lambert, Morelly, and a host of 
other writers, likewise inculcated a more or less 
refined selfishness, as the sole sure basis both of 
ethical theory and ethical life. They could not 
consistently do  anything else. Materialism and 
sensationalism can provide no other basis for 
morality than self-love. But on such a basis 
morality can never either rise high or stand 
firm. The  nation whose life rests on so crum- 
bling a corner-stone is on the eve of a catastrophe. 
This was exemplified in the case of France. I t  
would be incorrect, I believe, t o  say that the 
sceptics and atheists of that country caused, with 
their false and pernicious principles, either the 
Revolution or the horrors which accompanied it. 
The corrupt and disorganised state of society at 
that time contributed to form scepticism and 
atheism not less than scepticism and atheism 

See Appendix XIII. 
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contributed to deteriorate society. There was 
action and reaction. The  atheism of the epoch 
was as  much the effect as the cause of its cor- 
ruption. I t  was, certainly, not wholly either the 
effect or the cause, but was partly both. Further, 
the enormous and bewildering mass of events and 
declarations called the French Revolution need 
not be pronounced either wholly or mainly evil, 
nor need the sceptical philosophers be denied to 
have been largely instrumental in diffusing salu- 
tary truths as well as pernicious errors. We may 
give all due justice to the Revolution and its 
authors and yet hold that its worst features were 
the natural expressions of the materialistic and 
atheistic views and the selfish and sensuous prin- 
ciples prevalent in the generation which accom- 
plished it, and in the generation which preceded 
it. When God was decreed a non-entity and 
death an eternal sleep, when divine worship was 
abolished and marriage superseded, the rights of 
property disregarded, and life lavishly and wan- 
tonly sacrificed, the atheistical materialism of La 
Mettrie and Von Holbach was seen bearing its 
appropriate poisonous fruit. If you convince men 
that in nature and destiny they are not essentially 
different from the beasts that perish, it may well 
be feared that they will live and act as  beasts, 
casting off, as far as they can, all the restraints 
imposed by human and divine institutions, all 

G 
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the bonds of the family, the Church, and the 
State. 

While materialism contributed in a considerable 
measure to bring about the Revolution, the Revo- 
lution did little to diffuse materialism and much 
to discredit it. A reaction set in. A vast intellec- 
tual and moral change, the causes of which have 
not yet, perhaps, been adequately traced, came 
over the European mind. Religion, poetry, litera- 
ture, science, philosophy, were all permeated and 
quickened by a new and deeper spirit. The con- 
sequence was that materialism lost its hold on 
men's minds and sank into general contempt. 
The generation that admired Goethe and Schiller, 
Wordsworth and Coleridge, Fichte, Schelling, 
Hegel, Cousin, Hamilton, could only wonder that 
a theory so poor and shallow as materialism had 
ever exerted a wide and powerful influence. I t  
seemed as if its day were past; as if it could 
never return, except, perhaps, in some very 
subtle and refined form. 

But it is not to be hoped that materialism will 
ever quite be got rid of, so long as the constitution 
of the human mind and the character of human 
society remain substantially what they are. Physi- 
cal nature and its laws explain much, and so long 
as the human mind is prone to exaggeration, and 
education is imperfect and one-sided, and society 
is more under the influence of the seen than the 
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unseen, of the temporal than the eternal, it may be 
anticipated that many will fancy that matter and 
motion explain everything-and this fancy is the 
essence of materialism. Thus materialism is a 
danger to which individuals and societies will 
always be more or less exposed. The present 
p e r a t i o n ,  however, and especially the generation 
which is growing up, will obviously be very speci- 
ally exposed to i t ;  as much so, perhaps, as any 
generation in the history of the world. Within 
the last thirty years the great wave of spiritualistic 
or idealistic thought, which has borne to us on its 
bosom most of what is of chief value in the nine- 
teenth century, has been receding and decreasing ; 
and another, which is in the main driven by ma- 
terialistic forces, has been gradually rising behind 
it, vast and threatening. I t  is but its crests that 
we at  present see ; it is but a certain vague shak- 
ing produced by it  that we at  present feel ; but we 
shall probably soon enough fail not both to see 
and feel it fully and distinctly. Materialism has 
gained to itself a lamentably large proportion of 
the chiefs of contemporary science, and it finds 
in them advocates as outspoken and enthusiastic 
as were Lucretius and Holbach. Multitudes are 
disposed to listen and believe with an uninquir- 
ing and irrational faith. Materialism-atheistical 
materialism-may at  no distant date, unless earn- 
estly and wisely opposed, be strong enough to 
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undertake to alter all our institutions, and to 
abolish those which it dislikes. 

