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Preface 

This thesis is an essay in the history of 

ideas. It is an attempt to characterize in detail some 

of the main features of agnosticism - the intellectual 

movement gathered around T.H. Huxley, H. Spencer, J. 

Tyndall, L. Stephen, and W.K. Clifford, during the last 

four decades of the nineteenth century. General accounts 

of this movement already exist - for example, A.W. Benn, 

The History of English Rationalism in the Nineteenth 

Century, R. Metz, ~undred Years of British Philosophz -

and there are good studies of some of the individual 

figures - for example, H. Petersen, Huxlez: Prophet o! 

~cience, N. Annan, Leslie Stephen, but, as far as I know, 

no one has produced a detailed historical study of the 

agnostics as a group, particularly as a group of 

philosophers. This work is an attempt to meet this need. 

Obviously, an historical account of an 

intellectual movement must not only provide expositions 

of its distinctive doctrines, it must also place the 

school generally in the context of its age. The 

'Introductory' section is concerned with this latter 

aim. It may appear, at first, to be out of proportion 

to the rest of the work, but in view of what has been 

written about agnosticism it has been necessary to go 
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beyond a general exposition of agnostic doctrines and 

their roots to consider in what sense the agnostics can 

be called by that name, and to explain how agnosticism 

differs from empiricism - J.S. Mill, A. Bain, G. Croom 

Robertson - and positivism - R. Congreve, F. Harrison, 

J.H. Bridges - two other Victorian intellectual 

movements. 

In the first section the following points are 

made. The pattern of agnostic theory is based on three 

doctrines: that there are necessary limits to knowledge, 

and the objects of metaphysical speculation fall outside 

these limits; that the methods of science are the only 

rational and moral means by which knowledge is to be 

gained; the groundlessness of the Christian faith. 

Examination of what HUXley and his contemporaries have 

to say on the nature of agnosticism shows that the word 

was often used to designate this pattern of belief. 

The origins of agnosticism are found in three 

deeply rooted nineteenth century British intellectual 

tendencies: a distrust of metaphysical speculation, faith 

in the power of science, and dissatisfaction with 

Christian orthodoxy. In different ways each of these 

tendencies gain expression in agnosticism, positivism, 

and empiricism. Of these three movements agnosticism 
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was the last to appear. But while it owes a certain 

amount to both movements, particularly empiricism, it 

did not, like positivism, accept Comte as its prophet, 

and unlike empiricism it found in the concept of 

evolution as used in Darwin's On the Origin of Species 

a way of understanding nearly all aspects of the universe. 

Basically, these are the points which separate agnosticism 

from positivism and empiricism. 

The remaining sections of the work expound the 

agnostics' doctrines. The organization of the material 

is based on two principles: one is that the main elements 

in the pattern of agnostic belief should be set out; the 

other is that attention ought to be paid to the particular 

stresses in their system of thought. As the agnostic 

rejection of Christianity is based on their theories of 

ignorance and the nature of science and morality there 

is not a separate section dealing with their anti-christian 

position, but there is one which deals with agnostic 

theories of the limits of knowledge, particularly as they 

bear upon theological matters - 'Learned Ignorance' - and 

another dealing with agnostic theories of science. 

In 'Learned Ignorance' the theories of H.L. 

mansel are examined in some detail because his work, 

despite its Christian purpose, exercised a strong influence 

upon the agnostics, as is seen by the use Spencer and 
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Stephen make or his doctrines in recommending their 

anti-christian positions. In the next section, 'The 

Nature of Science', the differences between Clifford 

and the other agnostics over the nature of science are 

discussed, particularly with reference to the criticism 

their theories received from Christian apologists who 

wished to deny that there is any real conflict between 

science and religion. 

'The Science of Ethics' is the final section of 

the work. From one point of view this section is a 

development of the preceding one; for the agnostic claim 

that science alone provides sure knowledge means that 

they had to be able to show how science can provide 

knowledge of the foundations and superstructure of 

morality. They took to this task with great seriousness; 

the most elaborate products of the agnostic movement deal 

with this problem. Here the leading figures are Clifford, 

Spencer, and Stephen, with HUXley joining hands with those 

Christian and non-christian critics who claimed that moral 

obligation could not be completely explained in scientific 

terms. On the question of moral responsibility and 

determinism, the agnostics present a solid front against 

those who assert that the two are incompatible. Because 

of the extent of agnostic ethical writings it has seemed 
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best to consider them in a separate section. 

In the 'Conclusion' the significance of the 

agnostic movement is discussed, Three points are made: 

firstly, that philosophically the products of agnosticism 

are not of much intrinsic worth; secondly, that their 

writings are important for the influence, often a negative 

influence, they had upon philosophers of greater stature -

for example, H. Sidgwick, w. James, s. Alexander, J. ward; 

thirdly, the movement is of importance if we are to 

Understand the change that came over the Victorian frame 

of mind between 1860 and 1900, for while it is difficult 

to assess causes in such a matter it does not seem unlikely 

that the agnostics played some part in producing this 

change. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

This thesis was prepared under the supervision 

of Professor John Passmore. I am deeply indebted to him 

for his help and encouragement in writing it. 
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It is a mistake to suppose that intellectual 
history is valuable only if it reveals for­
gotten masterpieces, just as it is a mistake 
to suppose that archaeologists are wasting 
their time unless they uncover works of art 
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for exhibition in the great national collections. 

w. Kneale. 
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tially coinciding with her own.• 36 A more summary 

statement of his position is that 'the reality existing 

behind all appearances is, and must ever be, unknown.• 37 

Obviously, this account of the limits of human 

knowledge differs from Huxley's. According to Huxley, 

agnosticism - when considered as an epistemological 

theory - is the view that metaphysical problems are 

insoluble because of man's necessary limitations. 

'Whether there is an ultimate reality lying behind 

appearances?' or 'Whether there is an ultimate cause 

of all things?' are questions which Huxley's type of 

agnostic regards as unanswerable, whereas the Spencerian 

agnostic believes that his reasons for claiming that 

there are necessary limits to human knowledge also involve 

the further assertion that, there is a reality behind 

appearances. 

Dalgairns was not the only one to neglect or 

fail to see the differences between Huxley and ~pencer. 

A writer in The Spectator rebuking Leslie Stephen's account 

of agnosticism reveals the same confusion: • "Agnostic"', 

36 H. Spencer, l!'irst Principles (1862; 6th Ed. 
Lond. 1900), p.84 Spencer,a1socans-=chis Reality, the 
'Incomprehensible Power' (p.85), 'the Ultimate Cause of 
things,• (p.97) and the 'Ultimate Reality lying behind 
Appearances' (p.l07). 

37 H. Spencer, op.cit., p.57. 
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Protestantism took away the saints who 
once were invisibly all about us, and 
now Agnosticism has taken away Providence 
as death takes away the mother from the 
child, and leaves us forlorn of protection 
and love, 

Mark Pattison. 

49 
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Chapter Two 

The Origin and Pattern of Nineteenth Century Agnosticism. 

Agnosticism can be considered in many ways, 

but from the point of view of its background it can best 

be regarded as the coming together in a particular form 

of three nineteenth century intellectual tendencies. These 

three tendencies are: a distrust of speculative reason; 

a faith in the achievements and future of science; and a 

critical attitude towards Christian orthodoxy. Later in 

this chapter the form, or to be more accurate, the forms, 

taken by these tendencies at the hands of the agnostics 

will be considered; for the present a brief sketch of 

some of the expressions of these tendencies in the years 

preceding 1860 will indicate the intellectual environment 

out of which agnosticism emerged. 

The distrust of the reasoning faculty in religious 

and metaphysical matters took many forms in the first half 

of the nineteenth century. At the most popular level the 

distrust was little more than the product of a vulgar 

anti-intellectualism, 1 but in more sophisticated circles 

it received the support of the major theological and 

1 For a discussion of Jictorian anti-intellect-
ualism see W.E. Houghton, The ictorian Frame of Mind 
1830-1870 (New Haven, 1957), ch.5, ior a contemporary 
statement on the prevalence of the distrust of reason in 
religious circles see J.D. Morell, An Historical and 
Critical View of the Speculative Philosophy of Europe in 
the Nineteenth Century. (2 vola., 2nd ed,, Lond. 1847), 
vol.2, p.620. 
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philosophical movements, In the established church the 

Oxford Noetics - E. Copleston, E, Hawkins, R, Whately, 

and R.D. Hampden - and their antagonists, the Tractarians, 

both, for different reasons, cast doubt upon the ability 

of unaided human reason to arrive at truth in matters of 

religion. 2 The Noetics used their belief in the limits 

of human reason to bolster their claim for greater freedom 

in the discussion and expression of Christian dogma. 

Revelation, they argued, tells us of matters beyond the 

reach of our minds, but the knowledge thus communicated 

is not designed to provide the basis of a science of 

theology, but to guide and regulate our thoughts and 

practice with respect to God. Richard Whately, for example, 

in the Bampton Lectures for 1822, The Use and Abuse of 

Party Feeling in Matters of Religion, argues that we should 

not attempt too fine a precision in formulating religious 

truths, for 'though enabled by revelation to know what 

reason could not discover, - and though we ought to have 

the most undoubting confidence in the truth of God's word, -

in the certainty of what is thus made known to us, yet we 

now "know but in part;" we see indeed many of the wonders 

2 For a brief account of the Noetics and their 
conflict with the Tractarians see G, Faber, Oxford 
Apostles: A Character Study of the Oxford Movement(l933; 
Revised Edition, Harmondsworth 1954). 



of divine providence; but we "see in a glass darkly." 

Nor is God revealed to us as He is in Himself, but as 

He is relatively to ourselves. And even the relations 
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in which he stands to us are but imperfectly developed, 

though as far perhaps as our present faculties ean com­

prehend them.'' The most striking use by a noetic of their 

belief in the impotence of human reason in theological 

matters is found in R.D. Hampden's 1832 Bampton Lectures, 

The Scholastic Philosophy Considered in its Relation to 

Christian Theology. According to Hampden the limits of 

human reason are such that we cannot develop any coherent 

or systematic theology since 'about things Divine we can 

know nothing, beyond what God has been pleased to reveal 

to us.•4 In theology, theory has the negative role of 

clearing away the hypotheses and doctrines with which 

the facts of revelation have been confus~d or connected; 

the true task of theological theorising is to negate 'all 

ideas imported into religion beyond the express sanction of 

3 R. Waately, The Use and Abuse of Party Feeling 
in Matters of neligion (1822; 3rd Ed. Lond. 1833), p.18g. 

4 R.D. Hampden, The Scholastic Philosorhy Con-
sidered in Its Relation to Christian Theologyl832; 
3rd Ed. Lond. 1848), p.xlviii. 
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Revelation.' 5 

The Noetics' concern for greater freedom in 

theological thought and their disparagement of the 

autporitative and scientific character of the creeds of 

the Church provoked a vigorous reaction from the Tractar­

ians, who held the facts of Scripture and the elaboration 

and systematisation of such facts in the creeds to be 

equally binding upon the minds of men. But while the 

Tractarians were certain that human reason, in the pro­

vidence of God, could attain to precise answers in questions 

of dogma, they also taught a 'strong' doctrine of the im­

potence of reason in religious matters. The simple unaided 

use of human reason, they argued, will never lead to the 

conviction that the fundamental claims of the Christian 

faith are true. w.G. Ward, one of the two leading 

philosophical thinkers in the movement - the other was 

J.H. Newman- put this case strongly in his The Ideal of 

a Christian Church; in this book, his son writes, he 

maintains 'that intellectual inquiry, pure and simple, 

gives no sufficient assurance of any religious truth -

not even of the exist-ence of God;'. 6 The only basis 

upon which belief in God can be safely grounded is in the 

5 ibid., p.377. 

