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What is life? Thoughts and feelings arise, with or with-
out our will, and we employ words to express them. We are
born, and our birth is unremembered, and our infancy
remembered but in fragments: we live on, and in living we
lose the apprehension of life. How vain is it to think that
words can penetrate the mystery of our being! Rightly used
they may make evident our ignorance to ourselves, and this
is much. For what are we? Whence do we come? and
whither do we go? Is birth the commencement, is death
the conclusion of our being P What is birth and death?

The most refined abstractions of logic conduct to a view of
life, which, though startling to the apprehension, is, in fact,
that which the habitual sense of its repeated combinations
has extinguished in us. It strips, as it were, the painted
curtain from this scene of things. | confess that I am one of
those who am unable to refuse my assent to the conclusions
of those philosophers who assert that nothing exists but as
it is perceived.

It is a decision against which all our persuasions struggle,
and we must be long convicted before we can be convinced
that the solid universe of external things is “ such stuff as
dreams are made of.” The shocking absurdities of the
popular philosophy of mind and matter, its fatal conse-
guences in morals, and their violent dogmatism concerning
the source of all things, had early conducted me to materi-
alism. This materialism is a seducing system to young
and superficial minds. It allows its disciples to talk, and
dispenses them from thinking. But | was discontented with
such a view of things as it afforded; man is a being of
high aspirations, ““looking both before and after,” whose
“thoughts wander through eternity,” disclaiming alliance
with transience and decay; incapable of imagining to him-
self annihilation; existing but in the future and the past;
being, not what he is, but what he has been'and shall be.
Whatever may be his true and final destination, there is a
spirit within him at enmity with nothingness and dissolution.
This is the character of all life and being. Each is at once
the centre and the circumference; the point to which all
things are referred, and the line in which all things are con-
tained. Such contemplations as these, materialism and the
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popular philosophy of mind and matter alike forbid; they
are only consistent with the intellectual system.

It is absurd to enter into a long recapitulation of argu-
ments sufficiently familiar to those inquiring minds, whom
alone a writer on abstruse subjects can be conceived to
address. Perhaps the most clear and vigorous statement of
the intellectual system is to be found in Sir William Drum-
mond’s Academical Questions. After such an exposition, it
would be idle to translate into other words what could only
lose its energy and fitness by the change. Examined point
by point, and word by word, the most discriminating intel-
lects have been able to discern no train of thoughts in the
process of reasoning, which does not conduct inevitably to
the conclusion which has been stated.

What follows from the admissionp It establishes no new
truth, it gives us no additional insight into our hidden nature,
neither its action nor itself. Philosophy, impatient as it may
be to build, has much work yet remaining, as pioneer for the
overgrowth of ages. It makes one step towards this object;
it destroys error, and the roots of error. It leaves, what it
is too often the duty of the reformer in political iand ethical
questions to leave, a vacancy. It reduces the mind to that
freedom in which it would have acted, but for the misuse of
words and signs, the instruments of its own creation. By
signs, | would be understood in a wide sense, including what
is properly meant by that term, and what I peculiarly mean.
In this latter sense, almost all familiar objects are signs,
standing, not for themselves, but for others in their capacity
of suggesting one thought which shall lead to a train of
thoughts. Our whole life is thus an education of error.

Let us recollect our sensations as children. What a distinct
and intense apprehension had we of the world and of our-
selves! Many of the circumstances of social life were then
important to us which are now no longer so. But that is not
the point of comparison on which I mean to insist. We less
habitually distinguished all that we saw and felt, from our-
selves. They seemed as it were to constitute one mass.
There are some persons who, in this respect, are always chil-
dren. Those who are subject to the state called reverie, feel
as if their nature were dissolved into the surrounding
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universe, or as if the surrounding universe were absorbed
into their being. They are conscious of no distinction. And
these are states which precede, or accompany, or follow an
unusually intense and vivid apprehension of life. As men
grow up this power commonly decays, and they become
mechanical and habitual agents. Thus feelings and then
reasonings are the combined result of a multitude of entangled
thoughts, and of a series of what are called impressions,
planted by reiteration.