How is it that materialism has reappeared in 
such force ? The following considerations may 
yield a partial answer. In the first place, the 
materialism of the eighteenth century has actu- 
ally descended to, or been inherited by, the pres- 
ent generation. Although for a considerable time 
materialism was feeble and unpopular, it was never 
wholly without defenders. The continuity of its 
history was a t  no point completely broken. In 
England, for example, three generations of Dar- 
wins have entertained materialistic convictions. 
Works like Thomas Hope's ' Essay on the Origin 
and Progress of Man,' and the anonymous 'Ves- 
tiges of Creation,' connect the ' Zoonomia ' of 
Erasmus Darwin with the ' Origin of Species ' of 
Charles Darwin. The principles of sensational- 
ism found not a few zealous defenders when the 
antagonistic doctrine was a t  the height of its suc- 
cess, and sensationalism is intimately related to 
materialism. About 1840 atheism began to be 
openly avowed to a considerable extent among 
the working classes, and what has since been 
called secularism made its appearance. Secular- 
ism involves materialism. In 1851 Mr Henry G. 
Atkinson and Miss Harriet Martineau published 
their 'Letters on the Laws of Man's Nature and 
Development,' advocating without reservation or 
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restraint a crude materialism and utter atheism. 
They taught that "philosophy finds no God in 
nature, nor sees the want of any ; l J  that "fitness 
in nature is no evidence of design;" that "all 
causes are material causes influenced by surround- 
ing circumstances ; ', that " mind is the manifesta- 
tion or expression of the brain in action ;" that 

instinct, passion, thought, are effects of organised 
substances ; " that " only ignorance conceives the 
will to be free ; " that "there is no more sin in a 
crooked disposition than in a crooked stick in the 
water, or in a hump-back or a squint; and that 

we ought to be content that in death the lease 
of personality shall pass away, and that we shall 
be as we were before we were-in a sleep for 
evermore." I t  was no wonder that England was 
shocked to be asked in the middle of the nineteenth 
century to receive this old and sad story as good 
news of great joy. But in the years which have 
since elapsed a host of compositions have appeared 
avowing quite as nakedly disbelief in God, spirit- 
freedom, responsibility, and belief only in the pro- 
perties and products of matter.l 

Materialism was still more influential in France 
than in England throughout the first half of the 
present century. What little philosophy there 
was under the revolutionary governments and 
the Empire proceeded mainly on sensationalistic 

See Appendix XIV. 
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or materialistic principles. Cabanis, De Tracy, 
Volney, Garat, Broussais, Azais, adhered essen- 
tially to the popular philosophical creed of the 
eighteenth century. Other systems of thought in 
process of time appeared and gained a temporary 
supremacy. The theocratic and eclectic theories, 
in particular, had for a season the most brilliant 
success, and both were hostile to materialism in 
all its forms. Alongside of them, however, arose 
and spread the socialistic doctrines and schools, 
which all favoured more or less both theoretical 
and ethical materialism. The rehabilitation of 
the flesh-the subordination of everything in man 
to his stomach and senses-was the common aim 
of the socialistic schemes for the improvement of 
humanity. Even when the existence of God was 
not denied, as in the system of Fourier, duty 
was dethroned and sensuous desire raised into 
the vacant throne. The condemnation of social. 
ism is that it has shown itself blind to spiritual 
and open-eyed to material interests. M. Emile 
de Girardin expressed clearly and pointedly, not 
merely his own faith, but that of the vast majority 
of his socialistic countrymen, when he laid down 
as established truths- 

" That God has no existence ; or that if He exists, it is im- 
possible for man to demonstrate the fact. 

That the world exists of itself, and of itself solely. 
That man has no original sin to ransom. 
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That he bears about him memory and reason, as  flame 
bears with it heat and light. 

That he lives again in the flesh only in the child that he 
begets. 

That he survives intellectually only in the idea or the deed 
by which he immortalises himself. 

