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Hutton's theory of the earth 

R. GRANT 

This paper is principally concerned to offer a reading of James H utton's 
Theory ofthe earth. l In the first place, it discusses that aspect of the text, the 
teleological, which constitutes the theory of the earth as theory in Hutton's 
own understanding of the term. Secondly, H utton's Theory is treated as part 
of the tradition of cosmogony, as Hutton explicitly acknowledged in chap
ter three of that work. In the third place, it treats the Theory as an integral 
part of Hutton's writings considered as a unity. 

A grasp of the meaning of the Theory presupposes a grasp of a central 
theological problem which, although barely visible in the text, is neverthe
less constitutive of the theory. The identification of this problem is at the 
same time the identification of the rationale for the pervasive teleological 
language so characteristic ofHutton's particular form of written expression. 
It is the need for an adequate apprecia60n of this central problem which 
demands reference to Hutton's other writings.2 For although there are per
spectives from within which the Theory may be treated autonomously, these 
are in fact bound to result in the 'theory' proper remaining untouched. In so 
far as one is to deal with the theoretical language of the text, the textual 
divisions within the Huttonian corpus are merely contingent and, if consid
ered to be more than this, become barriers cutting off the natural flow of the 
language and resulting in a reading which is semantically undernourished. 

The truth of this claim is evident from the Hutton literature of recent 
years. A striking example is the demonstrated continuity, at the level of 
natural philosophy, between Hutton's chemical and physical theories and 
the dynamics of his geological system. Again, from the standpoint of social 
history, it has been Hutton's system of thought as a whole which has served 
as the medium for Roy Porter's identification of Hutton as a geologist 
whose speculative interests make him typical of the cosmogonical tradi
tion-as relocated in the distinctive milieu of the Scottish Enlightenment~ 

but less typical of the body of men who contributed to the growth of the 
geological sciences in Britain.3 

I J. Hutton, Theory of the earth. With proofs and illustrations, 2 vols., Edinburgh, 1795. 
2 J. Hutton, Dissertations on diflerent subjects in natural phdosophy, Edinburgh, 1792; 

idem, An investigation ofthe principles ofknowledge, and of the progress ofreason, from sense 
to science and philosophy, 3 vo!s., Edinburgh, 1794. 

} P. Gerstner, 'James Hunon's theory of the earth and his theory of matter', Isis, 1965, lix, 
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The present paper develops this contextual approach. And although 
a recognition of Hutton's theological interests informs the studies which 
have built up this approach, it is this side of his thinking which still awaits 
a more systematic presentation. For it is precisely the attempt to deal with 
Hutton's theology and its relation to the theory of the earth that seems most 
prone to question-begging, as far as interpretation is concerned. The essen
tial point is that H utton's texts must themselves define his theological priori
ties, and thus display the manner in which these are served by his theorising 
in other fields such as the study of the earth. In particular, they must he 
allowed to define the specific theological problems they are concerned with. 
For it is possible to make Hutton's theology the centre of interest, empha
sise his teleology in order to document the nature ofhis theological commit
ments, and yet, owing to the empty generality of the question informing 
one's initial viewpoint, inevitably leave off the interpretation before the 
meaning has been fully drawn off from the teleological stratum of the text. 
I shall now distinguish the possible levels of interpretation of a work such as 
the Theory, and then continue with an analysis of the theory itself. 

We may call the first level the 'scientific', bearing in mind here Hutton's 
own distinction between 'science', as the formulation of 'laws' of nature of 
relatively restricted scope, concerned with the explanation of particular 
classes of natural phenomena, and 'philosophy', as the formulation of'theo
ries' which unify scientific laws into one 'system of nature'. Hutton's Theory 
is a 'philosophical' work but with an identifiable 'scientific' content. The 
Theory is therefore directly accessible to interpretation grounded in an 
understanding of such disciplines as stratigraphy and mineralogy as we 
know them today. The Theory is accessible, in conjunction with such a work 
as the Dissertations on difj'erent subjects in natural philosophy, to an interpre
tation grounded in an appreciation of the problems of the geophysical and 
gcochemical processes which ultimately determine the shape of geological 
phenomena. But already this is approaching a second level of interpretation 
because of the complexity of the general philosophy of nature which lies at 
the base of Hutton's system of physics. ~estions of epistemology, meth
odology, metaphysics, and theology must all be raised, and it is at this point 
that the Investigation ofthe principles ofknowledge appears as the key text. 4 

All these questions have a bearing on the 'philosophical' level of the Theory. 
Now it is clear that a 'scientific' reading is of no service at this level of 

interpretation. While valid in itself, it can have nothing to say on the matter 

26-}1; P. M. Heimann and J. E. McGuire, 'Newronian forces and Lockean powers: conceprs 
of maner in eighreenrh-century rhought', Hist. Stud. Phys. Sci., 1971, iii, 233-306; P. M. 
Heimann, '''NatUre is a perpetual worker": Newton's aelher and eighreenrh-century natural 
philosophy', Ambi.x, 1973, xx, 1-25; R. S. Panel', The making of geology: earth science m 
Britain, ]660-18]5, Cambridge, r977. 