6 w. Ward, William George Ward and the Oxford 
Movement (Lond. 1889) p.251. 
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teachings of the correctly formed conscience: 'If 

conscience be not on all moral and religious subjects 

paramount,• Ward writes, 'then it does not really exist; 

if it do not exist we have no reason whatever, nay, no 

power whatever, to believe in God •••• 7 

Theologians and churchmen were not the only 

thinkers to teach doctrines of the impotence of human 

reason in certain matters; the two leading philosophers 

of the period, Sir William Hamilton and John Stuart Mill, 

both taught in their different ways that there are matters 

completely and necessarily outside the reach of reason. 8 

7 Cited from W .G. 11ard, The Ideal of a Christian 
Church in C.C.J. Webb, Religious Thought in the OXford 
Movement (Lond. 1928), p.70. A similar distrust of the 
ability of pure reason to arrive at Christian truth 
characterises Newman's account of religious belief in 
Fifteen Sermons Preached Before the University of Oxford 
(1843; New Ed., Lond. 1887). Faith, he writes, 'is an 
act of Reason, but of what the world would call weak, 
bad, or insufficient Reason;• (p.204) and, 'Faith is a 
moral principle' (p.l91). The nature and extent of 
Newman's scepticism is, however, no easy question; of. 
J.M. Cameron, 'The Night Battle: Newman and Empiricism' 
Victorian Studies, 4, 1960; and a. Chadwick, The Mind 
of the Oxford Movement (Lond. 1960), pp.42-46. 

8 A fact noted by contemporary historians of 
philosophy; see G.H. Lewes, The History of Philosophy 
from Thales to Comte (2 vola., 5th ed., Lond. 1880), 2, 
pp.754-5; D. Masson, Recent British Philosophy, p.296. 
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According to Hamilton, in his influential article 'On 

the Philosophy of the Unconditioned', the fact that we 

can know only that of which we are conscious means, upon 

analysis, that there are two types of object which we are 

forever precluded from knowing: they are objects as 

they are in themselves independently of our being aware 

of them; and objects such as the Infinite and ~,the 

Absolute, if there are any such entities, whose very 

nature prevents them from entering any relation. Yet the 

fact that we can never be conscious of the Unconditioned 

does not justify disbelief in its existence, or the 

belief that we can never determine wehther it does exist. 

In fa~t, Hamilton contends, there are strong reasons for 

believing in the existence of the Unconditioned being, 

but the limits imposed upon us by the nature of our 

consciousness prevent us from ever being able to construct 

a science of the Unconditioned; the end of philosophical 

speculations on such matters can only be a 'learned 

ignorance.• 9 'We are thus taught the salutary lesson', 

Hamilton writes, 'that the capacity of thought is not 

to be constituted into the measure of existence, and 

are warned from recognizing the domain of our knowledge 

9 'On Philosophy of the Unconditioned' Edinburgh 
Review October, 1829; reprinted in Sir William Hamilton, 
piscussions on Philoso{hy, and Literature, Education 
and University Reform Edinb. 1852), p.37. 
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as necessarily eo-extensive with the horizon of our 

faith.• 10 J.S. Mill, unlike Hamilton and his chief 

English disciple, H.L. Mansel, does not make the doctrine 

of learned ignorance central to his philosophy. In 

broad outlines, however, he agrees with their doctrine 

that much, if not all, metaphysical speculation is 

doomed to failure because of the necessary limits of 

human knowledge; 'it is necessary to remark,' Mill 

writes, 'that on the inmost nature (whatever he meant 

by inmost nature) of the thinking principle, as well as 

on the inmost nature of matter, we are and, with our 

faculties must always remain, entirely in the dark.• 11 

Confidence in the achievments and fUture of 

science is another marked feature of intellectual life in 

the decades before the advent of agnosticism. Few who had 

any sympathy with scientific work would have disagreed with 

William Whewell's aphorism: 'Man is the interpreter of 

Nature, Science the right interpretation.• 12 but while 

many had a 'high' view of science, there were important 

disagreements about the nature and scope of scientific 

10 ibid., p.l5 

11 J. S, Mill, AJ~m~¥~~~~~~Fl ii'fi'-i!-7_ and Inductive (1843).- , 
Edited by E. Nagel, John Stuart Mill's Philosovhy of 
Scientific Method (N.Y. 1950), pp.48-9. 

12 W, Whewell, '2he Philosophy of the Inductive 
Sciences (2 vols., Lond, 1840), vol.l p.xvii. 
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activity. In very broad terms, the main difference, from 

the viewpoint of later developments, concerned the re­

lation of theology to science: moreparticularly, the 

relation of theology to the palaetiological sciences.13 

On one side of the conflict were those who found in the 

study of natural history various evidences for the existence 

of a divine being, whose active intervention in the course 

of nature was postulated to explain certain otherwise 

inexplicable events. On the other side were those who 

believed that while science pointed to the existence of 

God, the use of theological explanations in the study 

of natural history represented a confusion of theology and 

science. Discussions of this question before the appearance 

of agnosticism did not settle the conflict for once and for 

all, but they provided the materials on which the agnostics 

were to put forward their own naturalistic theory of science, 

In geology the conflict reached its profoundest 

heights in the period between 182o and 1850. During this 

13 My account of the relation between theology and 
the palaetiological sciences is drawn from c.c. Gillispie, 
Genesis and Geology: A Study of the Relations of Scientific 
Thought Natural Tkeology, and Social Opinion in Great 
Britain! 1790-1850 (1951, Harper Torchbook Edn. N.Y. 1959); 
and A. Ellegard, Darwin and the General Reader: The 
Ac.ce !ta.nce of Darwin's Theor of EVolution in the British 
Periodical Press, 1859-1872. Goteborg 1958 • A 
discussion of the precise logical relations between the 
various developments in geology and biology is given in 
R. Hooykaas, Natural Law and Divine Miracle: A Historical­
Critical Study of the Principle of Uniformity in Geology, 
Biology and Taaology (Leiden 1959), chs. 1 and 2. 
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time two rival schools of geological thought, the catas­

trophists and the uni!ormitarians, came into conflict 

over the method to be used in studying the geological 

history of the earth. The catastrophists, led by William 

Buckland, argued that the earth's structure showed that 

in times past forces, extraordinary in their scope and 

intensity, had operated oh the earth's surface; these 

forces, which are no longer operative, are to be attributed, 

they contended, to the direct and providential working 

of God. Charles Lyell, whose Principles of Geology 

(1830-33) provided the main statement of the uniformitarian 

position, controverted the catastrophist's doctrine when 

he argued that a scientific account of the workings of 

the universe is possible only if we accept the view 'that 

all former changes of the organic and inorganic creation 

are referrible to one uninterrupted succession of 

physical events, governed by the laws now in operation.•14 

According to Lyell, if geology is to be a science it must 

be based on the methodological principle that the past 

history of the earth's structure is to be explained in 

terms of causes now operating. !hat is more, the uniform­

itarians argued, it is quite possible to give a natural­

istic account of the earth's geological history in terms 

of existing causes; there is no need to have recourse to 

any catastrophic type explanations. On this view geology 

14 Cited by C.C? Gillispie, op.cit., p.l26. 
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teaches nothing about the providence of God; theology 

and geology are separate studies not to be confused with 

one another. 

The gradual acceptance of uniformitarianism 

in geology, however, did not settle the question of the 

place of theology in the palaetiological sciences. 

Uniformitarians, their critics argued, if their approach 

to natural history is to be accepted, must show how in 

the past the marked transition from one set of living 

things to a completely new set came about; if they cannot, 

then we are justified in regarding these discontinuities 

in the history of living things as the result of divine 

intervention. 'We conceive it undeniable,• Whewell writes, 

'(and Mr. Lyell would probably agree with us,) that we 

see in the transition from an earth peopled by one set of 

animals, to the same earth swarming with entirely new 

forms of organic life, a distinct manifestation of creative 

power, transcending the known laws of nature; and, it 

appears to us, that geology has thus lighted a new lamp 

along the paths of natural theology.• 1 5 If not geology, 

15 Cited by c.c. Gillispie, op.cit., p.l46. 
w. Cannon has challenged the use made of this quotation 
by Gillispie (whose interpretation is followed in my 
account) on the ground that 'since in contemporary scientific 
usage the term "creative power" merely means whatever 
unknown power has produced species and did not imply the 
supernatural, Whewell had not as yet allied himself with 
the miraculous.' ('The Problem of Miracles in the 1830's,• 
Victorian Studies, 4, 196~, p.8 & ft.nt.5.) His point, 
however, seems to be refuted by the fact that he 
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then it still appeared that the history of biological 

and zoological forms showed the existence of God and his 

providential care. 

Between 1840 and 1860 two events occurred which 

shook, if they did not shatter, the case for theological 

explanations within biology: they were the publication 

of Robert Chamber's Vestiges of Creation (1844) and Charles 

Darwin's On the Origin of Species (1859). Chambers, 

whilst acknowledging that the existence of law in the 

universe pointed to an intelligence behind the universe, 

attempted to give a naturalistic account of the development 

of all living things; his attempt, because of its lack 

of empirical justification, was not particularly success­

fUl: it caused more upset to those who considered that 

science justified their belief in divine providence, than 

positive satisfaction to those who wished to see science 

freed from the burden of natural theology,16 This burden 

does not consider the complete quotation: his own citation 
of the passage leaves out the section which follows on 
'•·· transcends the known laws of nature: ••• •, and this 
section indicates that Whewell has miraculous creative 
acts in mind, 
16 For example, Darwin wrote to J.D. Hooker in 
1844: '••• I have also read the "Vestiges" but have been 
somewhat less amused at it than you appear to have been: 
the writing and arrangement are certainly admirable, but 
his geology strikes me as bad, and his zoology far worse.•, 
Francis Darwin, The Life and Letters of Uharles Darwin 
(1888, Basic Books N.Y.l960 2.vols.), vol.l pp.301-2; 
and Huxley writes: 'As for the "Vestiges", I confess that 
the book simply irritated me by the prodigious ignorance 
and thoroughly unscientific habit of mind mani-
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was not lifted until the end of the 1850's when the 

appearance of Darwin's work provided (or so it seemed to 

some) a naturalistic and empirically based account of the 

origin and development of living things by the mechanism 

of natural selection. The last refuge of theological 

explanations within science was taken; the hypothesis of 

special creation, Huxley wrote in 1860, •marks the youth 

and imperfections of the science, For what is the history 

of every science but the history of the elimination of 

the notion of creative, or other interferences, with the 

natural order of the phenomena which are the subject mat­

ter of that science?•17 Not everyone agreed with Huxley -

for instance, the members of the Victoria Institute18 - but 

the way was now clear for the development of a theory of 

science completely independent of theological conceptions. 

fested by the writer, If it had any influence on me at 
all, it set me against Evolution,•, 'On the Reception of 
the "Origin of Species" in F, Darwin, op.oit., 1, p.542. 
For the religious reaction to The Vestiges of Creation 
see c.c. Gillispie, op.cit., ch.8, and J.D. Morell, 
op.cit., 2, p.568. 

17 T,H, Huxley, 'The Origin of Species' (1860) 
Collected Essays: vol.2, p.58. 

18 Tbe Victoria Institute or Philosophical 
Society of Great Britain, which was established in 1866 to 
defend Chrigtian doctrine, was not officially committed to 
catastrophic type theories of science, but many of its 
members subscribed to such views; see, for example, the 
reactions to G, Warrington's paper, 'On the Credibility of 
Darwinism' Journal of the 'fransactions of the Victoria 
Institute, or Philosophical ~ociety of Great Britain, 
2, 1867. 
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The third tendency in the first half of the 

century which exerted a marked influence on the intell­

ectual life of the period after 1860 was the growing 

attitude of criticism towards the cardinal doctrines of 

the various Christian orthodoxies. Three major areas of 

ori ticism can be singled out. ]'irstly, there was criticism 

of traditional patterns of belief on moral grounds. 'The 

doctrine of the Atonement,' Benjamin Jowett writes, 'has 

often been explained in a way at which our moral feelings 

revolt. God is represented as angry with us for what we 

never did; He is ready to inflict a disproportionate 

punishment on us for what we are; He is satisfied by 

the sufferings of His Son in our stead. The sin of Adam 

is first imputed to us; then the righteousness of 

Christ. The im~erfection of human law is transferred to 

the Divine; or rather a figment of law which has no 

real existenee.•19 For Jowett and his colleagues in the 

Broad Church party the immediate task was clear: doc:trines 

of original sin, the atonement, eternal punishment, and so 

on, should be purified of their morally primitive trappings 

19 B. Jowett, The Epistle to the Thessalonians 
Galatians and Romans (1855; 2nd Ed. Lend. 1859 2 vols), 
2, p.547. The reception accorded to the first edition 
led Jowett to tone down some of his vigorous statements 
on the doctrine of the atonement. Cf. E. Abbott and 
L. Campbell, The Life and Letters of Beniamin Jowett, 
M.A.: Master of Balliol College, Oxford2 vola. Lend. 
1897), 1, pp.233-5, p.251. 
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and their spiritual nature made manifest; others, such 

as F.W. Newman, J.A. Froude and Mary Ann Evans, with 

perhaps sounder sense, took another line: since the 

essential doctrines of Christianity are immoral in content, 

Christianity is not to be revised but rejected. 20 

Secondly, the orthodox view of the accuracy 

and authority of the Bible came under fire because of 

the various scientific inaccuracies found in the Scriptures; 

a literal interpretation of Genesis, for example, could 

not not easily be squared with the facts of geology. For 

some this was no problem: the Bible, they argued, was 

designed to teach moral and religious truth, not the 

facts of science; 21 others, such as the Bampton Lecturer 

for 1833, saw the religious and scientific accuracy of 

the .l:iible as one issue: 'The sacred legislator, it is 

admitted, addresses us in a religious, not in a philosoph­

ical character; but in demanding our assent to communi-

20 For a brief account of their reaction see H.R. 
Murphy, •The Ethical Revolt Against Christian Orthodoxy 
in Early Victorian England' American Historical Review, 
60, 1954-55. 