The view of life presented by the most refined deductions
of the intellectual philosophy, is that of unity. Nothing
exists but as it is perceived. The difference is merely nominal
between those two classes of thought, which are vulgarly
distinguished by the names of ideas and of external objects.
Pursuing the same thread of reasoning, the existence of
distinct individual minds, similar to that which is employed
in now questioning its own nature, is likewise found to be a
delusion. The words I, you, they, are not signs of any actual
difference subsisting between the assemblage of thoughts
thus indicated, but are merely marks employed to denote the
different modifications of the one mind.

Let it not be supposed that this doctrine conducts to the
monstrous presumption that I, the person who now write and
think, am that one mind. 1 am but a portion of it. The
words I, and you, and they are grammatical devices invented
simply for arrangement, and totally devoid of the intense and
exclusive sense usually attached to them. It is difficult to
find terms adequate to express so subtle a conception as that
to which the Intellectual Philosophy has conducted us. We
are on that verge where words abandon us, and what wonder
if we grow dizzy to look down the dark abyss of how little
we know.

The relations of things remain unchanged, by whatever
system. By the word things is to be understood any object
of thought, that is any thought upon which any other thought
is employed, with an apprehension of distinction. The rela-
tions of these remain unchanged; and such is the material
of our knowledge.

What is the cause of life ? that is, how was it produced, or
what agencies distinct from life have acted or act upon lifeP
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All recorded generations of mankind have wearily busied
themselves in inventing answers to this question; and the
result has been—Religion. Yet, that the basis of all things
cannot be, as the popular philosophy alleges, mind, is suffi-
ciently evident. Mind, as far as we have any experience of
its properties, and beyond that experience how vain is
argument! cannot create, it can only perceive. It is said
also to be the cause. But cause is only a word expressing a
certain state of the human mind with regard to the manner
in which two thoughts are apprehended to be related to each
other. If anyone desires to know how unsatisfactorily the
popular philosophy employs itself upon this great question,
they need only impartially reflect upon the manner in which
thoughts develop themselves in their minds. It is infinitely
improbable that the cause of mind, that is, of existence, is
similar to mind.

ON A FUTURE STATE.

It has been the persuasion of an immense majority of human
beings in all ages and nations that we continue to live after
death—that apparent termination of all the functions of
sensitive and intellectual existence. Nor has mankind been
contented with supposing that species of existence which
some philosophers have asserted; namely, the resolution of
the component parts of the mechanism of a living being into
its elements, and the impossibility of the minutest particle of
these sustaining the smallest diminution. They have clung
to the idea that sensibility and thought, which they have
distinguished from the objects of it, under the several hames
of spirit and matter, is, in its own nature, less susceptible of
division and decay, and that, when the body is resolved into
its elements, the principle which animated it will remain
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perpetual and unchanged. Some philosophers—and those to
whom we are indebted for the most stupendous discoveries
in physical science, suppose, on the other hand, that intelli-
gence is the mere result of certain combinations among the
particles of its objects; and those among them who believe
that we live after death, recur to the interposition of a super-
natural power, which shall overcome the tendency inherent
in all material combinations to dissipate and be absorbed into
other forms.

Let us trace the reasonings which in one and the other
have conducted to these two opinions, and endeavor ta
discover what we ought to think on a question of such
momentous interest. Let us analyse the ideas and feelings
which constitute the contending beliefs, and watchfully
establish a discrimination between words and thoughts. Let
us bring the question to the test of experience and fact, and
ask ourselves, considering our nature in its entire extent,
what light we derive from a sustained and comprehensive
view of its component parts, which may enable us to assert,
with certainty, that we do or do not live after death.

The examination of this subject requires that it should be
stript of all those accessory topics which adhere to it in the
common opinion of men. The existence of a God, and a
future state of rewards and punishments, are totally foreign
to the subject. Ifit be proved that the world is ruled by a
Divine Power, no inference necessarily can be drawn from
that circumstance in favor of a future state. It has been
asserted, indeed, that as goodness and justice are to be num-
bered among the attributes of the Deity, he will undoubtedly
compensate the virtuous who suffer during life, and that he
will make every sensitive being, who does not deserve
punishment, happy for ever. But this view of the subject,
which it would be tedious as well as superfluous to develop
and expose, satisfies no person, and cuts the knot which we
now seek to untie. Moreover, should it be proved, on the
other hand, that the mysterious principle which regulates
the proceedings of the universe, is neither intelligent nor
sensitive, yet it is not an inconsistency to suppose at the
same time, that the animating power survives the body which
it has animated, by laws as independent of any supernatural
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agent as those through which it first became united with it.
Nor, if a future state be clearly proved, does it follow that it
will be a state of punishment or reward.