• Heimann and McGuire, op. cit. (}). 
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of Hutton's teleology because it has not the prior interest in the questions 
which the teleological language expresses, and lacks the horizon within 
which to find this form of expression meaningful, seeing it only as the 
outpouring of Hutton's speculative excesses. But neither does a more posi
tive attitude towards Hutton's speculative concerns lead far enough if the 
teleology is regarded as a mere surface layering on the geological content 
proper of the Theory, as is implied in much of what is said concerning 
Hutton's'deism'.; 

Hutton's teleology is not exhausted in the simple anthropomorphism of 
the world being 'designed' to benefit mankind, nor in the simple notion that 
the 'order' of nature reflects the 'wisdom' of the Creator. Rather, we must 
examine the relation of Hutton's teleology to the idea of the soul. In Hut
ton's system of thought a relation of analogy serves to distance the idea of 
the soul from the idea of nature. Furthermore, it is the soul which is the 
basic analogue in the relation, the 'active principles' or 'powers' of the 
natural order which are the objects of study in natural philosophy being 
merely its analogates. And Hutton put the analogy to use in a specific way, 
making the idea of nature serve his arguments for the immortality of the 
soul. This is the context in which the teleological language of the Theory 
must be read if its final meaning is to be grasped. I shall now examine this 
language in more detail. 

A theory of the earth, Hutton stated, 'should bring the operations of the 
world into the regularity of ends and means' 6 and, specifically, should 
demonstrate the means by which the earth is adapted to the purpose ofbeing 
a habitable world. It is such an adaptation of means to ends which Hutton 
calls 'wisdom', the object of a philosophical 'theory'. In detail, Hutton was 
concerned to show that the 'mineral system', the subterranean realm of 
'mineral fire', serves to maintain a constant area of habitable land through 
the consolidation and uplift of the sediment derived from eroding land
masses. It serves to maintain, that is, the 'terrestrial system' on which de
pends the 'vegetable system' on which in turn depends the 'animal system': 

It is therefore a proper view of the necessary connection and mutual 
dependence of all those different systems of changing things that forms 
the theory of this earth as a world, or as that active part of nature which 
the philosophy of this earth has to explore,7 

It is this harmony between the various sub-systems of the system of the 
world at large which Hmton described as a case of 'means' (i.e. geological 
events) wisely adapted to a benevolent 'end' (the provision for plant, animal 

~ E.g. D. Dean, 'James Hutton on religion and geology: the unpublished preface to his 
Theory of the Eanh (1788)', Ann. Sci., 1975, xxxii, [87-93; R. Hooykaas, The principle of 
»niformity in geology, biology and theology, Leiden, 1963, pp. r8olf. 

• Hutton, op. cit. (I), i, 1.75. ' Ibid., 1.84. 
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and, ultimately, human life). But it is just as important to note here what it is 
that he was concerned to deny as it is to note what he would affirm. Bis 
theory was intended to show a 'system of nature, in which may be perceived 
no ineffectual operation, nor any destructive intention, but the wise and 
benevolent purpose of preserving the present order of this world'.8 

In the first place, let us consider the notion of 'destructive intention', an 
important example of which is vulcanism. Button was concerned to deny 
that volcanoes, because of their destructive effects, symbolise the presence 
of evil in the natural order. Be used a traditional style of argument to the 
effect that a volcano can be seen as a manifestation of natural evil only if its 
action is seen as an end itself, whereas evil is rendered merely 'apparent' if 
volcanic action is seen as a wisely realised but subordinate end, and thus 
ultimately a means toward the realisation of a higher purpose. The end of 
volcanic action is the release of excess heat from within the earth, while the 
higher end of the operation of this heat itself is ofcourse the 'habitability' of 
the earth: 

The end ofnature in placing an internal fire or power of heat, and a force 
of irresistible expansion, in the body of this earth, is to consolidate the 
sediment collected at the bottom of the sea, and to form thereof a mass 
of permanent land above the level of the ocean, for the purpose of 
maintaining plants and animals.9 

