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Introduction. The hypothesis of a God

Before entering upon the subject-matter of these new memoirs, I must explain an hypothesis
which will undoubtedly seem strange, but in the absence of which it is impossible for me to
proceed intelligibly: I mean the hypothesis of a God.

To suppose God, it will be said, is to deny him. Why do you not affirm him?

Is it my fault if belief in Divinity has become a suspected opinion; if the bare suspicion of a
Supreme Being is already noted as evidence of a weak mind; and if, of all philosophical Utopias,
this is the only one which the world no longer tolerates? Is it my fault if hypocrisy and imbecility
everywhere hide behind this holy formula?

Let a public teacher suppose the existence, in the universe, of an unknown force governing
suns and atoms, and keeping the whole machine in motion. With him this supposition, wholly
gratuitous, is perfectly natural; it is received, encouraged: witness attraction — an hypothesis
which will never be verified, and which, nevertheless, is the glory of its originator. But when, to
explain the course of human events, I suppose, with all imaginable caution, the intervention of a
God, I am sure to shock scientific gravity and offend critical ears: to so wonderful an extent has
our piety discredited Providence, so many tricks have been played by means of this dogma or
fiction by charlatans of every stamp!  have seen the theists of my time, and blasphemy has played
over my lips; I have studied the belief of the people, — this people that Brydaine called the best
friend of God, — and have shuddered at the negation which was about to escape me. Tormented
by conflicting feelings, I appealed to reason; and it is reason which, amid so many dogmatic
contradictions, now forces the hypothesis upon me. A priori dogmatism, applying itself to God,
has proved fruitless: who knows whither the hypothesis, in its turn, will lead us?

I will explain therefore how, studying in the silence of my heart, and far from every human
consideration, the mystery of social revolutions, God, the great unknown, has become for me an
hypothesis, — I mean a necessary dialectical tool.

If I follow the God-idea through its successive transformations, I find that this idea is preem-
inently social: I mean by this that it is much more a collective act of faith than an individual
conception. Now, how and under what circumstances is this act of faith produced? This point it
is important to determine.

From the moral and intellectual point of view, society, or the collective man, is especially dis-
tinguished from the individual by spontaneity of action, — in other words, instinct. While the
individual obeys, or imagines he obeys, only those motives of which he is fully conscious, and
upon which he can at will decline or consent to act; while, in a word, he thinks himself free,
and all the freer when he knows that he is possessed of keener reasoning faculties and larger
information, — society is governed by impulses which, at first blush, exhibit no deliberation and
design, but which gradually seem to be directed by a superior power, existing outside of society,



and pushing it with irresistible might toward an unknown goal. The establishment of monarchies
and republics, caste-distinctions, judicial institutions, etc., are so many manifestations of this so-
cial spontaneity, to note the effects of which is much easier than to point out its principle and
show its cause. The whole effort, even of those who, following Bossuet, Vico, Herder, Hegel, have
applied themselves to the philosophy of history, has been hitherto to establish the presence of a
providential destiny presiding over all the movements of man. And I observe, in this connection,
that society never fails to evoke its genius previous to action: as if it wished the powers above
to ordain what its own spontaneity has already resolved on. Lots, oracles, sacrifices, popular
acclamation, public prayers, are the commonest forms of these tardy deliberations of society.

This mysterious faculty, wholly intuitive, and, so to speak, super-social, scarcely or not at all
perceptible in persons, but which hovers over humanity like an inspiring genius, is the primordial
fact of all psychology.

Now, unlike other species of animals, which, like him, are governed at the same time by indi-
vidual desires and collective impulses, man has the privilege of perceiving and designating to his
own mind the instinct or fatum which leads him; we shall see later that he has also the power of
foreseeing and even influencing its decrees. And the first act of man, filled and carried away with
enthusiasm (of the divine breath), is to adore the invisible Providence on which he feels that he
depends, and which he calls GOD, — that is, Life, Being, Spirit, or, simpler still, Me; for all these
words, in the ancient tongues, are synonyms and homophones.