By the word death, we express that condition in which
natures resembling ourselves apparently cease to be that
which they were. We no longer hear them speak, nor see
them move. If they have sensations and appreciations, we
no longer participate in them. We know no more than that
those external organs, and all that fine texture of material
frame, without which we have no experience that life or
thought can subsist, are dissolved and scattered abroad.
The body is placed under the earth, and after a certain period
there remains no vestige even of its form. This is that con-
templation of inexhaustible melancholy, whose shadow
eclipses the brightness of the world. The common observer
is struck with dejection at the spectacle. He contends in
vain against the persuasion of the grave, that the dead indeed
cease to be. The corpse at his feet is prophetic of his own
destiny. Those who have preceded him, and whose voice
was delightful to his ear; whose touch met his like sweet
and subtle fire; whose aspect 'spread a visionary light upon
his path—these he cannot meet again. The organs of
sense are destroyed, and the intellectual operations dependent
on them have perished with their sources. How can a corpse
see or feel ? its eyes are eaten out, and its heart is black and
without motion. What intercourse can two heaps of putrid
clay and crumbling bones hold together? When you can
discover where the fresh colors of the faded flower abide, or
the music of the broken lyre, seek life among the dead. Such
are the anxious and fearful contemplations of the common
observer, though the popular religion often prevents him
from confessing them even to himself.

The natural philosopher, in addition to the sensations
common to all men inspired by the event of death, believes
that he sees with more certainty that it is attended with
the annihilation of sentiment and thought. He observes the
mental powers increase and fade with those of the body, and
even accommodate themselves to the most transitory changes
of our physical nature. Sleep suspends many of the faculties
of the vital and intellectual principle; drunkenness and
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disease will either temporarily or permanently derange them.
Madness or idiotcy may utterly extinguish the most excellent
and delicate of those powers. In old age the mind gradually
withers; and as it grew and was strengthened with the
body, so does it together with the body sink into decrepitude.
Assuredly these are convincing evidences that so soon as the
organs of the body are subjected to the laws of inanimate
matter, sensation, and perception, and apprehension, are at
an end. It is probable that what we call thought is not an
actual being, but no more than the relation between certain
parts of that infinitely varied mass, of which the rest of the
universe is composed, and which ceases to exist as soon as
those parts change their position with regard to each other.
Thus color, and sound, and taste, and odor exist only
relatively. But let thought be considered as some peculiar
substance, which permeates, and is the cause of, the animation
of living things. Why should that substance be assumed to
be something essentially distinct from all others, and exempt
from subjection to those laws from which no other substance
is exempt? It differs, indeed, from all other substances, as
electricity, and light, and magnetism, and the constituent
parts of air and earth, severally differ from all others. Each
of these is subject to change and to decay and to conversion
into other forms. Yet the difference between light and earth
is scarcely greater than that which exists between life, or
thought, and fire. The difference between the two former
was never alleged as an argument for the eternal permanence
of either, in that form under which they first might offer
themselves to our notice. Why should the difference between
the two latter substances be an argument for the prolongation
of the existence of one and not the other, when the existence
of both has arrived at their apparent terminationp To say
that fire exists without manifesting any of the properties of
fire, such as light, heat, etc., or that the principle of life
exists without consciousness, or memory, or desire, or motive,
is to resign, by an awkward distortion of language, the
affirmative of the dispute. To say that the principle of life
may exist in distribution among various forms, is to assert
what cannot be proved to be either true or false, but which,
were it true, annihilates all hope of existence after death, in
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any sense in which that event can belong to the hopes and
fears of men. Suppose, however, that the intellectual and
vital principle differs in the most marked and essential
manner from all other known substances; that they have all
some resemblance between themselves which it in no degree
participates. In what manner can this concession be made
an argument for its imperishability? All that we see or
know perishes and is changed. Life and thought differ
indeed from anything else. But that it survives that period,
beyond which we have no experience of its existence, such
edistinction and dissimilarity affords no shadow of proof, and
nothing but our own desires could have led us to conjecture
or imagine.