Natural philosophy in general is concerned with ends and means in na
ture. But another way of expressing this is to say that natural philosophy is 
concerned with the 'powers' or 'active principles' which make up the 'active 
part of nature', 10 and in this sense the wisdom of the natural order is to be 
discerned 'in the proper adapting of powers to an intention'.ll In the theory 
of the earth in particular, the power of nature that must be seen to be 
properly adapted to its end is the 'internal fire or power of heat' referred to 
above. Its action, Hutton claimed at the outset of the Theory, has not been 
understood 'whether with regard to its efficient or final cause',12 And it is 
a consideration of this internal power of heat, qua efficient cause or means, 
which arises when we turn to the second denial which Hutton made in the 
passage quoted above-his denial of any 'ineffectual operation' in the sys
tem of nature. 13 That is to say, there is no power of nature whose action 
tends to no purpose or is insufficient for the effective realisation of the 
purpose to which it is directed. 

Having examined the teleological structure of Button's theory, we can 
return now to the question, raised previously, of the relation of the theory to 

the idea of immortality. It is in terms of this idea that Button's system of 
thought is truly unified, and in the Investigation of the principles ofknow

• Ibid.,296. • Ibid., 146. 10 ef. note (7). 
11 Hurton, op. cit. (I), i, IS7. 12 Ibid.) [[-12. (} er note (S). 
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ledge he not only dealt with the idea itself in great detail, but made it clear 
that it is principally this idea which is to be served by the unification of the 
various branches of natural and moral philosophy. 

Hutton's idea of immortality depends on the further idea of progress. The 
term 'progress' in Hutton may refer either to the idea of social progress, the 
progress of the individual nation toward civilisation, or to the idea of the 
progress of the individual soul toward a state of moral perfection. The two 
ideas are closely related, however, in the sense that the perfection of the 
individual can be realised only through membership of a moral community 
of a special type, the emergence of which is itself one with that of the 
civilised state. But Hutton distinguished between two levels of perfection: 
the finite teleological perfection which marks the realisation ofman's natural 
end as a morally responsible being, acting in society according to the dictates 
of h.is own conscience, and the 'absolute' or 'metaphysical' perfection of 
God. His idea of immortality depends on this distinction in the following 
way: if the natural end of the strivings within the human soul can be 
believed to be ultimately the transcendent ideal of perfection attributed to 
the divine nature, and if it can be believed that there is a certain recognisable 
'mark' of this upon the soul in its present state such that it does appear to be 
in the course of realising this further end, then it may be believed that the 
soul is immortal. The soul is in the course of realising an end which it can 
never reach, and can only progress 'for ever' towards. 

Hutton was here building upon a notion common enough in the eight
eenth century, the notion that the human soul is possessed of capacities 
which cannot possibly be fully realised in the course of a mortal life-span, 
and that the soul is capable of 'infinite' improvement. For Hutton, the mark 
of immortality upon man's progressive nature was in the end aesthetic: 
progress in rational understanding and progress in moral awareness are all 
means ofsatisfaction of the primary appetite within the soul, the appetite for 
the forms of beauty in all its manifestations - natural beauty, moral beauty, 
and divine beaucy; and it was Hutton's conviction, furthermore, that this is 
a form ofsatisfaction peculiar to the soul in itself: 

If there is such a thing as an enjoyment purely spiritual, in having no 
immediate dependence on sense and perception, and purely intellectual, 
as having in itself the principles of its rational gratification, it is here that 
we may fix the beginning of a mind which is not animal, and which, of 
consequence, is not mortal. 14 

And the point is that it is just a beginning: in life this capacity for enjoy
ment in the pursuit of knowledge 'is never perfect; for, the utmost perfec
tion of man is to know his ignorance, in discovering an indefinite field for 

" HunoIl, Investigation, op. cit. (2), iii, 302. 
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knowledge to which he has not yet attained'.15 Hutton went on to raise the 
question of whether man can attain to this indefinite compass: 

Endless is this book of knowledge which man has been made to under
stand; infinite is this field of refined enjoyment which he has been made 
to enter; and must he then be made only to know the character, without 
being suffered to read the work-only to see the means of fulfilling his 
desire, without being suffered to quench his thirst, in drinking at this 
source of intellectual delight? Must he just taste this fruit, delicious in 
itself and made for his enjoyment, only to regret his loss-only to know 
that his desire shall not be satisfied? 16 

Needless to say, Hutton denied this possibility. But what could he do to 
underscore his idea of immortality in rational terms in order to provide 
more than a reiteration of his own sublime enthusiasm which was after all 
the source of his belief? We must note that Hutton nowhere adopted the 
pretence that the immortality of the soul can be 'demonstrated', Not only 
did he reject the ideas of bodily resurrection and of transmigration of the 
soul, but also any such ideas of the soul's natural immortality as dependent 
upon the putative demonstration that the soul is possessed of an immutable 
essence. But he did consider that the immortality of the soul could be made 
the object of what he called a 'reasonable conj ecture', and it is here that his 
teleology of nature came to play its part. 