21 For example, J.H. Newman writes: 'This 
opposition between Faith and Reason takes place in two 
ways when either of the two encroaches upon the province 
of the other. lt would be an absurdity to attempt to find 
out mathematical truths by the purity and acuteness of the 
moral sense. It is a form of this mistake which has led 
men to apply such Scriptural communications as are 
intended for religious purposes to th~ determination of 
physical questions. ' ( op. cit. , pp. 58-9}. See also C. C. 
Gillispie, op.cit., pp.223-26. 
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cations, as delivered by inspiration, we have some right 

to expect, that as far as they extend they should maintain 

their pretensions to infallibility.• 22 This latter view, 

the popular theory of the Bible, did not stand up well to 

critical scrutiny. Closely related to scientific criticisms 

of the Bible was the more damaging contention, and one less 

easily dodged, that the Scriptures when judged by the 

standards of critical history were doubtful records of 

many of the events they recorded. ~he effect of such 

criticism was to cast doubt upon the historicity of the 

cantral events of the life of Israel, the ministry of 

Jesus, and the development of the early church. 23 

Thirdly, the growth of scientific and techno­

logical knowledge during the first six decades of the 

century contributed to the critical attitude towards 

Christian belief, because it led to ways of thinking about 

the world which were out of sympathy with accepted doctrines 

of providence and the supernatura1. 24 At the theoretical 

22 F. ~olan, The Analogy of Revelation and Science, 
pp.44Y5. Quoted by H.D. McDonald, Ideas of Revelation: 
An Historical Study A.D.l700 to A.D.l860,(Lond.l959),p.l24 

23 V,F. Storr, The Development of English Theology 
in the Nineteenth Century 1800-1860 (Lond.l913)~rovides an 
account of Biblical criticism in England. Cf, chs. 9,10,11. 
24 A fact recognized by both Christian and non-
christian thinkers: for example, J.H. Newman, op.cit., p.l94; 
R. Whately, Essays on Some of the Dangers of the Christian 
Faith (2nd Ed. Lond, 1847), p.78 & p.86; J.D. Morell, 
op.cit., 2, pp.586-7; J. Tyndall, 'Reflections on Prayer 
and Natural Law' (1861) Fragments of Science (6th Ed. 
Lond. 1879 2 vols.), I. 
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level this divorce between the theological and scient­

ific view of the world is reflected in the conflicts over 

the method to be used in the palaetiological sciences, 

and later, during the sixties and seventies, in the 

conflicts surrounding miracles and the efficacy of prayer. 

Towards the end of the 1850's three books were 

published which exercised a considerable influence on 

future expressions of the three intellectual tendencies 

we have been considering; and this influence extended 

particularly to the shape given these tendencies by the 

agnostics. The three books are H.L. Mansel's The Limits 

of Religious Thought {1858), Darwin's On the Origin of 

Species (1859), and the collection Essays and Reviews 

(1860). Mansel's book provided one of the most sustained 

and popular Victorian expositions of the limits of 

human knowledge and the futility of transcendental meta­

physics; Darwin's work in effect destroyed the last 

link between faith in the achievements and future of 

science and the belief that science provides evidence 

for the tenets of natural theology; and Essays and Reviews 

brought into striking prominence the dissatisfactions 

that many within the Church of England felt towards orthodox 

patterns of religious belief. Of the three works only 

Mansel's made a direct contribution to agnostic theory; 

the other two made possible the development and spreading 

abroad of agnosticism but they did not directly contribute 
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to it. because of Darwin's work the agnostics were able 

to press on with their naturalistic version of the nature 

and scope of science; whilst the writers of Essays and 

Reviews made it possible for all who were critical of 

Christian theology, such as the agnostics, to speak their 

minds with greater freedom. 

II 

~he agnostics all subscribed to some theory of 

the limits of human thought, but only two of them, Spencer 

and Huxley, attempted to state their theories in any detail. 

In their attempts both these writers were influenced, 

though in different ways, by certain sections of Mansel's 

The Limits of Religious Thought, the Bampton Lectures for 

1858. 25 The main aim of Mansel's work is to undercut 

25 Mansel's influence upon the agnostics was widely 
recognized in the nineteenth century; see, e.~., L. Stephen, 
'An Agnostic's Apology', op.cit., pp.8-9; ;- 1 'The Sources 
of Modern Agnosticism', The Month, 45, 188~.- Because of 
this connection his reputation as a Christian apologist 
became somewhat tarnished, and his friends felt constrained 
to make excuses for him; see, e.g., J.J. Lias' paper, 'Is 
it Possible to Know God?' (Considerations of "The Unknown" 
and "Unknowable" of Modern Thought)' and the discussion 
following it in the Journal of the Transactions of the 
Victoria Institute or Philosophical Society of Great 
Britain, 17, 1884; and J.W. Burgon 'Henry LongueVille 
Mansel' Lives of Twelve Good Men (2 vola. 5th ed. Lond. 
1889), 2, pp.201-07. Other commentators on agnosticism 
have also noticed it; A,W. Benn, for example, writes: 
'English agnosticism owes its individual character to his 
L-i.e. Mansel'~7 Bampton Lectures; but it also resulted 
from a far wider movement of thought, which had been in 
progress for over a century.' op.cit., 2, p.l99. 
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philosophical criticism of the Christian faith by showing 

that philosophical thought is necessarily unable to arrive 

at truth in such matters. ~oth dpencer and Huxley were 

impressed by Mansel's arguments to show the limits of 

philosophical thought; the other sections of his work 

in which he attempts to relate his doctrine of necessary 

ignorance to the origin of the concept of God, the nature 

and status of analogical descriptions of the deity, and 

the ways of determining the truth of alleged revelations, 

they either neglected or rejected. 

Mansel's argument to show that philosophical 

and religious thought is necessarily limited is in two 

stages. The first consists in showing that every attempt 

to develop a theory of absolute existence - theism, 

pantheism, and atheism are the three he considers - has 

been and is plagued by contradictions. This fact alone, 

however, is not sufficient to justify the claim that 

philosophical thought is impotent in face of the question 

of the nature of existence. To show that this problem 

exceeds the reach of man's mind, it is necessary, Mansel 

argues, to consider the conditions governing human con­

sciousness (for Mansel in common with the empiricist 

tradition believes that a man can only know or think 

about that which is some mode or other of his consciousness.) 

The second stage of his argument consists therefore in 

describing and analysing the conditions of human conscious-



68 

ness. This analysis, Mansel argues, leads to the conclusion 

that man cannot by speculative means know the truth nor 

think validly about the nature of existence, since the 

conditions governing human awareness restrict the range of 

man's thought to the finite and the relative. We are 

never in a position to say on speculative grounds whether 

there is an absolute existence or not; the very nature of 

our knowledge prevents us from ever constructing a con­

sistent ontological theory. Mansel's argument does not 

stop at this point - it could hardly do so as he is 

setting out to defend the Christian faith - but it was 

this section of his work that most positively influenced 

the agnostics. 

In his First Principles Herbert Spencer takes 

over both sections of Mansel's argument and uses them to 

elaborate and explain his claim that despite appearances, 

science and religion are in accord with one another: 

they both teach that the universe is surrounded by an 

impenetrable mystery. Even Spencer's procedure has a 

rough similarity with Mansel's. Firstly, like Mansel, 

he examines the conflicting systems of thought - in hie 

case, science and religion - and points to the features 

common to both systems; then he develops a theory of 

the nature and limits of knowledge to further explain and 

elaborate what is common to science and religion. In the 

first stage of his argument, the analysis of the basic 
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concepts of science and religion, Spencer clearly borrows 

from Mansel, or at least has been strongly influenced 

by Mansel's work, though he does not acknowledge the 

extent of his debt. His contention in this section is 

that the ultimate ideas or basic concepts of science, for 

example, space and time, and those of religion, for 

example, theism, pantheism, and atheism, are inadequate, 

and so cannot be said to represent reality as it is. 

Why are we unable to form concepts that accurately reflect 

reality? The answer to this question, the second section 

of his argument, consists in large part of quotations 

and restatements of Mansel's account of the nature and 

limits of knowledge, Spencer, however, does more than 

simply repeat Mansel's theories; in one important point 

he amends this position. Whereas Mansel claims that the 

necessary limits of thought prevent us from deciding on 

speculative grounds which theory of absolute existence, 

if any, is correct, Spencer contends that the reasons 

which, support the view that our thought is necessarily 

limited also involve the conclusion that there is something 

beyond the range of our knowledge, a something which can 

be described as the Unknowable. The mystery which 

surrounds the ultimate ideas of science and religion is 

the mystery of this ineffable reality. 

Whilst Mansel's contribution to Spencer's 

doctrine of the limits of knowledge is clearcut and 
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substantial, his role in the formation of Huxley's theory 

is less direct and more in the form of an influence. 

Huxley's early thought on the limits of human knowledge 

was strongly shaped by The Limits of Religious Thought, 

though the more specifically Christian elements in Mansel's 

work he regarded as inconsistent with his theory of 

necessary ignorance. Concerning the Lectures he wrote 

in 1858 to Charles Lyell: 'although, regarding the author 

as a Churchman, you will probably compare him, as I did, 

to the drunken fellow in Hogarth's Contested Election, 

who is sawing through the signpost of the other party's 

public-house, forgetting that he is sitting at the other 

end of it. But read them as a piece of clear and un­

answerable reasoning.• 26 When Huxley came to state his 

own theory of ignorance he found the reasons for his 

position not in Mansel or Spencer but in what he took 

to be the epistemological theory of David Hume. However, 

whilst Huxley finds the main inspiration for his theory 

outside of the Hamiltonian tradition, the basis upon which 

he erects his position is the same as Mansel's and 

Spencer's, viz., that all our knowledge is knowledge 

of our own minds or states of consciousness. Unlike 

26 Quoted by Lyell in a letter; LK.M.l Lyell, 
Life, Letters and Journals of Sir Uharles Lyell (2 vola., 
Lond. 1881), 2, p.321. Of. also T.H. Huxley, •Agnosticism' 
Collected Essays: vol.5, pp.335-6. 
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Mansel and Spencer, Huxley's argument is little more than 

a gloss on this position, a gloss which leads him into a 

radical subjectivism. Since we can know only our own 

states of consciousness, it follows, he claims, that we 

can never know whether these mental states answer to 

anyt~ing outside the range of our awareness, or whether 

in fact there is anything other than our consciousness; 

the limits of the individual's consciousness are the 

limits of his knowledge. This view of the limits of 

knowledge conveniently rules out of court as futile all 

speculations about the existence of God, the Unknowable, 

and other metaphysical entities; at the same time it in­

conveniently places the objective existence of nervous 

systems, physical objects and other minds in the same 

category. For Huxley this is a marked inconvenience since 

he also believes in the public character of scientific 

knowledge, a belief which presupposes, or so he thought, 

the existence of an external world and other minds. As 

a result Huxley and his colleagues, Clifford and Stephen, 

who more or less hold the same view of the limits of 

knowledge, attempted to reconcile their epistemological 

views with their belief in the external world and the 

27 For example, he writes: 'All physical science 
starts from certain postulates. One of them is the objective 
existence of a material world' 'The Progress of Science', 
Collected Essays: vol.l, p.60. 
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existence of other minds. 28 They were not alone in this 

concern; both Mansel and Spencer are faced with the same 

type of problem and they both attempt to surmount it; 29 

but in one sense at least it is a more pressing problem for 

Huxley and the agnostics closest to him because of their 

main interest in the doctrine of necessary ignorance is 

not to defend religion or to reconcile it with science, 

but to defend the claim that science alone provides true 

knowledge and to protect science from the charge of being 

materialistic. 30 

While the agnostics connect in a general 

fashion, as outlined above, their theories of the limits 

of thought with their convictions about the objective 

and public character of scientific knowledge, they make 

28 See e.g. T.H. Huxley, 'The Progress of Science' 
op.cit.; L. Stephen, 'Materialism', op.cit.; W.K. Clifford, 
'On the Nature of fhings-in Themselves' Lectures and Essays 
(2 vols. Lond.l879) Ed. L. Stephen & F. Pollock, 2. 

