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TruTH is known but to the few; the rest, unwilling to withdraw the veil
from their own hearts, imagine it blinding the eyes of their neighbor.

H. P. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 307.

THE PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS OF THE BRITISH
ASSOCIATION, FROM A THEOSOPHIST’S VIEWPOINT :
by H. T Edge, B. A.(Cantab.), M. A.

THE eighty-second annual meeting of the British Asso-

ciation for the Advancement of Science opened at Dun-

I | dee, Scotland, on September 4, with the Presidential

¥ Address by Professor Schifer of Edinburgh Univer-

Ay] sity, whose topic was the origin and nature of life and

the present attitude of scientific thought towards that question. This

address has been described as epoch-making and daring, and as likely

to flutter the minds of the timid and orthodox; but as far as we can

judge, these fears are groundless. The speech is undoubtedly one of

the most eloquent scientific romances uttered in recent times, but it
1S quite innocuous.

If asked to sum up the whole performance in a brief phrase, we
should be inclined to describe it as a magnificent fossil disentombed
from the débris of mid-nineteenth-century speculation, “lifeless but
beautiful,” like the youth in Longfellow’s poem. Or we might charac-
terize it as the swan-song of a dying sciolism, or a flowery epitaph in
memory of departed greatness. At times, indeed, one is tempted to
think the remarks are ironical, so out of place do they seem amid con-
temporary thought.

The anxious inquirer, thirsting for knowledge, may be pardoned
for letting his glances stray toward the end of the speech, in the hope
of obtaining there an anticipatory glimpse of the important conclusion
at which the eloquent speaker must doubtless have arrived. We did
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this; and we find that it all ends in this: the Professor holds out
hopes that it may not be so very long after all before man will be able
to make living matter out of non-living matter. And suppose the
hopes are justified and the day of their fulfilment is nigh; what then?
Why, we shall have biologists creating bugs in bottles, out of benzene;
or, to give them every advantage, let us suppose that they succeed in
creating homunculi, like a medieval sorcerer, or a miserable monster
like that of Frankenstein. What a triumph! But at least it will give
the eugenists something to do in humanely eliminating the monsters
that science will create.

The Professor sniffs rather unkindly at what he calls “ super-
natural intervention.” He brushes this aside, as it has no scientific
foundation. But we shall see in the course of our explorations among
his words and phrases that he pays us back with usurious interest for
what he has taken away. His own theories constitute in our opinion
the most fantastic and visionary piece of mythology we have ever seen.

First of all it is necessary to try to define the word “life ”; and
we have no fault to find with the Professor’s remarks on this point.
The word includes so large a category that it is impossible to find a
definition which does not omit something; and many definitions are
tautological. He quotes one definition which says that life is the sum-
total of the phenomena exhibited by living beings, and says it reminds
him of Sydney Smith’s definition of an archdeacon as a person who
performs archidiaconal functions. The definition also makes of life
an abstract noun; and an abstract noun is hardly the kind of thing
to which one would entrust the building of a universe.

The lecturer’s first important point was that the phenomena ex-
hibited by what we call living matter are of the same kind as those
exhibited by what we call dead matter. He instanced a number of
familiar cases showing the similarity of chemical and physical pro-
cesses with the processes in living matter: such as the behavior of
certain mixtures of colloids and crystalloids in solution. In fact he
gave the endorsement of what we may call scientific authority to cer-
tain ideas which have been gaining ground lately in the scientific world.
He stated his conviction that inorganic matter and organic matter form
one continuous chain of evolution, and that living matter has probably
been evolved from non-living matter.

His next point carried him a step further. Instead of relegating
the initial stages of evolution to the limbo of the past, as previous

4



































































































































































