Hutton cast the idea of the soul into teleological form, equating the 
concept of progress with the teleological concept of realisation. On this 
basis he could attempt to reinforce his argument for immortality by turning 
to his systematic appraisal of purposiveness in nature, and thus to his claim 
that all active agencies or powers do fulfil the ends of their actions, and 
argue, by way of analogy, that the same is true of the powers of the mind. 
There is a fundamental difference between the powers of nature and the 
powers of mind: the actions of the former are bounded by finite ends which 
can be seen to be realised, while the field of action of the latter is open-ended 
and, in the case of the higher intellectual and aesthetic powers, infinitely so. 
But the relation of analogy still holds, and not only because Hutton in fact 
deliberately shaped his model for natural powers by analogy with his tele
ological psychological model. His basic belief was that the two realms are 
connected through their ultimate grounding in the power of God, and the 
point of the analogy is that a demonstration of the divine wisdom in the 
exercise of the powers of nature will, assuming the consistency of the divine 
nature, provide assurance of its control in the mental realm as welL If the 
powers of nature are seen to realise the ends of their actions without excep
tion then, by analogy, the end or purpose of the human soul can be supposed 

" Ibid., 721. I. Ibid., 200. 
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to be realised also. That there are no 'ineffectual operations' in nature is thus 
a crucial point to be established, and Hutton's teleology here found its 
rationale in the attempt to eliminate systematically from the realm of nature 
any precedent for a failure in finality. 

All Hutton's natural philosophy is tied up in this programme, but the 
theory of the earth occupies ~. special place. Hutton wrote of the need to see 
the finality inherent in the action of the earth's 'subterranean fire': 

This subject is important to the human race, to the possessor of this 
world, to the intelligent being Man, who forsees events to come, and 
who, in contemplating his future interest, is led to inquire concerning 
causes, in order to judge of events which otherwise he could not knowY 

This preoccupation with the future leads, as is well known, to Hutton's 
principle of uniformity: 

It is only from the examination of the present state of things that 
judgements may be formed, in just reasoning, concerning what had been 
transacted in a former period of time; and it is only by seeing what had 
been the regular course of things, that any knowledge can be formed of 
what is afterwards to happen. ls 

With respect to the earth, Hurton's belief was, of course, that the present 
order of things would be maintained and, as he concluded the Theory in its 
first published form, 'we have got enough; we have the satisfaction to find, 
that in nature there is wisdom, system, and consistency' and, accordingly, 
'no prospect of an end' to its operations. I9 Hutton's theory of the earth thus 
provided him with an image of the unceasing action of the powers of nature 
maintaining the known form of the earth through an indefinite future dura
tion, an image which has further significance: 

It is thus that enlightened natural history affords to philosophy princi
ples, from whence the most important conclusions may be drawn. It is 
thus that a system may be perceived in that which, to common observa
tion, seems to be nothing but the disorderly accident of things; a system 
in which wisdom and benevolence conduct the endless order of a chang
ing world. What a comfort to man, for whom that system was contrived, 
as the only living being on this earth who can perceive it; what a com
fort, I say, to think that the Author of our existence has given such 
evident marks of his good-will towards man, in this progressive state of 
his understanding! What greater security can be desired for the continu
ance of our intellectual existence, ~ an existence which rises infinitely 
above that of the mere animal, conducted by reason for the purposes of 
life alone.20 

17 Hutton, op. CiL (I), t, U. 18 Ibid., ii, 257. 19 Ibid., t, 200. '0 Ibid., ii, 239. 
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Having looked at the way in which Hutton's idea of immortality informs, 
through the medium of teleology, his theory of the earth, we may turn to 
look at the historical relations of his theory at this eschatological level, 
where Hutton himself located the primary debate between himself and 
other theorists. 