That he has no ground for expecting to receive in a future 
life a recompense or punishment for his present con- 
duct. 

That morally good and ill do not exist substantially, abso- 
lutely, incontestably, by themselves; that they exist only 
nominally, relatively, arbitrarily. 

That, in fact, there only exist risks, against which man, 
obeying the law of self-preservation within him, and 
giving law to matter, seeks to insure himself by the 
means a t  his command." 

The principles of materialism in combination with 
socialism have been widely taught in France for 
about half a century. The creed of the Commune 
of Paris had been a prevalent and uninterrupted 
tradition among certain classes during that length 
of time. 

I t  may be remarked, in the second place, that 
idealism itself led to materialism. This was espe- 
cially the case in Germany, where idealism had for 
a considerable time the field almost entirely to 
itself. Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, reigned in succes- 
sion. The sway of the last was for a time very 
widely and humbly acknowledged. I t  seemed as 
if he had founded an empire which would last- 
as if absolute idealism had been demonstrated to 



104 A nti- Theistic Theories. 

be the definitive philosophy. But he had not been 
dead eight years before his empire was divided 
into three conflicting kingdoms, his disciples into 
three schools, of which one was theistic, another 
pantheistic, and the third atheistic. In that short 
period a number of his disciples had found, or 
fancied that they found, that absolute idealism 
was little else than another name for material- 
ism. Michelet and Strauss, while adhering to 
the distinction between idea and nature, logic 
and physics, contended that God is personal only 
in man, and the soul immortal only in God, mean- 
ing thereby that God as God is not personal, and 
real souls not immortal. Feuerbach, Bruno Bauer, 
Max Stirner, Arnold Ruge, reduced the idea to 
mere nature and returned to naked atheism. With 
a strange fanatical sincerity they preached that 
the universal being of humanity, or the individual 
man or nature, was the sole object of supreme 
veneration. 

In  another way idealism occasioned materialism. 
I ts  excesses under the manipulation of Fichte, 
Schelling, Hegel, and their followers, provoked a 
reaction in favour of empiricism. Speculation by 
its audacity, combined with weakness and wordi- 
ness, excited aversion. Men whose hopes had been 
so often deceived by ideas, resolved to put con- 
fidence only in facts. They determined to build 
entirely on the data of the senses, and to follow 
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exclusively the guidance of the physical sciences. 
~f they had done this they would necessarily have 
been silent about God, the soul, the moral law, the 
destiny of man, for these are subjects on which 
mere sense and physical science have nothing to 
say. At  the same time, they are subjects on which 
man as a rational and moral being cannot help 
reflecting. The consequence in Germany was, that 
many persons took to judging of them from the 
merely physical science point of view. In the name 
of this or that mechanical or biological generalisa- 
tion, they hastened to inform the public that there 
could be no God, no soul, no freedom, &c. Moles- 
chott, Vogt, Buchner, were in the van of this new 
movement, which is sometimes called scientific 
materialism. As all the world knows, it has had 
extraordinary success. 

The chief reason, I remark in the third place, of 
the prevalence of the so-called scientific material- 
ism has been the rapid and brilliant progress in 
recent times of the physical, and especially of the 
biological sciences. All the sciences of material 
nature-astronomy, natural philosophy, chemistry, 
geology, physiology, natural history, &c. - have 
been within the lifetime of the present generation 
wonderfully enriched with discoveries of facts and 
laws, and signally productive of inventions which 
have increased human wealth, comfort, and power. 
The mental, moral, and theological sciences have 
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not advanced with anything like the same speed; 
they can point to no similar harvest of indisputable 
and benignant results ; if they have made any con- 
quests, these have necessarily not been of a kind to 
dazzle the eye and impress the imagination. It 
is not surprising, therefore, that physical science 
should have attracted general and engrossing at- 
tention ; that it should to a large extent have been 
cultivated and appreciated in a one-sided manner; 
that what had been seen to do so much should 
by many have been fancied to possess unlimited 
powers. But this is equivalent to saying that it 
is not surprising that many scientific men should 
have become materialists, and should have imagined 
their materialism due to their science, although 
really due to their ignorance. 