“I am Me,” God said to Abraham, “and I covenant with Thee”... And to Moses: “I am the Be-
ing. Thou shalt say unto the children of Israel, “The Being hath sent me unto you.” These two
words, the Being and Me, have in the original language — the most religious that men have ever
spoken — the same characteristic.! Elsewhere, when Ie-hovah, acting as law-giver through the
instrumentality of Moses, attests his eternity and swears by his own essence, he uses, as a form
of oath, I; or else, with redoubled force, I, the Being. Thus the God of the Hebrews is the most
personal and wilful of all the gods, and none express better than he the intuition of humanity.

God appeared to man, then, as a me, as a pure and permanent essence, placing himself before
him as a monarch before his servant, and expressing himself now through the mouth of poets,
legislators, and soothsayers, musa, nomos, numen; now through the popular voice, vox populi
vox Dei. This may serve, among other things, to explain the existence of true and false oracles;
why individuals secluded from birth do not attain of themselves to the idea of God, while they
eagerly grasp it as soon as it is presented to them by the collective mind; why, finally, stationary
races, like the Chinese, end by losing it.? In the first place, as to oracles, it is clear that all their

! le-hovah, and in composition Iah, the Being; Iao, ioupitur, same meaning; ha-iah, Heb., he was; ei, Gr, he is,
ei-nai, to be; an-i, Heb., and in conjugation th-i, me; e-go, io, ich, i, m-i, me, t-ibi, te, and all the personal pronouns
in which the vowels i, e, ei, oi, denote personality in general, and the consonants, m or n, s or t, serve to indicate the
number of the person. For the rest, let who will dispute over these analogies; I have no objections: at this depth, the
science of the philologist is but cloud and mystery. The important point to which I wish to call attention is that the
phonetic relation of names seems to correspond to the metaphysical relation of ideas.

? The Chinese have preserved in their traditions the remembrance of a religion which had ceased to exist among
them five or six centuries before our era. (See Pauthier, “China,” Paris, Didot.) More surprising still is it that this
singular people, in losing its primitive faith, seems to have understood that divinity is simply the collective me of
humanity: so that, more than two thousand years ago, China had reached, in its commonly-accepted belief, the latest
results of the philosophy of the Occident. “What Heaven sees and understands,” it is written in the Shu-king, “is only
that which the people see and understand. What the people deem worthy of reward and punishment is that which
Heaven wishes to punish and reward. There is an intimate communication between Heaven and the people: let those
who govern the people, therefore, be watchful and cautious” Confucius expressed the same idea in another manner:



accuracy depends upon the universal conscience which inspires them; and, as to the idea of God,
it is easily seen why isolation and statu quo are alike fatal to it. On the one hand, absence of
communication keeps the mind absorbed in animal self-contemplation; on the other, absence of
motion, gradually changing social life into mechanical routine, finally eliminates the idea of will
and providence. Strange fact! religion, which perishes through progress, perishes also through
quiescence.

Notice further that, in attributing to the vague and (so to speak) objectified consciousness of a
universal reason the first revelation of Divinity, we assume absolutely nothing concerning even
the reality or non-reality of God. In fact, admitting that God is nothing more than collective
instinct or universal reason, we have still to learn what this universal reason is in itself. For,
as we shall show directly, universal reason is not given in individual reason, in other words, the
knowledge of social laws, or the theory of collective ideas, though deduced from the fundamental
concepts of pure reason, is nevertheless wholly empirical, and never would have been discovered
a priori by means of deduction, induction, or synthesis. Whence it follows that universal reason,
which we regard as the origin of these laws; universal reason, which exists, reasons, labors, in a
separate sphere and as a reality distinct from pure reason, just as the planetary system, though
created according to the laws of mathematics, is a reality distinct from mathematics, whose exis-
tence could not have been deduced from mathematics alone: it follows, I say, that universal reason
is, in modern languages, exactly what the ancients called God. The name is changed: what do we
know of the thing?

Let us now trace the evolution of the Divine idea.

The Supreme Being once posited by a primary mystical judgment, man immediately general-
izes the subject by another mysticism, — analogy. God, so to speak, is as yet but a point: directly
he shall fill the world.