In chapter three of the Theory of 1795, 'Of physical systems, and geologi
cal theories, in general', Hutton, having insinuated that there had been no 
genuine theory of the earth in the past, went on to make it clear that his 
objections to past theories were aimed principally at the 'philosophical' or 
te1eologicallevel and not the'scientific' level. Taking a narrow view, we may 
see that the theories have explanatory power but'so far as the theory of the 
earth shall be considered as the philosophy or physical knowledge of this 
world, that is to say, a general view of the means by which the end or 
purpose is attained', they are radically deficient.21 Clearly this is a loaded 
criticism, containing a demand that Hutton's own theological priorities 
should provide the criteria of assessment. Nevertheless, we can recognise 
Hutton's genuine engagement with the concerns expressed by these theo
ries, as in the case ofThomas Burnet to which I shall now turn. 

Thomas Burnet wrote his Sacred theory of the earth (1681-89) to serve 
a millenarian eschatology according to which the histories of man and of the 
earth are integrated in a chronological succession of discrete events: the 
creation of the earth, the paradisical state ofnature or golden age ofman, the 
destruction of this state by the deluge, the post-diluvial and present day 
course of nature, the coming conflagration, first resurrection (of the saints), 
earthly millennium, second or general resurrection and last judgement, and 
consummation of the earth. Burnet's theory of the earth was intended to 
account for the apocalyptic happenings supposed to befall the earth through 
both causal explanation and providential interpretation. 

In the first published part of his Sacred theory (1681; 1684), Burnet dealt 
with the creation or 'original' of the earth and the deluge, making it clear 
however that this was but part of a more general theory which would 
'present ... under one view ... the several faces of Nature, from First to 
Last, throughout all the Circle of Successions'; it would'reach to the last 
period of the Earth and the End of all Things'. Burnet's conception of the 
future was grounded in his interpretation of prophecies found in the scrip
tures, and his'causal' account ofapocalyptic events is only partly intelligible 
in philosophical terms. These events are to result from an extraordinary 
concatenation of the natural agencies which determine the ordinary course 
of nature, particularly the agency of 'fire'. It was to this 'unsystematic' 
treatment of natural agencies that Hutton objected, particularly the con
strual of the agency of 'subterranean fire' as essentially destructive. For 

2' Ibid., i, 270. 
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Hutton, this fire had to be interpreted as part of the mechanism maintaining 
the ordinary course of nature, the notion of extraordinary providence dis
missed, and his own philosophy offire cast into teleological form to provide 
the basis of an alternative providentialism. 

The contrast between Hutton and Burnet can be highlighted if we con
sider for a moment their respective uses of the idea of 'succession'. In 
Burnet's theory the history of the earth was made up from a succession of 
events megascopic in nature: alternating catastrophic episodes and interven
ing stadia. The notion of 'revolution' was incorporated into that of succes
sion as an irruption into an otherwise stable order. In Hutton, on the other 
hand, the idea of an 'order of succession' had cyclical overtones, absorbing 
the idea of revolution which meant only the turn over of a bounded state of 
affairs. These two opposing schemes may however be combined when the 
former is repeated indefinitely, giving an overall cyclical pattern of creation, 
preservation, destruction, creation, and so on. This contrasts with the former 
scheme in being 'eternalistic' (taking the word 'eternal' in its loose sense), 
while it contrasts with the Huttonian idea of succession according to which 
the 'creative' and 'destructive' elements are held in tension as the ground of 
a balanced or 'steady' state. Lyell found this a source of some ambiguity 
when writing his history of cosmogony, saying that in the Indian, Egyptian 
and Greek sources the idea of a destruction of the world 'sometimes ... 
would seem to imply the annihilation of our planetary system, and at others 
a mere revolution of the surface of the earth'. For example, in reference to the 
three persons of the Hindu deity, the powers of creation, preservation, and 
destruction, he wrote: 'the coexistence of these three attributes, all in simul
taneous operation might well accord with the notion of perpetual but partial 
alterations finally bringing about a complete change'.22 Such a steady state 
model was used in different forms by both Hutton and Lyell, although the 
latter thought that Hutton subscribed to the model of 'alternating periods of 
disturbance and repose' rather than continual balance.l3 

Hutton dispensed with the idea of creation in the sense of a beginning in 
time, preferring the idea of preservation or 'continual creation' of the earth 
through an 'endless succession' of cycles of decay and renewal. And there 
was a similar detachment from the traditional Christian idea of 'origins' in 
Hutton's theory ofhuman history. The basic principle of this latter theory is 
the idea of progress. But Hutton was not concerned with the progress of the 
species from its place of origin, but of the individual nation wherever and 
whenever it occurred. Civilisations, also, are ephemeral, and they decline. So 
that although there is a progressive principle behind human history as 
against the strictly cyclical principle which we usually associate with Hut
ton's earth theory, there is a more fundamental similarity when the two 

22 C. Lyell, Prmciples ofgeology, 3 vols., London, 1830-3, i, 15, 14n. 23 Ibid., i, 64. 
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historical realms are considered in the large: kingdoms and continents are 
but units for marking the processes of decay and renewal through which the 
form of the human species and of the whole earth are endlessly perpetuated. 