The mere study of physical nature does not 
carry us beyond matter and its processes. Its 
most elaborate methods can give us no apprehen- 
sion of God, or soul, or moral sense. So far as 
mere physical science can discern, "if God had 
slept a million years, all things would be the 
same." No telescope or microscope can enable us 
to detect freewill or any other attribute of mind. 
Physical science can only tell us of physical ob- 
jects, physical properties, and physical laws. If 
no other voice is to be heard, no other witness to 
be called, the verdict of reason must necessarily be 
that materialism is true. 
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The recent progress of the biological sciences, 
and the great popularity which they enjoy, are 
also very noteworthy circumstances in this con- 
nection. The least observant minds can hardly 
fail to have been struck with the remarkable man- 
ner in which these sciences have come to the front 
during the last twenty or thirty years. I t  would be 
easy to indicate the causes of this, but it is its 
consequences which concern us. Materialism has 
clearly gained by it in more ways than one. Nat- 
uralists and physiologists are more apt, perhaps, 
to become materialists than natural philosophers, 
because it is possible for the,  former to be greatly 
distinguished in their vocations without requiring 
ever seriously to ask what matter is, but hardly 
for the latter, who have to deal with it in its more 
general and essential nature. The natural philo- 
sopher may denounce as metaphysics the question, 
What is matter ? but he is not only always trying 
to answer the question, but his answer, as a rule, 
comes so near that of the metaphysician, that he 
is rarely a materialist. I t  is in the form of ex- 
aggerations of the influence of physical agencies, 
and of physiological qualities, that materialism is 
generally made use of as a principle of scientific 
explanation ; and this is done by those whose 
studies are least fitted to disclose to them what 
the natural philosopher, and still more, the specu- 
lative thinker, are perfectly aware of, that much 
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more can be said for a mathematical theory of 
matter or a mental theory of matter, than for a 
material theory of mind and history. 

The advance of science into the various pro- 
vinces of the organic world has favoured material- 
ism still more by its influence on the character 
of the scientific spirit. Regions have now been 
entered, where to proceed rigidly, according to the 
rules either of deduction or induction, is as yet 
often impossible; where not a step can be taken 
which is not conjectural and venturesome; where 
at every turn a host of hypotheses must be devised 
and tested. What an enormous number of hypo- 
theses have been suggested by and associated with 
the Darwinian doctrine of development, itself still 
a hypothesis! This state of things is inevitable, 
but none the less is there a serious danger in it, 
Men of science are not unlikely in such circum- 
stances to forget what the demands of scientific 
method really are, and to allow the plausible often 
to pass for the probable, and the probable for the 
proved. What may be called the scientific con- 
science, or, a t  least, scientific conscientiousness, 
runs a serious risk of loss and injury. The risk 
has, I fear, already largely passed into reality. Is  
it not painfully obvious that a large number of 
those who profess to give us scientific instruction 
in biology, ethnology, sociology, &C., have the very 
vaguest views of what proof is? Is there not a 
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very large increase of men, esteemed scientific, who 
cannot distinguish a process of imagination from 
one of induction ? Is there not rapidly rising u p  
a pseudo-scientific school of savants whose notions 
of evidence are essentially different from those of 
the older type of scientific man represented by 
a Herschell or Faraday, a Brewster, Forbes, or 
Thomson? It seems to  me that these questions 
must be answered in the affirmative; and that it 
is almost exclusively from the new school-the 
school which draws its resources largely from im- 
agination-that the ranks of the so-called scientific 
materialism of our day are recruited. 

Such causes of the spread of materialism as the 
following might also be dwelt upon, but it must 
suffice simply to  mention them. (a) Political and 
social dissatisfaction. I n  some countries and in 
certain classes this has been a most powerful cause. 
In proof, I need only refer to  secularism in Eng- 
land and to  socialism in France and Germany. 
(V\ The  growth of rationalism and of aversion to 
the supernatural. Materialism is the natural and 
logical culmination of this movement. I t  is only in 
and through materialism that the elimination of 
everything supernatural can be reached. (c) The 
predominance of material interests,-of the mer- 
cantile spirit,-of the love of wealth, worldly dis- 
play, and pleasure. The  life determines theory 
even more than theory influences life. 
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Materialism, it must be added, has another 
dass of causes. I t  has all the reasons which it 
can urge on its own behalf. I t  would be unfair, 
at this stage, to insinuate that these are either 
few or feeble. We shall examine them in next 
lecture. 
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