As, in sensing his social me, man saluted his Author, so, in finding evidence of design and in-
tention in animals, plants, springs, meteors, and the whole universe, he attributes to each special
object, and then to the whole, a soul, spirit, or genius presiding over it; pursuing this inductive
process of apotheosis from the highest summit of Nature, which is society, down to the humblest
forms of life, to inanimate and inorganic matter. From his collective me, taken as the superior
pole of creation, to the last atom of matter, man extends, then, the idea of God, — that is, the idea
of personality and intelligence, — just as God himself extended heaven, as the book of Genesis
tells us; that is, created space and time, the conditions of all things.

Thus, without a God or master-builder, the universe and man would not exist: such is the
social profession of faith. But also without man God would not be thought, or — to clear the
interval — God would be nothing. If humanity needs an author, God and the gods equally need
a revealer; theogony, the history of heaven, hell, and their inhabitants, — those dreams of the
human mind, — is the counterpart of the universe, which certain philosophers have called in
return the dream of God. And how magnificent this theological creation, the work of society!
The creation of the demiourgos was obliterated; what we call the Omnipotent was conquered,;

“Gain the affection of the people, and you gain empire. Lose the affection of the people, and you lose empire” There,
then, general reason was regarded as queen of the world, a distinction which elsewhere has been bestowed upon
revelations. The Tao-te-king is still more explicit. In this work, which is but an outline criticism of pure reason, the
philosopher Lao-tse continually identifies, under the name of TAO, universal reason and the infinite being; and all
the obscurity of the book of Lao tse consists, in my opinion, of this constant identification of principles which our
religious and metaphysical habits have so widely separated.



and for centuries the enchanted imagination of mortals was turned away from the spectacle of
Nature by the contemplation of Olympian marvels.

Let us descend from this fanciful region: pitiless reason knocks at the door; her terrible ques-
tions demand a reply.

“What is God?” she asks; “where is he? what is his extent? what are his wishes? what his
powers? what his promises?” — and here, in the light of analysis, all the divinities of heaven, earth,
and hell are reduced to an incorporeal, insensible, immovable, incomprehensible, undefinable I-
know-not-what; in short, to a negation of all the attributes of existence. In fact, whether man
attributes to each object a special spirit or genius, or conceives the universe as governed by a
single power, he in either case but SUPPOSES an unconditioned, that is, an impossible, entity,
that he may deduce therefrom an explanation of such phenomena as he deems inconceivable on
any other hypothesis. The mystery of God and reason! In order to render the object of his idolatry
more and more rational, the believer despoils him successively of all the qualities which would
make him real; and, after marvellous displays of logic and genius, the attributes of the Being par
excellence are found to be the same as those of nihility. This evolution is inevitable and fatal:
atheism is at the bottom of all theodicy.

Let us try to understand this progress.

God, creator of all things, is himself no sooner created by the conscience, — in other words,
no sooner have we lifted God from the idea of the social me to the idea of the cosmic me, —
than immediately our reflection begins to demolish him under the pretext of perfecting him. To
perfect the idea of God, to purify the theological dogma, was the second hallucination of the
human race.

The spirit of analysis, that untiring Satan who continually questions and denies, must sooner
or later look for proof of religious dogmas. Now, whether the philosopher determine the idea of
God, or declare it indeterminable; whether he approach it with his reason, or retreat from it, — I
say that this idea receives a blow; and, as it is impossible for speculation to halt, the idea of God
must at last disappear. Then the atheistic movement is the second act of the theologic drama;
and this second act follows from the first, as effect from cause. “The heavens declare the glory of
God,” says the Psalmist. Let us add, And their testimony dethrones him.

Indeed, in proportion as man observes phenomena, he thinks that he perceives, between Na-
ture and God, intermediaries; such as relations of number, form, and succession; organic laws,
evolutions, analogies, — forming an unmistakable series of manifestations which invariably pro-
duce or give rise to each other. He even observes that, in the development of this society of which
he is a part, private wills and associative deliberations have some influence; and he says to him-
self that the Great Spirit does not act upon the world directly and by himself, or arbitrarily and at
the dictation of a capricious will, but mediately, by perceptible means or organs, and by virtue of
laws. And, retracing in his mind the chain of effects andcauses, he places clear at the extremity,
as a balance, God.

A poet has said, —

Par dela tous les cieux, le Dieu des cieux reside.