Hutton was not concerned with absolute figures for the times involved. 
The life-span of even one continent was one of 'indefinite duration', and 
Hutton was content with letting the form of his theory make whatever 
demands it wanted upon time and then denying on epistemological grounds 
that any limit could justifiably be placed on these demands being met. 
He made, however, some suggestive remarks concerning the time through 
which the human species has existed. In one place he noted that, according 
to 'written history', the origin of man is 'little removed' from the present, 
while natural history provides no further evidence of a 'high antiquity' for 
the human race, in contrast with the fossil evidence for the existence of the 
lower animals at a time 'extremely remote'.24 Elsewhere, he referred to the 
existence of the human species through a 'succession of ages not to be 
numbered',25 while again his vision of the unending vicissitudes of nature 
and society led him to refer to the earth as 'a system calculated for millions, 
not of years only, nor of the ages of man, but of the races of men, and the 
succession of empires'.26 

At a general level, there is some comparison between the history of the 
earth and the history of man as Hutton conceived of them, but we must note 
the essential contrast. Although Hutton of course recognised that there was 
some sense in which human societies are 'physically' determined, he treated 
this as a lesser factor: the life of the nation is the life of its human spirit, and 
the spiritual health of the nation is the main prerequisite for its survival. This 
is also the level at which nations are, through time, bonded each to each in 
a continuing 'succession', in the sense of a transcultural passing on of tradi
tion such as that which Hutton thought had passed through the Egyptians 
to the Greeks, then to the Romans and on to the philosophers of modern 
Europe. 

That perennial wisdom to which every new society must rise was in 
Hutton's view, severely distorted by the form of Christianity represented by 
Burnet. The latter's Sacred theory, said Hutton, 'surely cannot be considered 
in any other light than as a dream, formed upon the poetic fiction ofa golden 
age, and that of iron which has succeeded it',27 He added that at first sight the 
theory may seem empirically sound but this would be a misperception 
caused by 'a partial view of things'. Hutton's commitment to the idea of 
moral progress set him hard against the idea of primal purity followed by 
degeneration, which was too caught up in the Christian idea of the fall of 
man against which his own religious philosophy was a systematic protest. 
Along with his rejection of the fall and of the miracle of resurrection, 

24 Hutton. op. cit. (I), i, 18-19. '5 Hutton, Investigation, op. cic. (2), iii, 85. 
26 Hutton, op. cit. (I), i, 372. 27 Ibid., i. 271. 
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Hutton rejected the 'partial view' of nature which they entail, that is the 
particular moulding of the idea of nature which they together effect for the 
purpose of their own support. But as we have seen, Hutton was merely 
opposing Burnet's scheme with his own which was analogous in structure. 
He systematically opposed his ideas of progress and immortality of the soul 
to Burnet's ideas of the fall and bodily resurrection, and his whole teleology 
of nature served him in this confrontation. 

I have dealt so far only with the history of the earth and the history of 
man, without taking up the question of the history of life in general. This 
last question does have a bearing on our central issue of the afterlife, and 
I intend to discuss this with particular reference to Lye11. Lyell was forced to 
defend the doctrine of progressive immortality, to which he subscribed, 
under the pressure ofnew circumstances in the geological sciences. 

The respective geologies of Hutton and Lyell are very different on the 
biological side, because it was only after Hutton's death that the phenom
enon of extinction was made certain and that the idea of a 'progression' in 
the succession of the forms of life contained in the fossil record arose. 

Hutton had been concerned with fossils primarily as signs of the marine 
origin of strata, and although he was aware of the fact that strata could be 
characterised by their faunal assemblages, this was an awareness quite out
side the context of systematic stratigraphic palaeontology. H utton's geology 
was not 'historical geology' in the modern sense; biology was integral to his 
theory of the earth for quite other reasons. Dealing with the earth always 
qua habitable earth, with conditions of habitability being maintained only 
on balance across a considerable geological time-span and under circum
stances of considerable geological change, Hutton was interested in the 
provision, on the biological side, of ecological harmony between plants and 
animals and their geological environment. 