Have we existed before birth? It is difficult to conceive
the possibility of this. There is, in the generative principle
of each animal and plant, a power which converts the sub-
stances by which it is surrounded into a substance homo-
geneous with itself. That is, the relations between certain
elementary particles of matter undergo a change, and submit
to new combinations. For when we use the words principle,
power, cause, etc., we mean to express no real being, but only
to class under those terms a certain series of co-existing
phenomena; but let it be supposed that this principle is a
certain substance which escapes the observation of the
chemist and anatomist. It certainly may be; though it is
sufficiently unphilosophical to allege the possibility of an
-opinion as a proof of its truth. Does it see, hear, feel, before
its combination with those organs on which sensation
depends ? Does it reason, imagine, apprehend, without those
ideas which sensation alone can communicate? If we have
hot existed before birth; if, at the period when the parts of
our nature on which thought and life depend, seem to be
woven together, they are woven together; if there are no
mreasons to suppose that we have existed before that period at
which our existence apparently commences, then there are
no grounds for supposition that we shall continue to exist
after our existence has apparently ceased. So far as thought
and life is concerned, the same will take place with regard
to us, individually considered, after death, as had place before
our birth.
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It is said that it is possible that we should continue to
exist in some mode totally inconceivable to us at present.
This is a moEt unreasonable presumption. It casts on the
adherents of annihilation the burthen of proving the negative
of a question, the affirmative of which is not supported by a
single argument, and which, by its very nature, lies beyond
the experiences of the human understanding. It is sufficiently
easy, indeed, to form any proposition, concerning which we
are ignorant, just not so absurd as not to be contradictory in
itself, and defy refutation. The possibility of whatever
enters into the wildest imagination to conceive is thus
triumphantly vindicated. But it is enough that such asser-
tions should be either contradictory to the known laws of
nature, or exceed the limits of our experience, that their
fallacy or irrelevancy to our consideration should be demon-
strated. They persuade, indeed, only those who desire to be
persuaded.

This desire to be for ever as we are; the reluctance to a
violent and unexperienced change, which is common to all
the animated and inanimate combinations of the universe, is,
indeed, the secret persuasion which has given birth to the
opinions of a future state.

FUTURE REWARD AND PUNISHMENT.

The writer of a philosophical treatise may, | imagine, at this
advanced era of human intellect, be held excused from
entering into acontroversy with those reasoners, if such there
are, who would claim an exemption from its decrees in favor
of any one among those diversified systems of obscure opinion
respecting morals, which, under the name of religions, have
in various ages and countries prevailed among mankind.
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Besides that if, as these reasoners have pretended, eternal
torture or happiness will ensue as the consequence of certain
actions, we should be no nearer the possession of a standard
to determine what actions were right and wrong, even if this
pretended revelation, which is by no means the case, had
furnished us with a complete catalogue of them. The
echaracter of actions as virtuous or vicious would by no means
be determined alone by the personal advantage or disad-
vantage of each moral agent individually considered.
Indeed, an action is often virtuous in proportion to the
greatness of the personal calamity which the author willingly
draws upon himself by daring to perform it. It is because
an action produces an overbalance of pleasure or pain to the
greatest number of sentient beings, and not merely because
its consequences are beneficial or injurious to the author of
that action, that it is good or evil. Nay, this latter considera-
tion has a tendency to pollute the purity of virtue, inasmuch
as it consists in the motive rather than in the consequences
of an action. A person who should labor for the happiness
of mankind lest he should be tormented eternally in hell,
would, with reference to that motive, possess as little claim
to the epithet of virtuous, as he who should torture, imprison,
and burn them alive, a more usual and natural consequenee
of such principles, for the sake of the enjoyments of
heaven.

