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“Let us, therefore, conclude boldly that man is a machine, and that the entire universe 
contains only one single diversely modified substance” 

At first reading, this statement sounds almost aggressive. It seems to strip human beings of 
something many people feel essential. If we are machines, then what happens to ideas like the 
soul, freedom, or personal identity? The claim appears to reduce us to mechanisms, to moving 
parts arranged in a specific way. Yet at the same time, it is not entirely absurd. In fact, much 
of modern science seems to push us in exactly this direction. 

When we look at the human body from a biological perspective, it already resembles a kind of 
system. The heart pumps blood, the lungs regulate oxygen, and the brain processes 
information through networks of neurons. Each of these functions can be studied in physical 
terms. If a part of the system breaks, the consequences often resemble what happens when a 
mechanical system reaches failure. Damage to a particular region of the brain, for example, 
can alter memory, personality, or language. A small chemical imbalance can change how a 
person feels or behaves. Observations like these make it tempting to accept the idea that us 
human beings are simply very complicated biological machines.  

The idea becomes even more convincing when we consider the broader structure of the 
universe. Everything we observe seems to be made from the same basic elements. The atoms 
that form the human body are not unique to us. They also exist in rocks, oceans, and distant 
stars. In that sense, the thought that there is only single substance in the universe, arranged in 
different ways, seems plausible. What makes a human different from a tree or a stone may not 
be the material itself, but how it is arranged and organized.  

Perhaps, if this is true, then the distinction between humans and machines might not be as 
clear as we often imagine. Machines are systems that perform functions through interacting 
parts. In that sense, the human body certainly qualifies. The difference may simply be that 
biological systems are far more complex than the machines we have built so far. A clock is 
predictable and limited, while the brain can learn, adapt, and generate new ideas. But 
complexity alone does not necessarily change the underlying nature of a system.  

However, there is something about this conclusion that feels slightly disturbing. Even if the 
human body can be described mechanically, it does not immediately follow that the whole 
human experience can be reduced to machinery. One difficulty appears when we think about 
consciousness. Machines process information, but they do not seem to experience anything. A 
calculator can produce the correct answer to a problem, but it does not understand the 
problem or feel satisfaction at solving it.  

Human beings, on the other hand, seem to live from the inside. When we see a color, feel 
pain, or remember something from childhood, there is a subjective aspect to the experience. 
There is something it feels like to be conscious. This inner dimension of life is difficult to 
capture in purely mechanical terms. Even if we could describe every neural process involved 
in seeing a color, the description would still seem different from the experience itself.  

This gives us the “big” question. If humans are machines, where does this inner experience 
come from? One possible answer is that consciousness simply emerges when matter becomes 
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sufficiently more complex. Perhaps a certain amount of organization in the brain produces 
awareness in the same way that a certain arrangement of parts allow a machine to function. In 
that case, consciousness would still be a natural phenomenon, even if it appears mysterious 
from our current perspective. 

But sone people find this explanation unsatisfactory. It can feel as if something important is 
missing. If huma beings are only machines, then our thoughts, decisions, and feelings would 
all be determined by physical processes. Every action we take would ultimately be the result 
of prior causes, stretching back through time. From that perspective, the idea of free will 
becomes hard to defend. Our choices would not be entirely ours, but rather the outcome of 
forces acting within the system.  

Yet our everyday experience suggests that we do make choices. We deliberate between 
alternatives, change our minds, and hold ourselves responsible for our actions. Moral systems, 
laws, and social expectations all rely on the assumption that people can choose how they act. 
If humans are machines in the strictest sense, it becomes harder to explain why responsibility 
should matter. 

Still mechanical view does not necessarily eliminate these ideas totally. It might simply 
change how we understand them, A machine can still behave in ways that are flexible and 
unpredictable, especially if it is complex enough. Modern computers already show this to 
some extent. They can learn patterns, adapt to new information, and even generate creative 
outputs Although they remain machines, their behavior can appear surprisingly dynamic. 

The same is true for human beings. Even if our thoughts arise from physical processes, those 
processes may still allow for forms of reflection and self-control. A person can examine their 
own motivations, question their impulses, and decide to act differently. In that sense, the 
human mind may still possess a meaningful kind of freedom, even if it operates within a 
physical framework.  

There is also another aspect of this statement worth considering. The claim that the universe 
contains a single substance differently modified suggests a deep unity within reality. Instead 
of separating humans from the rest of nature, it places us withing the same continuous 
structure, The same matter that forms galaxies also forms our bodies. The difference lies only 
in how that matter is arranged.  

Using this perspective, the idea that humans are machines might not be as degrading as it first 
appears. It does not necessarily imply that human life is meaningless or insignificant. On the 
contrary, it could highlight how remarkable complex structures can become when matter 
organizes itself in certain ways. Out of the same basic substance arises consciousness, 
language, art and philosophical reflection.  

At the same time, the mechanical view allows many questions. Even if humans are made of 
the same substance as everything else, the experiences that arise within us remain difficult to 
explain fully. Consciousness, self-awareness, and moral responsibility still seem to resist 
simple mechanical descriptions. It may be that our current understanding of machines is too 
limited to capture these phenomena.  
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The bold conclusion that humans are machines is partly correct, but not to the whole story. It 
reminds us that we are physical beings embedded in the natural world, shaped by biological 
processes and natural laws. Yet the complexity of those processes give rise to forms of 
experience that feel richer than the word “machine” might suggest. 

In the end, the statement challenges us to rethink what it means to be human. If we truly are 
machines, we are machines capable of questioning our own nature. A system made from 
ordinary matter has become able to reflect on itself and on the universe it inhabits. Whether 
we ultimately accept the claim or not, that fact alone remains difficult not to find remarkable. 

 