Correlated with Hutton's steady state dynamism in earth theory, was his 
idea of the ultimate preservation of organic forms at the species level. 
Hooykaas has demonstrated the parallel between the history of life and the 
history of the earth in Hutton's work, noting that in each case, his uniform
itarian principles were such as to foreclose any possibility of historical 
'progression'.28 What I want to discuss here is the causal relation between 
the two realms. In order to understand the sense in which in Hutton's 
system of nature the geological environment is adapted to the purpose of 
maintaining 'a system of living bodies perpetuating their species',z9 we must 
turn to his ideas on biological variation and on the selection of favoured 
varieties in what he refers to as the 'struggles of animated nature'.30 His own 
agricultural practice left him well acquainted with the facts of variation and 

2' R. Hooykaas, 'The parallel between the hisrory of me earth and the history of the animal 
world', Arch. Int. His!. Sa., 1957, x, }-18. 

29 Hutron, op. cit. (1), i, 280. 30 Hutlon, Investigation, op. cir. (2), i, 9. 
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of artificial selection, and he argued that under natural conditions certain 
varieties would be favoured in the struggle of organisms to survive in 
a changing geological environment. A species would be fitted to survive 
under conditions of change due to what Hutton called its inherent 'principle 
of seminal variation' which, following the action of environmental selection 
upon the varieties thus formed, leads to the distinction of intraspecific 
races. 3l Variation and selection are purely intraspecific phenomena, by ana
logy with the ultimate constraining of geological change within an overall 
steady state pattern, or of 'occasional' or 'aberrant' motion within a planet
ary orbit. Hunon therefore did not believe that varieties could accumulate in 
one direction, thus leading the variety beyond the limits set by an original 
specific type. Were variation to become an end in itself, rather than just 
a means ofpreservation of the species, the result would be ecological dishar
mony and the 'degeneration' of the species. Hutton thought variation was 
limited, and he certainly did not envisage the rise of new species in this way. 

Hutton had not been faced with the facts of extinction and of the appear
ance of new organic forms in the geological record, nor with the further idea 
that this was a record of the 'progression' of forms, nor of course with the 
idea of evolution. However, he was acquainted with the idea of organic 
transformation, based on the idea that the'scale of beings' was a temporal
ised scale. Hutton believed in the scale of being only in the sense of a static 
hierarchy. 

One of the works which Hutton had reviewed in chapter three of the 
Theory was De Maillet's Telliamed, which he commended to the extent that 
it 'has something in it like a regular system such as we might expect to find in 
nature', while adding that it is yet 'only a physical romance, although appar
ently better founded than most of that which has been written on the 
subject'.J2 One of his principal objections becomes more apparent when we 
turn to his discussion of the formation of intraspecific races by selection, to 

which he added, 'we are not here to indulge the romantic fancy of a Tellia
med, forming fowls of flying fish, and men of mermaids or some aquatic 
animal'.J3 Hutton did not feel the need to argue the point further in this 
context where the issue was 'philosophical materialism'. For a materialist 
philosophy of man was what Hutton, in the Investigation ofthe principles of 
knowledge, was mainly concerned to refute. As we have seen, questions as to 
the origin of the earth, and of the historical origin of the human species, 
were not entertained by Hutton as legitimate philosophical problems, and 
he took the same view regarding speculation on the origin of the individual 
soul. His philosophy in fact takes as its starting point the individual con
sciousness, from whence it proceeds to map out a schema for the realisation 
of its intuited capacities and in so far as it deals with the problems of 

" Ibid., ii, 50). )2 Hu[[on, op. cit. (I), i, 271. 

,) Hurton, Investigation, op. cir. (2), ii, 500. 
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materialist reduction of the psychological world, it does this by statements 
of principle. It was Hutton's conviction that the human mind cannot get 
beneath or behind itself in order to explain the origins of either thought or 
language in something other than itself. Hutton did not argue the point 
against a background of speculation on the historical origins of the human 
species in the sense of a transformation of a different, 'lower', animal order. 
The issues with which he was engaged, those arising within the context of 
physiological psychology and of speculation on the origins of human lan
guage in the cries of the beast, were, as he perceived them, without any 
developed context of a truly historicist nature, and he could accordingly 
dismiss a writer like De Maillet without further ado. 