29 See e.g. H.L. Mansel, Metaphysics or the Philosophy 
of Consciousness Phenomenal and Real (4th ed. Edinb.l883. 
Originally published as an article on metap~ysics 8th Ed. 
Encyclopaedia Brittanica 1857), p.336 ff.; and H. Spencer 
op.cit., p.69f. & pp.79-80; and H. Spencer, The Principles 
of Psychology (2 vols., 2nd Ed., Lond.l870)2, part 7. 

30 Of. e.g. Huxley's statements quoted on p 
note also Stephen's statement: 'Modern men of science have 
abandoned it /materialis!7 as completely as metaphysicians. 
If human know!edge be merely relative and we are restrained 
by the law of our nature from penetrating to the absolute of 
things, it comes to much the same, whether we call everything 
matter of everything spirit; for in each case, we only assert 
that everything is some unknowable X or Y.' 'Darwininism 
and Divinity•, Essays on Freethinking and Plainspeak1pi 
(Lond. 1873), pp.89-90. 
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little attempt to relate their epistemological doctrines 

to their views of the nature of science or theerrors of 

orthodox religion (a fact not so surprising in view of 

the Christian use of the doctrine of the impotence of 

reason. 31 ). But if the connections hetween their epistem-

ological views and the other aspects of their creed are 

undeveloped, it is otherwise with their doctrine of science 

and their rejection of Christianity: science, according 

to the agnostics, is in direct opposition to theology, 

and for this reason theology is to be rejected. 32 The 

pattern of their argument becomes clearer when we look 

more closely at their doctrine of science. 

Broadly speaking, the agnostics agree in two 

main points about science: firstly, that the domain of 

science includes all phenomenal reality; secondly, that the 

only way to attain knowledge, the only morally right and 

31 Stephen attempts to argue that the Christian 
use of the doctrine of human ignorance destroys or 
vitiates the dogma it is designed to protect in his •An 
Agnostic's Apology', An Agnostic's Apology and Other Essays. 

32 As one Christian observer, W. Mitchell, 
expressed it: 'No one who watches the expression of thought 
by the cultivated intellectual classes of this country 
through its literature, can deny that the opinion that 
science and revelation are directly opposed to each other 
has been spreading abroad with frightful rapidity,' 
'Inaugral Lecture•, Journal of th@ Transactions of the 
Victoria Institute or Philosophical Society of Great 
Britain, 1, 1867, p.45. 
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scientific way, is by making sure that our beliefs are 

always in strict accord with the evidence available for 

them. In the development of these beliefs important diff­

erences appear in the expression of the agnostic doctrine 

of science, but despite these differences there is a 

unity of spirit and intention in their efforts to elaborate 

the doctrine. 

The agnostics, as Tyndall's 'Belfast Address' 

(1874) and Huxley's 'Prologue' (1892) make quite olea~ 

saw their theory of the scope and. nature of science as 

the one suggested by the history of science. 33 However, 

it was the recent developments in scientific thought, 

particularly in biology, which provided the main and 

immediate encouragement for their view. Darwin's On the 

Origin of ~pecies, as far as the agnostics were concerned, 

removed the last major barrier to the belief that a 

systematic and complete knowledge of the physical universe 

33 For example, consider the following statements: 
'··• the scientific naturalism of the latter half of the 
nineteenth century, in which the intellectual movement 
of the Renascence has culminated ••• •, T.H. Huxley, 'Prologue', 
Collected Essays: Vol.5, p.38; and, 'The impregnable 
position of science may be described in a few words. 
We claim, and we shall wrest from theology, the entire 
domain of cosmological theory. All schemes and systems 
which thus infringe upon the domain of science must, in 
so far as they do this, submit to its control, and 
relinquish all thought of controlling it. Acting otherwise 
proved always disastrous in the past, and it is simply 
fatuous to-day.', J, Tyndall, 'The Belfast Address', 
op.cit., p.199. 
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is possible, and gave a fillip to the view that not only 

the physical universe but the moral, mental, and social 

features of human existence, both past and present, are 

part of the preserve of science,34 What drew critical 

attention to the agnostic account, however, was not simply 

their attempt to redraw the boundaries of science, but the 

claim with which this reclassification was accompanied: 

viz., that a scientific account of all aspects of the 

universe is possible because natural laws govern the 

whole of phenomenal reality. According to the agnostics 

scientific knowledge - knowledge, that is, which enables 

us to account for the past, explain the present, and 

predict the future - is possible only because the 

scientific investigation of nature informs us of laws 

which hold in all places at all times.35 If nature is 

34 Consider, e.g., Stephen's statement in 'The Effect 
of Darwin's Discoveries and Methods': 'Briefly it may be 
described as the substitution of a belief in gradual 
evolution for a belief in spasmodic action and occasional 
outbursts of creative energy; of the acceptance of the 
corollary that we must seek for the explanation of facts 
or ideas by tracing their history instead of accounting 
for them by some short a priori method; and thus of the 
adoption of the historical method in all manner of invest­
igations into social, and political, and religious problems 
which were formerly solved by a much more summary, if not 
more satisfactory method.', Essays on Freethinking and 
Plainspeaking, p.93. 

35 For example, Huxley writes: 'The fundamental 
axiom of scientific thought is that there is not, never 
has been, and never will be, any disorder in nature. The 
admission of the occurrence of any event which was not 
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not universally and absolutely uniform in its operations, 

then a scientific account of the various aspects of the 

universe is not possible; there could only be a science 

of the catastrophic sort which accepts mystery as part 

and parcel of the universe. 

Not all the agnostics, however, were prepared 

to express their doctrine of science in these terms; some 

of them were too aware of the difficulties in face of it. 

There are two main objections to this statement of the 

agnostic doctrine of science: firstly, the claim that 

nature is absolutely and universally uniform cannot be 

shown to be true; secondly, if the agnostics persist in 

holding to this belief in spite of criticism, then they 

are in effect denying that their method is the only 

morally right and sure way to attain truth. Ruxley for 

one was prepared to live with both criticisms. *The one 

act of faith in the convert to science', he writes, 'is 

the confession of the universality of order and of the 

absolute validity in all times and under all circumstances, 

of the law of causation. This confession is an act of 

the logical consequence of the immediately antecedent 
events according to these definite, ascertained, or 
unascertainable rules, which we call the 'laws of nature,• 
would be an act of self-destruction on the part of science.• 
Essays Upon Controverted Questions (Lond. 1892), p.247. 
Cited by A. Ellegard, 'Darwinian Theory and Nineteenth 
Century Philosophies of Science,' Journal of the History 
of Ideas Vol.18, 1957, p.379. 
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faith, because by the nature of the ease, the truth of 

such propositions is not susceptible of proof. But such 

faith is not blind, but reasonable, because it is in­

variably confirmed by experience, and constitutes the 

sole trustworthy foundation of all aetion.•36 The faith 

may be reasonably based, but Clifford and Stephen, 

particularly the former, were not prepared to rest their 

account of science on such a basis, nor were they willing 

to jeopardise their claims about the scientific method 

by allowing the substitution of a reasonable faith for 

the lack of conclusive evidence. ]'or these reasons 

Clifford, and to some extent Stephen, 37 attempted to 

restate the agnostic view of science in a way which would 

preserve the main points of the agnostic account, whilst 

freeing it from the objections which can be lodged against 

(say Huxley's presentation of it. 

Unlike his colleagues, Clifford does not 

describe the nature and scope of science in terms of 

36 T.H. Huxley, 'Professor Huxley on the Reception 
of the "Origin of Species"'• in F. Darwin, op.cit., 1, 
p.553. Cf. also J. TT~dall's statement made in 1861 about 
the influence of prayer: 'It seems to me quite beyond the 
present power of science to demonstrate that the Tyrolese 
priest, or his colleague of the Rhone Valley, asked for 
an "impossibility" in praying for good weather•.•Reflections 
on Prayer and Natural Law•, op.cit., 2, p.5 
37 See L, Stephen's unpublished Metaphysical Society 
paper, 'The Uniformity of Nature, March 11, 1879; a micro­
film copy of which is in the Library of the Australian 
University. A.W. Brown, The Metaphysical Society, p.335, 
lists it as paper 82. 
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its subject matter, and then annex a theory of scientific 

method to this account; rather, he commences with a theory 

of method and describes the nature and scope of science 

in terms drawn from this methodology. Clifford's theory 

of method is most fully stated in 'The Ethics of Belief,' 

and though it is not free of ambiguity nor completely 

rounded, it is possible to distinguish the three main 

propositions in which it consists. 38 They are: firstly, 

that we are morally bound to form our beliefs in strict 

accord with the evidence available; secondly, that we 

have a right to believe only that which can be verified; 

thirdly, that which cannot be verified cannot serve as a 

genuine belief, which is to say that it cannot determine 

or affect our behaviour, In the course of developing 

these points Clifford arrives at certain conclusions about 

the status of the proposition 'nature is uniform' and 

provides his own statement of the scope of science, In 

the first instance he agrees with the critics of agnosticism 

that the evidence available justifies only the belief 

that •nature is practically uniform as far as we are 

concerned,• 39 but he immediately couples this admission 

with theoontention that we are never justified and can 

38 

39 

W,K. Clifford, op.cit., 2. 

W.K. Clifford, op.cit,, 2, p.210. 
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never be justified in either affirming or denying that 

'nature is absolutely and universally uniform.' The 

third point in his theory is that the only statements 

which can serve as genuine beliefs are those in accord 

with our justified belief in nature's uniformity; 

statements about events such as miracles, which are 

contrary not only to ~ experience of nature but are 

contrary as well to the statement that 'nature is absolutely 

and universally uniform•, can never be verified and 

consequently can never determine our behaviour. The 

scientist, therefore, does not have to disturb himself 

about the possibilities of discontinuities in nature, 

because the existence of such 'events' could have no 

bearing on his or on anyone else's theory of the workings 

of the universe; his only cnncern is with that about 

which knowledge and truth can be attained. 'What is the 

domain of Science?' Clifford asks: 'It is all possible 

human knowledge which can rightly be used to guide human 

conduot.• 40 This view of the scope of science differs 

from the other agnostic version in more than terminology, 

but in spirit the two accounts are one: they both claim 

that science alone provides knowledge. 

For the most part the anti-Christian character 

40 W.K. Clifford, 'Body and Mind,' op.cit., 
2, p.?O. 



of agnosticism stems from the agnostic's doctrine of 

science. ~here are two broad points at which their 
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theory cut across Victorian Christian orthodoxy: the 

occurence of miracles, and the theological basis of 

morality. The agnostics were clear cut in their rejection 

of the miraculous; 'The scientific reasoner,' Stephen 

writes, presenting their position, 'holds by the continuity 

and uniformity of nature; theology accepts a dualism 

which implies catastrophe and the interference of a 

radically unknowable factor.•41 When it came to giving 

detailed reasons in support of their opposition to the 

miraculous most of the agnostics found that there was no 

short way to establish the truth of their position. 