Thus, at the first step in the theory, the Supreme Being is reduced to the function of a motive
power, a mainspring, a corner-stone, or, if a still more trivial comparison may be allowed me, a
constitutional sovereign, reigning but not governing, swearing to obey the law and appointing
ministers to execute it. But, under the influence of the mirage which fascinates him, the theist sees,
in this ridiculous system, only a new proof of the sublimity of his idol; who, in his opinion, uses



his creatures as instruments of his power, and causes the wisdom of human beings to redound
to his glory.

Soon, not content with limiting the power of the Eternal, man, increasingly deicidal in his
tendencies, insists on sharing it.

IfTam a spirit, a sentient me giving voice to ideas, continues the theist, I consequently am a part
of absolute existence; I am free, creative, immortal, equal with God. Cogito, ergo sum, — I think,
therefore I am immortal, that is the corollary, the translation of Ego sum qui sum: philosophy
is in accord with the Bible. The existence of God and the immortality of the soul are posited by
the conscience in the same judgment: there, man speaks in the name of the universe, to whose
bosom he transports his me; here, he speaks in his own name, without perceiving that, in this
going and coming, he only repeats himself.

The immortality of the soul, a true division of divinity, which, at the time of its first promulga-
tion, arriving after a long interval, seemed a heresy to those faithful to the old dogma, has been
none the less considered the complement of divine majesty, necessarily postulated by eternal
goodness and justice. Unless the soul is immortal, God is incomprehensible, say the theists; re-
sembling in this the political theorists who regard sovereign representation and perpetual tenure
of office as essential conditions of monarchy. But the inconsistency of the ideas is as glaring as
the parity of the doctrines is exact: consequently the dogma of immortality soon became the
stumbling-block of philosophical theologians, who, ever since the days of Pythagoras and Or-
pheus, have been making futile attempts to harmonize divine attributes with human liberty, and
reason with faith. A subject of triumph for the impious!... But the illusion could not yield so soon:
the dogma of immortality, for the very reason that it was a limitation of the uncreated Being, was
a step in advance. Now, though the human mind deceives itself by a partial acquisition of the
truth, it never retreats, and this perseverance in progress is proof of its infallibility. Of this we
shall soon see fresh evidence.

In making himself like God, man made God like himself: this correlation, which for many
centuries had been execrated, was the secret spring which determined the new myth. In the days
of the patriarchs God made an alliance with man; now, to strengthen the compact, God is to
become a man. He will take on our flesh, our form, our passions, our joys, and our sorrows; will
be born of woman, and die as we do. Then, after this humiliation of the infinite, man will still
pretend that he has elevated the ideal of his God in making, by a logical conversion, him whom
he had always called creator, a saviour, a redeemer. Humanity does not yet say, I am God: such
a usurpation would shock its piety; it says, God is in me, IMMANUEL, nobiscum Deus. And,
at the moment when philosophy with pride, and universal conscience with fright, shouted with
unanimous voice, The gods are departing! excedere deos! a period of eighteen centuries of fervent
adoration and superhuman faith was inaugurated.

But the fatal end approaches. The royalty which suffers itself to be limited will end by the rule
of demagogues; the divinity which is defined dissolves in a pandemonium. Christolatry is the
last term of this long evolution of human thought. The angels, saints, and virgins reign in heaven
with God, says the catechism; and demons and reprobates live in the hells of eternal punishment.
Ultramundane society has its left and its right: it is time for the equation to be completed; for this
mystical hierarchy to descend upon earth and appear in its real character.

When Milton represents the first woman admiring herself in a fountain, and lovingly extending
her arms toward her own image as if to embrace it, he paints, feature for feature, the human race.
— This God whom you worship, O man! this God whom you have made good, just, omnipotent,



omniscient, immortal, and holy, is yourself: this ideal of perfection is your image, purified in the
shining mirror of your conscience. God, Nature, and man are three aspects of one and the same
being; man is God himself arriving at self-consciousness through a thousand evolutions. In Jesus

3 See, among others, Auguste Comte, “Course of Positive Philosophy,” and P. J. Proudhon, “Creation of Order in
Humanity.”