The situation was very different from Lyell, however. Lyell considered 
that man's progressive nature marked him distinct in kind from the rest of 
the animal creation, but he saw that this idea could be deeply compromised 
by the further idea of a progression in the forms of life during geological 
time, with man placed at the end of the series. For although progression 
could be understood as a succession of special creations, thus in intent 
preserving man's autonomy, special creation was an opaque notion which 
could be replaced with a naturalistic theory (Lamarckian transmutation, for 
example) applying equally to man as to the other animals. 

Lyell began by denying, in the Principles of geology (r830-3), that there 
was a sound case for progression in the fossil record, alleging that it arose 
from the imposition of extraneous ideas on the geological data, either scrip
tural ideas of a successive creation, or transformationist ideas with an origin 
largely in non-geological biology. He thought the latter were merely 'in
grafted' upon the fossil record, marshalling the evidence behind the image of 
progression. It was a move supported, he also thought, by the explanation of 
the phenomenon of extinction which it provided. Thus one of Lyell's moves 
at this stage was to provide an alternative explanation of extinction, thus 
rendering transmutation gratuitous in this context and thereby exploding 
the image of progression which it generated. Lyell's own explanation was 
framed according to his uniformitarian principles, making extinction of 
species an integral part ofhis steady state system of the earth. 

Lyell did not continue in his attempt to suppress the idea of progression, 
although he did continue to specify certain necessary qualifications to it. In 
1863, in The antiquity of man, Lyell accepted both progression and trans
mutation as reasonable and useful geological hypotheses, while attempting 
to maintain the autonomy of the idea of progression in so far as it was to be 
used in the characterisation of human nature. Although man may be linked 
with the rest of animal nature in respect of his physical organisation, his 
moral and religious sense, and his 'power of progressive and improve
able reason', marked him as distinct. And because it was a distinction in 
kind it could not, as Lyell pointed out in his Scientificjournals of 1856, be 
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considered as but one more step III a progressIOn based on changes in 
physical organisation: 

A law of progressive developm.t is the only way of reconciling the 
successive appearance of higher and higher beings on the stage, but can 
any such law evolve the rational out of the irrational? It is here that the 
analogy fails. 34 

But when Lyell turned to a more positive appraisal of the importance of 
progression and transmutation for the problems of the origin and future of 
man, his ideas did not take a very definite form. For one thing, when 
considering the question of the origin of the human soul in the instincts 
of the lower animals, he proceeded to generalise it: the origin of the soul of 
man in the geological past is no more of a problem than the appearance of 
rationality in the human infant at the present day, and the extinction in the 
past of forms transitional between brute and human is no more ofa problem 
than that of still birth or premature death at the present day. Lyell, in other 
words, threw the problem in the direction of traditional theological debate 
on the origin of the soul. Similarly, when appraising the problem of immor
tality, Lyell was unsure of the implications of the doctrine of geological 
progression. It must be recognised that Lyell did at times subscribe to 

notions about the grounds of religious belief which would, if followed 
exclusively, mean that there were no such implications. He, therefore, noted 
on the 'instinct of future state': 

Those aspirations which spring not from the inductive inferences of the 
Reason, but from some provision in Man's moral Nature, is [a] human 
instinct higher & more certain than either revelation or external sources 
of information.35 

Lyell was prepared, in other words, to let the soul be 'its own revelation', to 
quote William Greg whose Creeds ofChristendom (185 I), with its advocacy 
of immortality through spiritual progress as against bodily resurrection, was 
evidently of support to Lyell in his reflections on the soul. 

However, Lyell still attempted, in a hesitant way, to bring his idea of 
immortality into line with the idea of progression. This he did by speculat
ing on the analogy between the phenomenon of progression in general, and 
the progressive nature of the soul, seeking in the former an image of the 
'endless variety and improvement' which marked the idea of progressive 
immortality. But Lyell did not pursue this line of speculation, nor might it 
have been profitable for him to do so, for the simple reason that, as already 
mentioned, contemporary speculation on progression did not treat with 
sufficient care the distinction between the moral and the physical, so that 

" C. Lyell, Scientific journal, on the species question, ed. 1. G. Wilson, New Haven and 
London, 1970, p. 87· ~, Ibid., p. )48. 
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progression in nature was a dangerous ally for the progress of the soul. 
Instead, by 'taking the inner light & intuition as guiding Man to a belief in 
the immortality of the soul',J& Lyell could interpret the data, which were for 
other thinkers evidence for man's animal ancestry, as but further evidence 
that the problem ofthe origin of the soul was a perennial enigma whose each 
new form was as inscrutable as the last. 

l6 Ibid., p. 382. 




	aa-bshsm1_6x9-new backpage
	aa-bshsm1_fm
	bshsm_001_037-052-grant