Discussions of the character and status of 'the uniformity 

of nature' by both friend, such as W.K. Clifford, and 

foe, such as J.B. Mozley, made it clear that there is 

no a priori way of ruling out the possibility of miraculous 

happenings. 42 Accepting this point, the agnostics devoted 

41 L. Stephen, •The Scepticism of Believers•, 
An Agnostic's Apology and Other Essays, p.82 • 

. 42 W.K. Clifford, 'The Aims and Instruments of 
Scientific Thought', op.cit., l; J.B. Mozley, Eight 
Lectures on Miracles Bampton Lectures, 1865. (8th ed, 
Lond. 1890). Mozley's lectures are the most elaborate 
treatment of miracles from the position of orthodox 
Christianity. They are directed against religious dis­
believers such as the agnostics and the liberal group 
within the Church, the Broad Church party. J. Tyndall 
attacked Mozley's Lectures but only succeeded in harassing 
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their efforts to showing that there are no adequate ~ 

posteriori grounds for asserting that any miracles have 

taken place. 43 'The real objection,' Huxley writes, 'and 

him; see his 'Miracles and Special Providences', Fragments 
of Science, 2, and Mozley's reply, 'Of Christ Alone 
Without Sin,• Contemporary Review, 7, 1868. During the 
1860's and 1870's there were a spate of works dealing 
with the question of miracles from the orthodox camp; 
see, e.g., H.L. Mansel's 'On Miracles as Evidences of 
Christiantiy,' Ed. W, Thomson, Aids to Faith (1861, 
3rd ed., 1870); c.A. Heurtley, 'Miracles', Replies to 
'Essays and Reviews', (Oxford and Lond. 1862); G. Warrington 
Can we Believe in Miracles? (Lond. n.d.); J.J. Lias, 
Are Miracles Credible? (Lond. 1883). 

43 By and large it is true to say that discussion 
of the nature of evidence for miracles, and more generally 
of the nature of evidence for any unusual event, came to 
the fore in the 1870's. During this decade, particularly 
in the meetings of the Metaphysical Society, (Cf. A.W. 
Brown, op.cit., p.70) the agnostics and their critics 
dispensed with questions of the a priori possibility of 
miracles and turned to questions of the nature of evidence, 
if any, that could be tendered for miracles. J.B. Mozley 
noted this change of emphasis in the preface to the third 
edition (n.d.) of his On Miracles: 'The more the human 
mind has gone into this question, the more it has seen 
reason to put aside all a priori ground against miracles 
as wholly inadequate, and to consider that the only question 
which has to be decided on this subject and which seriously 
demands our attention, is the question of evidence - whether 
certain alleged miracles have taken place or not.• op.cit., 
p.xxiii. On this matter the Christian opponents of 
agnosticism were well aware that the following of the 
agnostics' scientific method with respect to the miracles 
of the New Testament could at best lead to the statement 
that these events probably occurred - a position far short 
of the Christian claim that these events did :occur •.. ~,So!ll.e'' 
Christian a~ologists therefore attempted ro-develop their 
own theory of method and evidence with respect to religious 
matters. The most important of these attempts are: 
J. Venn, On Some of the vharacteristics of Belief, Hulsean 
Lectures, 1869, (Lond.l870); J.H. Newman, An Essay in Aid 
of a Grammar of Assent(l870; N.Y.l955); A • .B'.J. Hort, 
The Way, The Truth and The Life, Hulsean Lectures 18~1, 
(1st ed., Lond. 1893; 2nd ed. Lond. 1908); H. Wace, The 
Foundations of ~aith Bampton Lectures 1879 (Lond. 1879); 
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to my mind, the fatal objection to both these suppositions 

LI.e. the efficacy of prayer and the occurrence of 

miracle~7 is the inadequacy of the evidence to prove 

any given case of such occurrences which has been advanced,• 4 

If we form our beliefs according to the scientific method, 

they argued, then we are not justified in believing that 

there have ever been any miraculous events, The two 

main exponents of this line of reasoning, Clifford and 

Huxley, develop their arguments in quite different ways. 

Clifford, working with some clear views about the nature 

of evidence, presents a strong case against believing 

in the occurrence of miracles: there is no evidence and 

there can be no evidence to justify our believing that a 

miracle has occurred. 45 Huxley's presentation of the 

agnosticcase is less forceful simply because he does 

little more than present his position in outline form. 

His argument - which he takes direct from Hume - is that 

in examining alleged miraculous happenings we must work 

with the principle that the more incredible an alleged 

event is, then the more impeccable must be the evidence 

J.B. Mozley, 'Evidence,' Lectures and Other Theological 
Bapers (Lond. 1883). 

44 T.rt. Huxley, 'An Episcopal Trilogy,' Collected 
Essays vol.5, p.l35. 

45 
2. 

W.K. Clifford, 'The Ethics of Belief,' op.cit., 
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for its happening; if we operate on this principle, he 

contends, it is clear that we are not entitled to believe 

than any miracles have occurred. How we might apply this 

principle to obtain such ambitious results, Huxley does 

not explain in any detail; he rests content in pointing 

to the reasons why we should not accept the testimony of 

the Apostles to the New Testament miracles. 46 

The second broad point at issue between the 

agnostics and their Christian contemporaries was the 

foundations of morality. According to the popular 

Christian account man has been given a faculty by which 

to recognize the existence of obligatory moral rules, 

and this faculty, the conscience, testifies not only to 

the existence of moral laws but points as well to their 

establishment by a divine and personal being. ~Urthermore, 

men are held morally responsible by both God and man for 

their obedience to the dictates of conscience because 

they possess free will and are thus capable of determining 

whether they will or will not follow the directions of 

the moral sense. In the Christian account natural theology 

46 For Huxley's views see Hume Part II Ch, VIII 
esp. pp.l58-61, Collected Essays:VciiUine 6; see also his 
unpublished Metaphysical Society paper, •The Evidence 
for the Miracle of the Resurrection' Jan,ll, 1876 (No.58 
according to A.W. Brown, op.cit. p.329) and 'The Value of 
Witness to the Miraculous•, (1889) Collected Essays Vol.5 
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and ethics go hand in hand, 47 

Now the agnostics had no desire to deny that 

there are moral laws binding on all men which conscience 

makes known, or that men are on occasions morally respon­

sible for their acts. What they denied is the alleged 

connection between the facts of the moral life - conscience, 

law, moral responsibility - and the truth of the Christian 

or any other religious system. Positively they asserted, 

and asserted at great length, that a science of ethics 

is possible. 

In general terms the sciences they constructed 

agree in two points. Firstly, that the obligatory 

character of moral rules does not rest upon any divine 

command but upon the fact that in the evolution of the 

social organism obedience to the rules has been found 

47 For important statements of the Christian position 
see: w. Whewell, The Elements of Morality, Excluding 

Polit~ (2 vola., Lond.l845), esp. 1, p.38, and 2, Bk.4; 
T.R.irks, First Principles of Moral Science (Lond,l873), 
esp. lects, 1,4,9,12; H.L. Mansel, 'Of the Real in 
Morality' in Metaphysics ••• ; idem., 'On Utility as a Ground 
of Moral Obligation' in Letters, Lectures and Reviews 
(Lond.l873) ed. H, Chandler; on the testimony of conscience 
to God see: idem., The Limits of Religious Thought, lect. 
4; J.H. Newman, op.cit., chs. 5,10; H. Wace, Christianity 
and Morality, Boyle Lectures 1874-5 (1876; 8th ed,, Lond. 
1895), Second Series, lect.2; J.B. Dalgairns, 'Is God 
Unknowable', Contemporary Review, 20, 1872. There were 
very few Christian determinists, so the agnostic claim 
that their determinism had Christian forbears in Augustine, 
Calvin, Jonathan Edwards - L. Stephen, ' An Agnostic's 
Apology', op.cit., pp.32-3; T.H. Huxley, • ••• Animals are 
Automata ••• •, Collected Essays: Vol,l, p.246- fell on 
deaf ears. 
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necessary for the survival of the organism. In develop­

ing this point Clifford, Spencer, and Stephen, the 

agnostics most concerned to establish a science of ethics, 

reveal tremendous differences ofqpinion. 48 For instance: 

Spencer and Stephen maintain that the survival of the 

social organism or society involves in some way the 

happiness of its constituent parts, whereas Clifford, 

following Darwin's The Descent of Man (1871), denies 

that there is any intimate connection between the welfare 

of the whole and the happiness of the parts. Again, 

Clifford and Stephen put the welfare of the social organism 

as the end of moral action, whereas Spencer finds it in 

the happiness of the individual. However, despite these 

differences, which are all the more apparent because of 

the extent of their ethical writings, this group of 

agnostics together with Tyndall, all agree that every 

moral fact can be adequately explained in terms of the 

laws governing the interactions of biological, psycho­

logical, and social phenomena in the course of cosmic 

evolution. Huxley alone disagreed with this viewpoint -

most notably in 'Evolution and Ethics', the Romanes 

48 Cf: W.K. Clifford, 'On the Scientific Basis 
of Morals' (1875) and 'Right and Wrong: The Scientific 
Ground of their Distinction' {1875), op.cit., 2; H. 
Spencer, The Principles of Ethics (2 vols., Lond,l879-92); 
L. Stephen, The Science of Ethics (1882), 



86 

Lecture for 189349 - but he wholeheartedly sympathized 

with the anti-christian motives which led to their con-

struction: a motive which is illustrated by Stephen's 

remark about his plane for The Science of Ethics (1882): 

'my wish being to put what may be called the derivative 

or scientific theory of morality so as to meet various 

objections in their newest shape, and to show how 

morality is independent of theology.•5° 

Secondly, the agnostics maintain with almost 

complete unanimity that men are morally responsible for 

their behaviour because they do not possess free will. 

A deterministic view of man is not only suggested by 

physiology: it is required by ordinary beliefs about 

moral action. 51 

From the Christian standpoint these claims threat-

49 Collected Essays: Vo1.9. 

50 Letter to Norton, 1877, in F.W. Maitland, 
The Life and Letters of Leslie Stephen, p.300; cf, also: 
W,K, Clifford, 1The Ethics of Religion' (1877), and 'The 
Influence upon Morality of a Decline in Religious Belief' 
(1877), op.cit., 2; preface to 'The Date of Ethics' 
(1879), Part 1 of Spencer's, ~he Principles of Ethics, 

51 Cf.: J. Tyndall, 'Science and Man' (1877), 
op.cit., 2; T.H. Huxley, • ••• Animals are Automata ·~·'• 
Collected Essays: Vol.l, and Hume, Part 1, ch.lO in 
Collected Essays: Vol.6; W.K. Clifford, 'Right and Wrong', 
op.cit., 22; L. Stephen, op.cit., ch.7. 
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ened to knock down one of the last remaining supports of 

natural theology, destroy belief in the true foundations 

of morality, and make the concept of moral responsibility 

into a fiction. 

III 

Finally it must be noted that this account 

of the origin and pattern of agnosticism is simply an 

outline designed to highlight those aspects which must 

be recognized if the movement is to be properly understood. 

It is true, of course, that even in outline much more 

could be said on these and related matters; in particular 

the relation between agnosticism, positivism, and empir­

icism, since it has so far been assumed that agnosticism 

is separate from these other two movements. In the next 

chapter the reasons for this will be explained; here, 

two further points must be made to round off the account 

of the origin and pattern of the agnostic movement. 

The first concerns the origin of agnosticism. 

There can be no doubt that the tendencies of thought 

described in section I are much wider and more complex 

than is there suggested, To give some examples: it is 

not only Noetics and Tractarians, Millites and Hamiltonians, 

who teach doctrines of learned ignorance: August Comte, 

whose Cours de philosophie positive appeared in 1854 as 



88 

Comte's Positive Philosophy, and his earliest followers 

G.H. Lewes and Richard Congreve also present a doctrine 

of the limits of knowledge. Again: it is true that 

developments in geology and biology and the conflicts 

between catastrophists and uniformitarians were not 

the only factors at work in shaping contemporary attitudes 

towards science. The achievments of John Dalton with 

the atomic theory of matter, J.P. Joule with the principle 

of the correlation of forces or the conservation of 

energy, are, according to Huxley, together with Darwin's 

biology 'the three great products of our time' and they 

justify the assertion 'that our epoch can produce achiev­

ments in physical science of greater moment than any 

other has to show.•52 And discussions of the nature of 

science are dominated by Mill's logic of scientific 

investigation and Whewell's history and philosophy of 

science. 