* I do not mean to affirm here in a positive manner the transmutability of bodies, or to point it out as a subject for
investigation; still less do I pretend to say what ought to be the opinion of savants upon this point. I wish only to call
attention to the species of scepticism generated in every uninformed mind by the most general conclusions of chemical
philosophy, or, better, by the irreconcilable hypotheses which serve as the basis of its theories. Chemistry is truly the
despair of reason: on all sides it mingles with the fanciful; and the more knowledge of it we gain by experience, the
more it envelops itself in impenetrable mysteries. This thought was recently suggested to me by reading M. Liebig’s
“Letters on Chemistry” (Paris, Masgana, 1845, translation of Bertet-Dupiney and Dubreuil Helion).

Thus M. Liebig, after having banished from science hypothetical causes and all the entities admitted by the ancients,
— such as the creative power of matter, the horror of a vacuum, the esprit recteur, etc. (p. 22), — admits immediately,
as necessary to the comprehension of chemical phenomena, a series of entities no less obscure, — vital force, chemical
force, electric force, the force of attraction, etc. (pp. 146, 149). One might call it a realization of the properties of bodies,
in imitation of the psychologists’ realization of the faculties of the soul under the names liberty, imagination, memory,
etc. Why not keep to the elements? Why, if the atoms have weight of their own, as M. Liebig appears to believe,
may they not also have electricity and life of their own? Curious thing! the phenomena of matter, like those of mind,
become intelligible only by supposing them to be produced by unintelligible forces and governed by contradictory
laws: such is the inference to be drawn from every page of M. Liebig’s book.

Matter, according to M. Liebig, is essentially inert and entirely destitute of spontaneous activity (p. 148): why, then,
do the atoms have weight? Is not the weight inherent in atoms the real, eternal, and spontaneous motion of matter?
And that which we chance to regard as rest, — may it not be equilibrium rather? Why, then, suppose now an inertia
which definitions contradict, now an external potentiality which nothing proves?

Atoms having weight, M. Liebig infers that they are indivisible (p. 58). What logic! Weight is only force, that is, a
thing hidden from the senses, whose phenomena alone are perceptible, — a thing, consequently, to which the idea of
division and indivision is inapplicable; and from the presence of this force, from the hypothesis of an indeterminate
and immaterial entity, is inferred an indivisible material existence!

For the rest, M. Liebig confesses that it is impossible for the mind to conceive of particles absolutely indivisible; he
recognizes, further, that the fact of this indivisibility is not proved; but he adds that science cannot dispense with this
hypothesis: so that, by the confession of its teachers, chemistry has for its point of departure a fiction as repugnant
to the mind as it is foreign to experience. What irony!

Atoms are unequal in weight, says M. Liebig, because unequal in volume: nevertheless, it is impossible to demon-
strate that chemical equivalents express the relative weight of atoms, or, in other words, that what the calculation of
atomic equivalents leads us to regard as an atom is not composed of several atoms. This is tantamount to saying that
more matter weighs more than less matter; and, since weight is the essence of materiality, we may logically conclude
that, weight being universally identical with itself, there is also an identity in matter; that the differences of simple
bodies are due solely, either to different methods of atomic association, or to different degrees of molecular conden-
sation, and that, in reality, atoms are transmutable: which M. Liebig does not admit.

“We have,” he says, “no reason for believing that one element is convertible into another element” (p. 135). What
do you know about it? The reasons for believing in such a conversion can very well exist and at the same time escape
your attention; and it is not certain that your intelligence in this respect has risen to the level of your experience. But,
admitting the negative argument of M. Liebig, what follows? That, with about fifty-six exceptions, irreducible as yet,
all matter is in a condition of perpetual metamorphosis. Now, it is a law of our reason to suppose in Nature unity of
substance as well as unity of force and system; moreover, the series of chemical compounds and simple substances
themselves leads us irresistibly to this conclusion. Why, then, refuse to follow to the end the road opened by science,
and to admit an hypothesis which is the inevitable result of experience itself?

M. Liebig not only denies the transmutability of elements, but rejects the spontaneous formation of germs. Now,
if we reject the spontaneous formation of germs, we are forced to admit their eternity; and as, on the other hand,
geology proves that the globe has not been inhabited always, we must admit also that, at a given moment, the eternal
germs of animals and plants were born, without father or mother, over the whole face of the earth. Thus, the denial
of spontaneous generation leads back to the hypothesis of spontaneity: what is there in much-derided metaphysics
more contradictory?



