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3b: The 19th century

Notes from 3a

Student Resource 8: from Revelation to reason
[…] When the corpuscular theory of matter emerged in England during the 17th century, one of the accusations it had to live down was that of atheism. The old Greek theories of atomism were viewed to be materialistic and, by definition, atheistic. […] "The supposition," Diderot said, "of any being whatever placed outside of the material universe is impossible .... There is no more than one substance in the universe, in man, in animal." For Diderot, all things were formed by the inherent motion of atoms; his was a kind of materialistic monism. But this philosophy no longer needed the First Cause or Watchmaker of natural theology, and so Diderot rejected all theologies and philosophies that posited an immaterial God.  […]

Here we see the sharp break between science and religion, between scientist and religious believer. […] Active matter, that is, matter that is uncreated and indestructible, that has as inherent properties motion, feeling, and thought, that is constantly in flux throughout the universe according to well-defined laws, this kind of matter eliminated the need for a God who created and sustained.

One might accuse the philosophes of practicing "arm-chair science," but "experimental science," especially in the area of biology, was supporting their position. […] Continuing his experiments, Trembly sought to discover if these organisms were capable of regeneration. No matter how he cut the polyp -lengthwise, crosswise, big pieces, small pieces - each piece always gave rise to an entirely new polyp. Soon other experimental work showed that worms, which were known to be animals, could do the same thing, and so the hydra's place in the animal kingdom was established.

But this created a problem. If every portion of an animal could reconstitute a new animal, where was the animal soul or organizing principle? And what did this do to the idea of preformation? To say that every piece of tissue, no matter how small, contained the soul was to stretch credulity and meaning. To say that every piece of tissue, no matter how small, contained a preformed embryo of the next generation was just as implausible. The work on the polyp added weight to the epigenetic theories of embryological development that were floating around in the mid-1700s, but it also supported the materialistic views that denied the existence of soul. Without soul, matter must possess the ability to express all the properties seen in Nature. […]

Here is a clear statement of the implications of active, dynamic matter. Rather than an immutable world, conceived in the mind of God and executed by His omnipotent power, Nature is in a constant state of ceasing to be as it is and beginning to be something else. Rather than motion being the result of God's will, it is an inherent property of matter itself, and the specific motion is the determined result of prior motions. Such reactions have occurred eternally and will occur eternally. God as an explanatory hypothesis is no longer needed.

Obviously Christian scientists, whether Catholic, Reformed, Lutheran, or dissenter, rejected these philosophical views and especially the idea of active matter, but it was more difficult to reject the biological findings concerning the polyp and generation. The general tendency was to accept the data but reject the interpretation or implications. […]
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