Yet while it is true that these factors were 

important determinants and expressions of the intellectual 

tendencies which gave rise to agnosticism, we need not 

give them a special place in a general description of the 

52 'The Progress of Science 1837-1887, Collected 
Essays; Vol.l, p.66. Cf. also J. Tyndall, 'Force and 
Matter', op.cit., 2; H. Spencer, 'The Filiation of My 
Ideas' in D. Duncan, The Life and Letters of Herbert 
Spencer (Lond. 1908). 
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origin of agnosticism. The truth is that Hamilton's 

and Mansel's theory of ignorance, not Comte•s, most 

determines the agnostic doctrine, and the triumph of 

uniformitarianism with Darwin's work did more to shape 

their theories of science than did Mill's Logic. It is 

also true that both Mill and Comte are important figures 

in the development of agnosticism - as we shall see in the 

next chapter - but the movements gathered around them 

stand to agnosticism more often as rivals than as 

partners. 

Secondly it must be noted that the second 

section presents a bird's eye rather than a ground level 

view of agnosticism. From on high it appears that the 

course of agnosticism follows a fairly logical and 

planned development; from the ground it becomes clear 

that the coherence is spontaneous ratper than planned: 

that the agnostics - excepting Spencer - did not at 

first possess a programme but developed one as they 

expounded and were forced to expound their common beliefs. 

The logic of events and not only the demands of a system 

determined the programme and achievments of agnosticism. 

A close exposition of their doctrines must take this 

fact into account. Practically this means: that Mansel's 

theory of the limits of thought must be included in the 

account of their theory of ignorance: and that the 



greatest amount of space must be devoted to their 

ethical sciences, for they wrote more on the science 

of ethics than on any other issue in an attempt to 

silence those Christian and non-christian critics who 

persistently claimed that moral phenomena are part of 

nature that falls outside the range of science. 

90 



It is not, perhaps, superfluous to remark also 
that the doctrines or tendencies that are 
designated by familiar names ending in -isms or 
-ity, though they occasionally may be, usually 
are not, units of the sort which the historian 
of ideas seeks to discriminate. They commonly 
constitute, rather, compounds to which his 
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method of analysis needs to be applied. Idealism, 
romanticism, rationalism, transcendentalism, 
pragmatism - all these trouble-breeding and 
usually thought-obscuring terms, which one some­
times wishes to see expunged from the vocabulary 
of the philosopher and the historian altogether, 
are names of complexes, not of simples - and of 
complexes in two senses. They stand, as a rule, 
not for one doctrine, but for several distinct 
and often conflicting doctrines held by different 
individuals or groups to whose way of thinking 
these appellations have been applied, either by 
themselves or in the traditional terminology of 
historians; and each of these doctrines, in 
turn, is likely to ·be resolvable into simpler 
elements, often very strangely combined and 
derivative from a variety of dissimilar motives 
and hist;oric influences. 

A.O. Lovejoy. 
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Chapter Three 

~~osticism, Positivism, Empiricism. 

As with most intellectual movements agnosticism 

can be considered from many points of view. If an his­

torian is interested in what has now come to be known 

as agnosticism, viz., the theory of ignorance, then it 

might well be considered as one expression of a wide 

nineteenth century intellectual tendency. Again, if 

attention is centred on agnostic beliefs about science, 

it might be wise to consider them in connection with 

empiricists such as J.S. Mill and A. Bain. If its anti­

christian apologetic is selected then the agnostics 

must be seen as part of a very wide movement of thought 

which embraces such diverse thinkers as H.T. buckle, 

ll'.R. Greg, Matthew Arnold, W.R. Cassels (the author of 

Supernatural Religion), G.H. Lewes and Marian Evans, 

as well as the positivists, Congreve, Harrison, and 

Bridges. 

If, however, we take agnostic writings as a 

whole then it becomes clear that the agnostics constitute 

a class of thinkers quite distinct from the positivists -

Comte's disciples on the one hand, and the empiricists 

-Mill's men- on the other. This fact has not, of 
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course, been ignored by historians of the period, though 

they, like many mid-Victorians, have not often been 

concerned to discriminate sharply between the three 
1 movements. Depending on the purpose of the investi-

gation, this lack of discrimination may be unimportant: 

all three movements have points in common. If, however, 

our aim is to describe the main features of the agnostic 

movement, then it becomes imperative that the differ­

ences between the three movements be singled out; for 

the agnostics rightly considered themselves to be their 

own men, not Comte's or Mill's. 

II 

To outline the differences between the posit­

ivists and the agnostics is both difficult and easy. 

Difficult, because Comte's influence in England came 

through two different channels; easy, because Spencer 

and Huxley vehemently pointed out why they were not 

positivists, Indeed it is almost certain that one of 

the main reasons why Huxley coined the word 'agnostic' 

was to avoid the label of 'positivist', though he nowhere 

1 For example: R. Metz, A Hundred Years of British 
Philosophy (Lond, 1938); J.A. Passmore, One Hundred Years 
of Philosophy (Lond, 1957). Metz goes a long way towards 
providing an account of the differences. 
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suggests this as a specific reason. 

Intellectually John Mill is the most important 

propagator of Comte's thought in England. As is well 

known Mill first received Comte•s work with enthusiasm; 

used certain elements from it in writing his A System 

of Logic; introduced and recommended it to his friends; 

and then, when it became apparent to him, that Comte 

was projecting on the foundations of his early work the 

plans for ru1 authoritarian state in which freedom was 

not to be tolerated, Mill publicly disassociated himself' 

from Comte•s work in the articles collected in Auguste 

Comte and Positivism (1865). ~Hll's championing of 

Comte in the forties and fifties through his Logic and 

his personal associations meant that mahy of the men 

who during the sixties and seventies were to take a 

notable part in English intellectual life came to be 

familiar with the early and relatively non-political 

aspect of Comte's thought. 'fhis group included Lewes, 

Bain, Spencer, Huxley, Morley, Tyndall, Leslie Stephen, 

Frederic Harrison, amongst others. Indeed as a result 

of Mill's influence a fairly authoritative account of 

Comte's teaching was made available in the early fifties: 

G.H. Lewes, who was introduced to Comte's thought by 

Mill, produced the first popular account of his doctrines, 
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Oomte's Philosophy of the Sciences (1853), 2 During the 

same year Harriet Martineau published her abridged 

translation of the Cours de philosophie positive, a work 

she had undertaken after reading Lewes' account of 

Comte in his History of Philosophy. 3 

In the early fifties English interest in Comte 

mainly centred on the four leading doctrines of the 

Oours de philosophie positive. The first doctrine of 

which is the empiricist theory that all knowledge is 

restricted to phenomena, In the final stage of its 

development Comte v~ites, 'the mind has given over the 

vain search after Absolute notions, the origin and 

destination of the universe, and the causes of phenomena, 

and applies itself to the study of their laws, - that is, 

their invariable relations of succession and resemblance. 

Reasoning and observation duly combined are the means 

of this knowledge,• 4 This view, as Mill points out, is 

not peculiarly Oomte's: it is 'the general property of 

the age•; 5 but even so it is a feature of his work that 

2 G .H. Le1Nes, Comte' s Philosophy of the Sciences 
(1853); Lond.l887), Of. M. Packe, 'l!he Life of John 
Stuart Mill (Lond. 1954), p.291. 

3 Of, R.K. Webb, Harriet Martineau (Lond,l960),p.30), 

4 A. Comte, 'fhe Positive Philosophy of A. Comte 
(2 vols,, Lond, 1853), l, p.2, 

5 J.S. Mill, Auguste Comte and Positivism (1865; 
Ann Arbor 1961), p.BO. 
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commended the whole to many English thinkers, 

A more distinctive, though not completely 

novel viewpoint, is Comte•s law of the three stages of 

the development of the mind, This law states that 'each 

of our leading conceptions, - each branch of our knowledge, 

passes successively through three different theoretical 

conditions: the ~heological, or fictitious; the Meta­

physical, or abstract; and the Scientific, or positive.• 6 

Exactly what Comte means by this, as the agnostics were 

to point out, is not clear; for while the law is supposed 

to describe the way human thought has developed from the 

' animism of primitive man through the substantial forms 

of medieval man to the phenomenalism of modern man, 

it does not describe a development which has already 

taken place: each individual goes through three stages· 

in his own development to adulthood, though some never 

attain that status and remain in the theological or meta-

physical stage; and there are certain fields of inves-

tigation where even the adult minds of positive thinkers 

have been unable to apply the methods of science. Most 

notably, the field of social life has escaped scientific 

investigation; theories of society are, to date, either 

of the theological or metaphysical sort. 

6 A. Comte, ou.cit., pp.l-2. 
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Now the main reason why the law of the three 

stages has not been fulfilled in every branch of inves­

tigation is the complexity of the facts to be investigated. 

Each of the main sciences, Comte argues, can be classified 

in such a way as to show the dependence of one science 

upon another according to the complexity of the phenomena 
'it tQr_tJ "'x 'r"~'~-';}<-f~c'. '·'-~,,'t:·;·J ~lt.~t:·S~~y :.:_~«VV{kJ:i-1. ,4-c:.v•; 

it investigates: thoseAwhich deal with more complex 

phenomena, since the latter can only be investigated 

once the former has been established. In general terms 

this means that the logical order of the sciences is: 

mathematics, astronomy, physics, chemistry, biology, 

sociology. Primarily this classification is logical 

rather than historical, but despite a few 'minor defects• 

the history of science generally confirms it. 'In the 

main ••• •, Comte writes, 'our classification agrees with 

the history of science; the more general and simple sciences 

actually occuring first and advancing best in human 

history, and being followed by the more complex and 

restricted, though all were, since the earliest times 

enlarging simultaneously.• 7 

The main purpose of the Cours de philosophie 

positive is to show first of all the truth of the law 

of the three stages and the accuracy of the classification 

7 ibid., p.24. 
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of the sciences in order to set the stage for a positive 

account of the laws which govern the cohesion and the 

changes amongst social facts. Social physics, he writes, 

'is what men have now most need of: and this is the 

principal aim of the present work to establish.• 8 

Gomte's social physics or socioloey depends 

on two points: the first is that humanity in all its 

inter-related manifestations is subject to law; the 

second, that these laws reveal not only how the existing 

order of social facts hold together, but the way in which 

they change, Social science, he says, 'contemplates 

each phenomenon in its harmony with co-existing phenomena, 

and its connections with the foreeoing and the following 

state of human development: it endeavours to discover, 

from both points of view, the general relations which 

connect all social phenomena: and each of them is 

explained, in the scientific sense of the word, when 

it has been connected with the whole of the existing 

situation, and the whole of the preceding movement.• 9 

The point of contemplating humanity as 'a vast 

and eternal social unit• 10 is not simply to gain knowledge, 

8 

9 

10 

ibid,, p.7. 

ibid,' ?. p.95. 

ibid, 
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but to effect a social reorganization through this 

knowledge. This is possible because of the power of 

the intellect; 'It cannot be necessary to prove to any­

body who reads this work that Ideas govern the world, 
words 

or throw it into chaos; in other/, that all social 

mechanism rests upon Opinions.• 11 If this is admitted 

then the law of the three stages and the classification 

of the sciences become extremely important, since they 

help us to understand why social science has not previously 

been formulated, and why knowledge of such a science is 

rich with promise for a stable social life. If ideas 

govern the world man makes for himself, and if ideas 

develop according to law, then the fact that a science 

of society has now been created by Comte means that 

modern man is able to bring about the type of society 

he wishes through the application of sociological laws. 

I'he law of progress exemplified in the growth of mind 

and the sciences can now be consciously applied by man 

to bring about the social state to which the development 

of humanity has inevitably led. 

From the course of this development Comte 

deduces the supremacy of sociology over all the other 

sciences. Since the basic law of mind results in the 

establishment of sociology as the final science it 

ll ibid.' l, p.l5. 
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follows that the sciences which lead up to it are to be 

subordinated to it. Or, as Comte states the point: 'if 

we want to conceive of the rights of the sociological 

spirit to sumpremacy, we have only to regard all our 

conceptions ••• as so many necessary results of a series 

of determinate phases, proper to our mental evolution, 

personal and collective, taking place according to 

invariable laws, statical and dynamical, which rational 

observation is competent to disclose.• 12 

In the main these are the doctrines which 

captured favourable, though not uncritical interest in 

the first half of the fifth decade; however, by the early 

sixties the attitude of liberally and scientifically 

minded individuals towards Comte had become much less 

favourable. The reason is that Comte's thought ceased 

to be identified with the Cours de philosophie positive; 

his later wri tinE:s, such as the Systems de poli tigue 

positive (1851-1854), in which his early theory is made 

to support a political and social theory of the most 

authoritarian and anti-liberal sort, had to be considered 

along with his earlier works. 