Christ man recognized himself as God; and Christianity is in reality the religion of God-man.
There is no other God than he who in the beginning said, ME; there is no other God than THEE.

Such are the last conclusions of philosophy, which dies in unveiling religion’s mystery and its
own.

IL.

It seems, then, that all is ended; it seems that, with the cessation of the worship and mystifica-
tion of humanity by itself, the theological problem is for ever put aside. The gods have gone: there
is nothing left for man but to grow weary and die in his egoism. What frightful solitude extends
around me, and forces its way to the bottom of my soul! My exaltation resembles annihilation;
and, since I made myself a God, I seem but a shadow. It is possible that I am still a me, but it is
very difficult to regard myself as the absolute; and, if I am not the absolute, I am only half of an
idea.

Some ironical thinker, I know not who, has said: “A little philosophy leads away from religion,
and much philosophy leads back to it” This proposition is humiliatingly true.

Every science develops in three successive periods, which may be called — comparing them
with the grand periods of civilization — the religious period, the sophistical period, the scientific
period.? Thus, alchemy represents the religious period of the science afterwards called chemistry,
whose definitive plan is not yet discovered; likewise astrology was the religious period of another
science, since established, — astronomy.

Now, after being laughed at for sixty years about the philosopher’s stone, chemists, governed
by experience, no longer dare to deny the transmutability of bodies; while astronomers are led by
the structure of the world to suspect also an organism of the world; that is, something precisely
like astrology. Are we not justified in saying, in imitation of the philosopher just quoted, that, if
a little chemistry leads away from the philosopher’s stone, much chemistry leads back to it; and
similarly, that, if a little astronomy makes us laugh at astrologers, much astronomy will make us
believe in them?*

I certainly have less inclination to the marvellous than many atheists, but I cannot help think-
ing that the stories of miracles, prophecies, charms, etc., are but distorted accounts of the ex-
traordinary effects produced by certain latent forces, or, as was formerly said, by occult powers.
Our science is still so brutal and unfair; our professors exhibit so much impertinence with so
little knowledge; they deny so impudently facts which embarrass them, in order to protect the
opinions which they champion, — that I distrust strong minds equally with superstitious ones.
Yes, I am convinced of it; our gross rationalism is the inauguration of a period which, thanks to
science, will become truly prodigious; the universe, to my eyes, is only a laboratory of magic,
from which anything may be expected... This said, I return to my subject.

They would be deceived, then, who should imagine, after my rapid survey of religious progress,
that metaphysics has uttered its last word upon the double enigma expressed in these four words,
— the existence of God, the immortality of the soul. Here, as elsewhere, the most advanced and
best established conclusions, those which seem to have settled for ever the theological question,

Let it not be thought, however, that I deny the value and certainty of chemical theories, or that the atomic theory
seems to me absurd, or that I share the Epicurean opinion as to spontaneous generation. Once more, all that I wish
to point out is that, from the point of view of principles, chemistry needs to exercise extreme tolerance, since its own
existence depends on a certain number of fictions, contrary to reason and experience, and destructive of each other.
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lead us back to primeval mysticism, and involve the new data of an inevitable philosophy. The
criticism of religious opinions makes us smile today both at ourselves and at religions; and yet
the resume of this criticism is but a reproduction of the problem. The human race, at the present
moment, is on the eve of recognizing and affirming something equivalent to the old notion of
Divinity; and this, not by a spontaneous movement as before, but through reflection and by means
of irresistible logic. I will try, in a few words, to make myself understood.

If there is a point on which philosophers, in spite of themselves, have finally succeeded in
agreeing, it is without doubt the distinction between intelligence and necessity, the subject of
thought and its object, the me and the not-me; in ordinary terms, spirit and matter. I know well
that all these terms express nothing that is real and true; that each of them designates only a
section of the absolute, which alone is true and real; and that, taken separately, they involve, all
alike, a contradiction. But it is no less certain also that the absolute is completely inaccessible
to us; that we know it only by its opposite extremes, which alone fall within the limits of our
experience; and that, if unity only can win our faith, duality is the first condition of science.