My neighbor, presuming on his strength, may direct me
to perform or to refrain from a particular action; indicating
a certain arbitrary penalty in the event of disobedience
within his power to inflict. My action, if modified by his
menaces, can in no degree participate in virtue. He has
afforded me no criterion as to what is right or wrong. A
king, or an assembly of men, may publish a proclamation
affixing any penalty to any particular action, but that is not
immoral because such penalty is affixed. Nothing is more
mevident than that the epithet of virtue is inapplicable to the
refraining from that action on account of the evil arbitrarily
attached to it. If the action is in itself beneficial, virtue
would rather consist in not refraining from it, butin firmly
«defying the personal consequences attached to its per-
formance.



Some usurper of supernatural energy might subdue the
whole globe to his power; he might possess new and
unheard-of resources for enduing his punishments with the
most terrible attributes of pain. The torments of his victims
might be intense in their degree, and protracted to an
infinite duration. Still the “will of the lawgiver ” would
afford no surer criterion as to what actions were right or
wrong. It would only increase the possible virtue of those
who refuse to become the instruments of his tyranny.
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SONNET.

Ye hasten to the dead! What seek ye there,’

Ye restless thoughts and busy purposes

Of the idle brain, which the world’s livery wear ?

0 thou quick Heart, which pantest to possess

All that anticipation feigneth fair !

Thou vainly curious Mind which wouldest guess
Whence thou didst come, and whither thou mayest go,
And that which never yet was known wouldst know—
Oh, whither hasten ye, that thus ye press

With such swift feet life’s green and pleasant path,
Seeking alike from happiness and woe

A refuge in the cavern of grey death?

O heart, and mind, and thoughts! What thing do you
Hope to inherit in the grave below ?



FREETHOUGHT PUBLICATIONS.

THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND CATECHISM EXAMINED
By Jeremy Bentham. With a Biographical Preface by
J Al Wheeler. Is

FREE WILL AND NECESSITY. By Anthony Collins.
Reprinted from 1715 ed., with Preface and Annotations
by G. W. Foote, and a Biographical Introduction by
J. M. Wheeler. Is. Superior edition, cloth, 2s.

THE ESSENCE OF RELIGION. By Ludwig Feuerbach. Is.

MISTAKES OF MOSES. By Col. Ingersoll. Is. ; cloth, Is. 6d.

THE RIGHTS OF MAN. By Thomas Paine. Price Is.
Superior edition, in cloth, 2s.

COMPLETE THEOLOGICAL WORKS. By Thomas Paine,
(including the “ Age of Reason”). Cloth 2s. 6d.

CHRISTIANITY AND SECULARISM. Four Nights' Public
Debate between G. W. Foote and the Rev. Dr. J.
McCann. Is. Superior edition, in cloth, Is. 6d.

DARWIN ON GOD. By G. W. Foote. Price 6d. Superior
edition, in cloth, Is.

INFIDEL DEATH-BEDS. By G. W. Foote. 2nd edition,
enlarged, 8d.  Superior edition, cloth Is. 3d.

LETTERS TO THE CLERGY. By G.W. Foote. 128pp., Is.

COMIC SER40NS & OTHER FANTASIAS. By G. W.
Foote. Price, 8d.

BIBLE HEROES. By G. W. Foote. Cloth, 2s. 6d.

BIBLE HANDBOOK for FREETHINKERS & INQUIRING.
CHRISTIANS. By G. W. Foote and W. P. Ball. Com-
plete, paper covers, Is. 4d. Superior edition, on superfine
paper, bound in cloth, 2s.

THE JEWISH LIFE OF CHRIST, By G. W. Foote and
J. M. Wheeler. With Historical Preface and VVoluminous
Notes, 6d. Superior edition, cloth, Is.

CRIMES OF CHRISTIANITY. By G. W. Foote and J. M.
Wheeler. Vol. I., cloth gilt, 216pp., 2s. 6d.

SATIRES & PROFANITIES. By James Thomson (B.V.)
Price 18

BIOGRAPHICAL DICTIONARY OF FREETHINKERS of
Ages and Nations. By J. M. Wheeler. Bound, 7s. 6d.

BIBLE STUDIES By J. M. Wheeler. Illustrated, 2s. 6d.

A. REFUTATION OF DEISM. In a Dialogue. By Shelley.
With an Introduction by G. W. Foote. 4d.

Complete Catalogue post free on application to
Robert Forder, 28 Stonecutter Street, London, E.C.