In his later writings on social and religious 

matters Comte argues that in the final development of 

12 ibid., 2, p.503. 
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I 

the third stage man's mind and social life will be 

completely ordered; the social anarchy which results 

from political and intellectual freedom will be non-

existent because freedom will be suppressed. 'J!he 

supreme principle of organization is the moral :principle 

of altruism: live for others, where others ul-timately 

means the whole organism of humanity, past, :present, 

and future. Altruism cannot, however, be :practised 

simply by wishing: a man must feel for others, be one 

with humanity, and this feeling can only be brought 

about in the :positive state, as it has been in more 

primitive conditions, by the work of religion - in this 

case, the religion of humanity. J!'or Comte such a 

religion is not only thblogy but cultus; it is a secular 

catholicism in which humanity replaces God, Comte 

replaces the pope, with its own :priests, sacraments, 

worship, prayer, and so on. 13 

'Others may laugh,' says Mill of Comte's later 

speculations, 'but we would far rather weep at the 

melancholy decadence of a great intellect.• 14 There were, 

13 Cf. J .s. Mill, Auguste Comte and Positivism, 
pt. 2, 'Later Specula-l;ions of XVI. Comte'. Comte 's complete 
:positivism had been attacked well before Mill's book: 
Cf. ;- 7 •Auguste Comte. Positivism!, North British 
Review~ 21, 1854. 

14 ibid,, p.l99. 
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however, other reactions. Those who formed the English 

positivist movement found in Comte•s later speculations 

the logical development of his early work and the proof 

of his greatness. This group claimed and got for itself 

the name of 'positivist', and their activities forced 

thinkers like Lewes, Mill, Morley, Spencer, Huxley, to 

say where they stood with regard to Comte. 15 The posi'-

tivists were Comte's official representatives, and their 

labours are the second main source of Comtist influence 

in bngland. 

Positivism as a movement began towards the end 

of the 1850's when Richard Congreve resigned his orders 

and his Oxford felbwship to establish a society to 

preach Comte's theories and to practice the religion of 

15 J.S. Mill, {ibid., p.6) defines positivism as 
the view that man can only know phenomena; see also his 
Autobiography (Lond .I\··?, ) , p. ·r, '• G .H. Lewes, 'Auguste 
Comte', .i!'ortnightly h.eview, 3, 1866, distinguishes two 
types of positivism: that which accords with Comte•s 
early speculations- e.g. Mill's and his own- and that 
which squares with his later views, e.g. Congreve's 
positivism. Lewes has no hesitation in claiming Spencer 
as a positivist: cf. The History of Philosophy, 2, 
pp.757-58. The positivists of Congreve's sort did not 
view Lewes' positivism kindly: cf. F. Harrison, 'Mr. 
Lewes' Problems of Life and Mind', '''>• · ;c . .c, · · '0, r "''" 
Harrison did not regard Marian Evans as a true positivist: 
cf. 'Reminiscences of George Eliot' (1901), Memories 
and Thoughts (Lond. 1906), pp.l58-59. J. Morley, like 
Mill and Lewes, claims that he is a positivist but not a 
Comtist: cf. J!'. W. K.YJ.ickerbocker, Free Minds: John Morley 
and His :l!'riends (Camb. Mass. 1943), pp.52-5; E.M. Everett, 
The Party of Humanity: The Fortnightly Review and its 
Contributors 1865-1874 (Chapel Hill 1939), ch.3, 'Morley 
and the Positivists'. 
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J.H. Bridges, E.S. Beesley, all former students of 
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Congreve, and J.C. Morison, another Oxford man. From 

about 1860 onwards to attack Comte was to attack this 

group. Intellectually their achievements resemble those 

of other contemporary groups of religious men with their 

background, '.l'hey provided translations of Comte • s 

writings, they gave numerous expositions of his theories, 

and they encouraged or engaged in scholarly work partie-

ularly in areas which were regarded as having some sig­

nificance for the history of positivism. 17 Generally 

they were not particularly interested in science or the 

conflicts between science and religion. 18 They were much 

16 Of. c(, Congreve's first positive church sermon, 
'The New Religion in its Attitude towards the Old' (1859) 
in his Essays: Political, Social, and Religious (Lond.l874). 

17 J.H. Bridges, for example, edited Roger Bacon's 
Opus 1\!a,ius; of. also 'l'he New Calendar of Great Men (Lend. 
1892) ed. F. Harrison, in which the English positivists 
wrote briefly on those whom Comte thought ought to be 
commemorated. J!'or examples of their expository work: 
R. Congreve, op.cit., F. Harrison, 'l'he Dreed of a Layman 
(Lond, 1907); J.H. Bridges, Essays and Addresses (Lond. 
1907); J.H. Bridges, Illustrations of Positivism (Lond. 
1915) ed. G. Jones. See also A. Harrison, ]'ederic 
Harrison, Lond. 1926); S. Liveing, A Nineteenth.Century 
•reacher: John Henry Bridges (Lond. 1926) with introd. by 
P. Geddes, 

18 P. Geddes ins. Liveing, op.cit,, esp. pp.4-5. 
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more concerned to recommend the religion of humanity as 

the necessary substitute for Christianity, and to act 

out their faith in good works. All this is well summed 

up in a letter Bridges sent to Beesley in 1862: 'the 

health of the workman and of his family is the only 

standard which I can accept. The rest must come after. 

Seek first the kingdom of God, i.e. the salvation of the 

home, the family, and other things shall be added unto 

you. ,l9 Like other small religious groups they had 

conflicts over the nature of orthodoxy - e.g. how far 

did Comte's authority extend? -and policy differences 

over the nature of their 'Nork and worship. 20 

When the agnostics claim that they are not 

positivists they assert two propositions: one, that their 

theories are not drawn from Comte's writings; two, that 

they are not Congreve's associates. The controversy 

between Huxley and Congreve in 1869 in the pages of 

the li'ortnightly Review reveals this; and it is more than 

likely that this experience brought home to Huxley the 

nee~ to provide a name for his position. 

19 ibid •• p.94. 

20 Congreve was ultra orthodox and liturgical, and 
a split occurred in 1878 between him and Harrison and 
Bridges: cf. R. Metz, op.cit., pp.l80-82; J.C. Morison's 
The Service of !vian ( 1886) is a very unorthodox positivist 
work; cf. :!!'. Harrison, 'James Cotter Morison: In Memoriam' 
in Rationalist Press ed. (Lond. 1903). 
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The dispute commenced quite innocently: the 

Archbishop of York, W. Thomson, in an address entitled 

'On the Limits of Philosophical Inquiry' attacked the 

combination of religious disbelief, nescience, and faith 

in science which he said was the new philosophy that had 

been founded by Comte. Huxley in 'The Physical Basis 

of Life' (1868) went out of his way to show that Hume 

not Comte was the founder of the allegedly new philosophy. 

Moreover, he contends that modern men of science would 

be extremely foolish to subscribe to Comte's views: 'so 

far as I am concerned, the most reverend prelate might 

dialectically hew M. Oomte in pieces, as a modern Agag, 

and I should not attempt to stay his hand. In so far 

as my study of what specially characterises the Positive 

Philosophy has led me I find little or nothing of any 

scientific value, and a great deal which is as thoroughly 

antagonistic to the very essence of science as anytping 

in ultramontane Catholicism. ln fact~ he concludes, 

'M. Oomte's philosophy in practice might be compendiously 

described as Catholicism minus Christianity.• 21 There 

were two replies to this from the positivist camp: 

Harrison's 'The Positivist Problem', and Congreve's '1rr. 

21 T,H, Huxley, 'On the Physical Basis of Life' 
(1868), Collected Essays: Vol.l, p.l56, 
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Huxley on M. Comte'. Both replies stress, in the midst 

of strenuous expositions of Comte's doctrine, that gen­

erally those who criticise him have not read his works, 

and are unaware that positivism is the system that binds 

together all that is best in modern thought a.cYJ.d practice. 

'However few are they who avow Positivism completely,' 

Harrison writes, 'its spirit permeates all modern 

thought. •22 

Huxley replied in 'The Scientific Aspect of 

Positivism' (1869). l!'irstly, he rebuts the charge that 

he is an ignorant critic of Comte: he had, he claims, 

come to know of Comte's work 'some sixteen or seventeen 

years' ago through the influence of Mill, 'a distinguished 

theologian', and 'the late Professor Henfrey•. 23 To 

complete the list Huxley Wight also haye added that he 

had reviewed Harriet Martineau's translation for the 

viestminster Review in 1854. he then points out in some 

detail what is wrong with Comte's position as well as 

its virtues. On both points Huxley more or less repre-

sents the position of the other agnostics, 

J;'irstly he rejects the basis upon which Comte 

22 'S F. Harrison, 'The Positivist Problem', Fortnightly 
Review, 6, 1869, p. 4 71. .i''or Conr;reve 's reply see op. cit. 

2 3 T. H. Huxley, ''The Scienti.fic Aspect of 
Positivism', :B'ortnightly Review, '6'; 1889, p.653. 
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rests his position, viz., the law of the three stages 

and the classification of the sciences. .i.:here can be no 

doubt that thought has developed, but, he argues, Comte's 

account of this process is neither clear nor true to 

the facts. Every branch of human thought has not passed 

through the three stages, nor is it necessary that all 

branches should pass through each stage, yet on Comte's 

view it sometimes appears that every branch of knowledge 

must go through each stage, and that each stage of devel­

opment should exclude the other. But, Huxley says, 

statements can be found which take account of the obvious 

exceptions to such a view; what then becomes of the law? 

An accurate account, according to Huxley, sees 

the development of thought not in three exclusive stages 

but as a conflict at every point in the development 

between scientific and mythological or metaphysical 

(religious) explanations. Huxley writes: 'In the progress 

of the species from savagery to advanced civilization, 

anthropomorphism grows into theology, while physicism 

(if I may so call it) develops into science; but the 

development of the two is contemporaneous, not successive • 

.B'or each there long exists an assured province which is 

not invaded by the other, while between the two lies a 

debatable land - ruled by a sort of bastards, which owe 

their complexion to physicism and their substance to 

anthropomorphism, and are M. Comte•s particular aversions -



metaphysical entities.' 

'But, as the ages lengthen, the borders of 

Physicism increase, The territories of the bastards 
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are annexed to science; and even 'rheology, in the purer 

forms, has ceased to be anthropomorphic, however she may 

talk. Anthropomorphism has taken stand in its last 

fortress -man himself. But science closely invests 

the walls;•. 24 Spencer's First Principles and Tyndall's 

Belfast Address present roughly similar, though more 

elaborate accounts,o:t' the historical relations between 

science, metaphysics, and religion, 

Naturally the agnostics believed that the 

development of scientific knowledge takes place under 

law, but which law? Spencer suggests in the first edition 

of lf'irst Principles that knowledge of the laws of nature 

grows in the same way as all other knowledge, viz., 

according to the degree of force with which, in this 

case, the uniformity impresses the mind, This is, he 

says, no simple matter; it is influenced by the extent to 

which the law bears on personal welfare, the frequency 

with which it is presented, its conspciuousness, m1d the 

complexity of the phenomena involved. But, if we take 

these influences into account, it can be shown that the 

24 ibid., p. 664. 
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history of scientific knowledge exemplifies this law. 25 

Leslie Stephen claims that the law of evolution governs 

the growth of knowledge: scientific knowledge or true 

beliefs increase and persist because in the natural 

selection that goes on between beliefs truth is a con­

dition which aids the persistence of a belief. Thus he 

writes in 'Newman's Theory of Belief': 'The evolutionist 

holds that, in the struggle for existence, the truest 

opinion tends to survive; and thus that whilst no gener-

ation is in pessession of the whole truth, the history 

of belief is that of a slow gravitation towards truth. 