Thus, who thinks, and what is thought? What is a soul? what is a body? I defy any one to
escape this dualism. It is with essences as with ideas: the former are seen separated in Nature,
as the latter in the understanding; and just as the ideas of God and immortality, in spite of their
identity, are posited successively and contradictorily in philosophy, so, in spite of their fusion in
the absolute, the me and the not-me posit themselves separately and contradictorily in Nature,
and we have beings who think, at the same time with others which do not think.

Now, whoever has taken pains to reflect knows today that such a distinction, wholly realized
though it be, is the most unintelligible, most contradictory, most absurd thing which reason can
possibly meet. Being is no more conceivable without the properties of spirit than without the
properties of matter: so that if you deny spirit, because, included in none of the categories of
time, space, motion, solidity, etc., it seems deprived of all the attributes which constitute reality,
I in my turn will deny matter, which, presenting nothing appreciable but its inertia, nothing
intelligible but its forms, manifests itself nowhere as cause (voluntary and free), and disappears
from view entirely as substance; and we arrive at pure idealism, that is, nihility. But nihility is
inconsistent with the existence of living, reasoning — I know not what to call them — uniting
in themselves, in a state of commenced synthesis or imminent dissolution, all the antagonistic
attributes of being. We are compelled, then, to end in a dualism whose terms we know perfectly
well to be false, but which, being for us the condition of the truth, forces itself irresistibly upon
us; we are compelled, in short, to commence, like Descartes and the human race, with the me;
that is, with spirit.

But, since religions and philosophies, dissolved by analysis, have disappeared in the theory of
the absolute, we know no better than before what spirit is, and in this differ from the ancients
only in the wealth of language with which we adorn the darkness that envelops us. With this
exception, however; that while, to the ancients, order revealed intelligence outside of the world, to
the people of today it seems to reveal it rather within the world. Now, whether we place it within
or without, from the moment we affirm it on the ground of order, we must admit it wherever
order is manifested, or deny it altogether. There is no more reason for attributing intelligence to
the head which produced the “Iliad” than to a mass of matter which crystallizes in octahedrons;
and, reciprocally, it is as absurd to refer the system of the world to physical laws, leaving out
an ordaining ME, as to attribute the victory of Marengo to strategic combinations, leaving out
the first consul. The only distinction that can be made is that, in the latter case, the thinking ME
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is located in the brain of a Bonaparte, while, in the case of the universe, the ME has no special
location, but extends everywhere.

The materialists think that they have easily disposed of their opponents by saying that man,
having likened the universe to his body, finishes the comparison by presuming the existence
in the universe of a soul similar to that which he supposes to be the principle of his own life
and thought; that thus all the arguments in support of the existence of God are reducible to an
analogy all the more false because the term of comparison is itself hypothetical.

It is certainly not my intention to defend the old syllogism: Every arrangement implies an
ordaining intelligence; there is wonderful order in the world; then the world is the work of an
intelligence. This syllogism, discussed so widely since the days of Job and Moses, very far from
being a solution, is but the statement of the problem which it assumes to solve. We know per-
fectly well what order is, but we are absolutely ignorant of the meaning of the words Soul, Spirit,
Intelligence: how, then, can we logically reason from the presence of the one to the existence of
the other? I reject, then, even when advanced by the most thoroughly informed, the pretended
proof of the existence of God drawn from the presence of order in the world; I see in it at most
only an equation offered to philosophy. Between the conception of order and the affirmation
of spirit there is a deep gulf of metaphysics to be filled up; I am unwilling, I repeat, to take the
problem for the demonstration.

But this is not the point which we are now considering. I have tried to show that the human
mind was inevitably and irresistibly led to the distinction of being into me and not-me, spirit and
matter, soul and body. Now, who does not see that the objection of the materialists proves the
very thing it is intended to deny? Man distinguishing within himself a spiritual principle and a
material principle, — what is this but Nature herself, proclaiming by turns her double essence,
and bearing testimony to her own laws? And notice the inconsistency of materialism: it denies,
and has to deny, that man is free; now, the less liberty man has, the more weight is to be attached
to his words, and the greater their claim to be regarded as the expression of truth. When I hear
this machine say to me, “I am soul and I am body,” though such a revelation astonishes and
confounds me, it is invested in my eyes with an authority incomparably greater than that of the
materialist who, correcting conscience and Nature, undertakes to make them say, “I am matter
and only matter, and intelligence is but the material faculty of knowing”

What would become of this assertion, if, assuming in my turn the offensive, I should demon-
strate that belief in the existence of bodies, or, in other words, in the reality of a purely corporeal
nature, is untenable? Matter, they say, is impenetrable. — Impenetrable by what? I ask. Itself,
undoubtedly; for they would not dare to say spirit, since they would therein admit what they
wish to set aside. Whereupon I raise this double question: What do you know about it, and what
does it signify?

1. Impenetrability, which is pretended to be the definition of matter, is only an hypothesis of
careless naturalists, a gross conclusion deduced from a superficial judgment. Experience shows
that matter possesses infinite divisibility, infinite expansibility, porosity without assignable limits,
and permeability by heat, electricity, and magnetism, together with a power of retaining them
indefinitely; affinities, reciprocal influences, and transformations without number: qualities, all
of them, hardly compatible with the assumption of an impenetrable aliquid. Elasticity, which,
better than any other property of matter, could lead, through the idea of spring or resistance,
to that of impenetrability, is subject to the control of a thousand circumstances, and depends
entirely on molecular attraction: now, what is more irreconcilable with impenetrability than this
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attraction? Finally, there is a science which might be defined with exactness as the science of
penetrability of matter: I mean chemistry. In fact, how does what is called chemical composition
differ from penetration?’... In short, we know matter only through its forms; of its substance we
know nothing. How, then, is it possible to affirm the reality of an invisible, impalpable, incoercible
being, ever changing, ever vanishing, impenetrable to thought alone, to which it exhibits only
its disguises? Materialist! I permit you to testify to the reality of your sensations; as to what
occasions them, all that you can say involves this reciprocity: something (which you call matter)
is the occasion of sensations which are felt by another something (which I call spirit).

2. But what, then, is the source of this supposition that matter is impenetrable, which external
observation does not justify and which is not true; and what is its meaning?

Here appears the triumph of dualism. Matter is pronounced impenetrable, not, as the mate-
rialists and the vulgar fancy, by the testimony of the senses, but by the conscience. The me, an
incomprehensible nature, feeling itself free, distinct, and permanent, and meeting outside of itself
another nature equally incomprehensible, but also distinct and permanent in spite of its meta-
morphoses, declares, on the strength of the sensations and ideas which this essence suggests to
it, that the not-me is extended and impenetrable. Impenetrability is a figurative term, an image
by which thought, a division of the absolute, pictures to itself material reality, another division
of the absolute; but this impenetrability, without which matter disappears, is, in the last anal-
ysis, only a spontaneous judgment of inward sensation, a metaphysical a priori, an unverified
hypothesis of spirit.

Thus, whether philosophy, after having overthrown theological dogmatism, spiritualizes mat-
ter or materializes thought, idealizes being or realizes ideas; or whether, identifying substance
and cause, it everywhere substitutes FORCE, phrases, all, which explain and signify nothing, —
it always leads us back to this everlasting dualism, and, in summoning us to believe in ourselves,
compels us to believe in God, if not in spirits. It is true that, making spirit a part of Nature, in dis-
tinction from the ancients, who separated it, philosophy has been led to this famous conclusion,
which sums up nearly all the fruit of its researches: In man spirit knows itself, while everywhere
else it seems not to know itself — “That which is awake in man, which dreams in the animal, and
sleeps in the stone,” said a philosopher.

Philosophy, then, in its last hour, knows no more than at its birth: as if it had appeared in the
world only to verify the words of Socrates, it says to us, wrapping itself solemnly around with
its funeral pall, “I know only that I know nothing.” What do I say? Philosophy knows today that

3 Chemists distinguish between mixture and composition, just as logicians distinguish between the association
of ideas and their synthesis. It is true, nevertheless, that, according to the chemists, composition may be after all
but a mixture, or rather an aggregation of atoms, no longer fortuitous, but systematic, the atoms forming different
compounds by varying their arrangement. But still this is only an hypothesis, wholly gratuitous; an hypothesis which
explains nothing, and has not even the merit of being logical. Why does a purely numerical or geometrical difference
in the composition and form of atoms give rise to physiological properties so different? If atoms are indivisible and
impenetrable, why does not their association, confined to mechanical effects, leave them unchanged in essence? Where
is the relation between the cause supposed an