Some doctrines which have survived all changes, and 

strengthened under all conditions may be regarded as 

definitely established, or at least, as indefinitely 

close approximations to truth.• 26 

Next Huxley rejects Comte's classification of 

the sciences. here he refers to Spencer's essay 'The 

Genesis of Science' (1854) as a refutation of Comte's 

25 This argument is printed as 'Of Laws in General; 
and the Order of Their Discovery' in his Recent Dis­
cussions in Science, Philosophy, and Morals (N.Y. 1871). 

26 L. Stephen, 'Newman's Theory of Belief', 
An Agnostic's Apology, p.239. Stephen stresses the 
difficulties in tracing the evolution of opinion in 
'The Religion of All Sensible Men', op.cit., p.344 
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errors. 27 In this article Spencer makes the point that 

historically the sciences did not develop, as Comte 

suggests, from the general to the specific. The evidence 

suggests that the sciences develop together; that they 

aid one another in their development and sometimes cause 

the development of each other by producing problems 

which must await the growth of some other science, '.i:his, 

he argues, is what we should expect if scientific know-

ledge develops out of co~~onsense observations; for at 

the commonsense level judgments are made about all 

sorts of matters that have any bearing on man. Therefore, 

he concludes: 'It is not simply that, as M, Comte admits, 

a classification "will always involve something if not 

arbitrary, at least artificial;" it is not, as he would 

have us believe, that, neglecting minor imperfections 

a classification may be substantially true; but it is 

that any grouping of the sciences in a succession gives 

a radically erroneous idea of their genesis and their 

dependencies. There is no "one rational order among a 

host of possible systems," There is no "true filiation 

27 This is one of three articles Spencer wrote 
on the topic: 'The Classification of the Sciences' 
(1864; 1869); 'Reasons for Dissenting from the Philosophy 
of M. Comte' (1864); all three are in op.cit, 
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of the sciences." The whole hypothesis is fundamentally 

false, ' 28 

Thirdly, Huxley objects to the anti-scientific 

character of much of Comte's work and the anti-scientific 

spirit which informs the whole. He regards Comte's 

rejection of psychology as a science on the ground that 

mental phenomena cannot be observed as an instance of 

the former; his advocacy of social, intellectual, and 

religious authoritarianism in the name of humanity 

reveals the latter. Needless to say this authoritarianism 

annoyed the agnostics; for the roots of their thought 

are as much in science and the fight for its freedom from 

theology as Comte's and lVlill's are in politics and 

social reform. To believe, as Comte does, that there 

will ever come a day when the conclusions of scientists 

will be beyond ~uestion, is to completely misunderstand 

the scientific mind and the history of its achievements: 

'All the great steps in the advancement of science have 

been made by just those men who have not hesitated to 

doubt the "principles established in the sciences by 

competent persons;" and the great teaching of science -

the great use of it as an instrument of mental discipline -

28 op.cit., p.l85. 
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is its constant inculcation of the maxim, that the sole 

ground on which any statement has a right to be believed 

is the impossibility of refuting it.• 29 
t Equally abhorhent to the agnostics is t:1e claim, 

which the English positivists strongly insist upon, 

that scientific work should be regulated by the state 

according to the demands of sociology and ethics so that 

scientists will not fritter away their energies on 

subjects which have no bearing on the welfare of humanity. 30 

'1'he agnostics oppose this not simply because it ignores 

the applied results that come out of pure research, but 

because it denies the very impulse of science, the 

unconditioned love of truth. ·rhe positivists, Tyndall 

writes, 'decry and denounce scientific theories; they 

scorn all reference to aether, and atoms, and molecules, 

as subjects lying far apart from the world's need; and 

yet such ultra-sensible conceptions are often the spur 

to the greatest discoveries. The source, in fact, 'he 

continues, 'from which the true natural philosopher 

derives inspiration and unifying power is essentially 

29 ·r.H. Huxley, op.cit., p.669. 

30 Congrove writes in 'lV!r. Huxley and !vi. Comte' 
that the scientists 'fear encroachment, or any tampering 
with, their scientific independence, their pursuit of 
truth • • • ·rhe moral and social system known as Positivism 
claims to select the subject which should be studied ••• • 
(op.cit., p.272.) 
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ideal. •31 

Politically and religiously the agnostics also 

reject Gomte's authoritarian views. Huxley describes 

these doctrines as 'the anti-scientific monstrosities 

of Comte's later writings', though unlike those who 

sharply distinguish Comte's early and J.ater speculations 

he is well aware that 'the spirit of meddling systemat-

isation and 

Positive" ' 

regulation 

32 as well. 

••• animates ••• the "Philosophic 

On the political side the agnostics 

had no agreed policy: Spencer is a rampan_t· individualist 

who sees the withering away of the state as one of the 

end produc~s of social evolution, while Clifford and 

Stephen support theories o:C the supremacy of society 

over the individual that are compatible with a mild 

socialism. As a rule, however, the agnostics are not 

deeply concerned to theorize about politics or to take 

an active part. '£his is undoubtedly explained by their 

interest in other intellectual pursuits, but it partly 

stems from their theory of social determinism. Unlike 

31 'The Electric Light' ( 1879) , Fragments of 
Science, 2, p.454. Cf. also T,H. Huxley, 'On the Advisa­
bieiliil?s of Improving Natural Knowledge', (1866), 
Collected Essays: Vol.l; W.K. Clifford, 'Cosmic Emotion', 
Lectures and Essays, 2. 

32 'f,H. Huxley, "fhe Scientific Aspects of 
Positivism', .f'ortnightly Review, 5, 1869, p. 668. 
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Mill and Comte they do not believe that ideas rule the 

world: 'All social phenomena', Spencer says, • are produced 

by the totality of human emotions and beliefs: of which 

the emotions are mainly pre-determining, vvhile the 

beliefs are mainly post-determined.'33 

Given this type of view it is not surprising 

that they feel no attraction to the religion of humanity. 

They were, of course, put off by the cultic expressions, 

which were particularly stressed by Congreve, but more 

importantly they believed that the alleged necessity 

msuch a religion rests upon a mistaken analysis of the 

moral situation. If right belief is a necessary condition 

of right action, and if religion is necessary to motivate 

the person to moral action, then the inevitable decay 

of Catholicism (or Protestantism in England) will 

result in moral anarchy. But, the agnostics usually 

say, neither proposition is correct. 'I do not suppose ••• •, 

Clifford writes, 'that morality would practically gain 

much from the wide acceptance of true views about its 

nature ••• I neither admit the moral influence of theism 

in the past, nor look forward to the moral influence of 

humanism in the :future. Virtue is a habit, not a 

33 H. Spencer, 'Reasons :for Dissenting from the 
Philosophy of M, Comte', oo.cit,, p.l25. Cf. also: L. 
Stephen, •Science and Politics' (1892), Social Rights 
and Duties (2 vols., Lond.l896), 1. 
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sentiment or an -ism.• 34 }Jven amongst the agnostics 

Clifford's anti-christian feeling is extreme, but gener-

ally they agree that moral character or feelinc;s are more 

important for right living than are true moral beliefs, 

and that even if morality has been tied up with religion 

in the past the connection is not essential. 

In asserting this type of position, which so 

many of their contemporaries, Christian and non-christian, 

found hard to accept, the older agnostics - Huxley, 

Spencer, fyndall - had the advantage that they had never 

experienced a crisis of!aith: they had no Christian 

faith to lose; their moral beliefs and practice had 

never been intimately connected with orthodox doctrines 

and worship. 35 They did not feel tempted to search for 

a religion; they did not believe that religion in the 

usual sense is necessary for a good life. However, 

Spencer, Tyndall, and Clifford, who was a committed 

Christian in his youth, attempt to explain what is vital 

in religion, and not o.c.ly to reveal the failings of its 

34 'The Influence Upon 1viorali ty of a Decline in 
Religious Belief' (1877), Lectures and Essays, 2, p.249. 
Of all the agnostics Clifford seems to have been most 
influenced by Comte; see 'Cosmic Emotion', op.cit., 2, 
pp.271, 284-5. 

35 Cf. H. Spencer, Autobiography (2 vols., Lend, 
1904), 1, p.l51. A,S. Eve, C,H, Creasley, Life and Work 
of John Tyndall (Lond.l945), pp.25-7. 
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contemporary manifestations. In general terms they 

argue that the religious view is essentially one of 

awe and wonder at the universe and man's place within 

it. Spencer's doctrine of the Unknowable is a rather 

near Christian intellectual expression of this feeling; 

T~1dall more or less accepts it.3 6 Clifford, however, 

could not follow this line: for him cosmic emotion is 

not so precisely or deistically defined. He quotes the 

lines 

·rwo things I contemplate with ceaseless awe; 37 'J:he stars of Heaven and !Vlan 's Sense of Law. 

but his wonder is produced by the mystery of the universe 
bJ.A) !}-!A t/ 

which lies befti~ the universe we know, and the moral 

character that has been thrown up by the ongoing evol­

ution of !Vlan. Huxley and Stephen, it appears, were not 

attracted by such religions. 

'rhese points -the law of the three stages, the 

classification of the sciences, the anti-scientific 

character of Comte•s writings - cover the major areas 

of disagreement between the agnostics and the positivists, 

Dis~greement, however, is not the only feature of the 

relationship between them, They were well aware that 

36 Cf. e.g. 'Matter and iorce' (1867), l•'ra,gments 
of Science, 2, p.7~. 

37 'Cosmic Emotion, Lectures and Essays, 2, p.254. 
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Comte's work had exercised an important influence upon 

the scientific study of society, though, following Mill, 

they did not regard him as the founder of sociology. 38 

Huxley's appreciation o:i:' this side o:i:' Comte's work is 

more apparent in his 1854 review than his 1869 articles. 

''rhe more lvL Comte is an astronomer and a mathematician, 

the better he comes out in his subordinate parts; the 

more he is an historian and a politician, the worse. Yet 

his Social Physics is, notwithstanding, the most valuable 

part of his book. And why? Simply because it was the 

part most needed.'39 Huxley probably has Mill's use of 

Comte•s work in the Logic in mind when he refers to 'the 

part most needed', but as it turned out the agnostics 

found the clue to a true social physics in Darwin's work, 

not Comte's or Mill's. 

However, the debt of the agnostics to Comte's 

work in this respect needs to be stressed because it was, 

as Sidgwick points out, a debt they tended to overlook.40 

38 J .s. Mill, Au,;uste Comte and Positivism, p.l23. 

39 /T.H. Huxle~7, 'Cornte's Positive Philosophy', 
Westminster Review, N.S.6, 1854, p.l90. In general this 
review is favourable though critical. Cf. also 'The 
Scientific Aspect of Positivism', Fortnightly Review, 5, 
1869, p,670. 

40 H. Sidgwick, •Cri tical l\otion; The Science of 
Ethics by Leslie Stephen', Mind, 7, 188;)~ p. 583. 
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Why this is so is easily understood if we recall that 

the two chief agnostics came to be familiar with Comte•s 

work in the fifties when they were working their way 

towards the agnostic position. Then his views did not 

strike them as particularly original, largely because 

they had been influenced by Mill's use of them in the 

Logic, though they were impressed by Comte's systematic 

presentation of his doctrines. The main influence of 

his work, if not his ideas, was, therefore of anegative 

sort; it forced them to develop their own views because 

they could not accept Comte's. Such an influence is not, 

of course, unimportant, but it does not mean that the 

agnostics are half hearted positivists as was sometimes 

suggested, Still it is not surprising that those who 

were not imtimately co=ected with the development of 

agnostic thought should lump the agnostics and the 

positivists together. 41 After all the agnostic movement 

41 Cf: J. Rickaby, 'Man the Measure of All Things': 
Protagoras the the Positivists" (p.l36) and 'Auguste 
Comte and His Philosophy' (pp.387,389), The Month, H,S, 
1, 1870; J. McCosh, Christianity and Positivism (.Lond. 
1875), p.l67. R. Flint gives a very accurate account of 
positivism in Anti-Theistic Theories (1877; 8th ed., Lond. 
1912), p. 505; J. Tulloch, lviodern 'J'heories in Philosophy 
and Religion acknowledges the independence of the 
agnostics from Comte but claims that Comte and the English 
positivists best represent. naturalism in England (pp.vii­
viii) but later (pp.227-228) he admits that agnosticism 
is the more characteristic name for English naturalism. 



119 

had to produce its own literature, and it was not until 

the early seventies that the main features of agnosticism 

were clearly ~d publicly outlined, whereas the posit­

ivist position, in its initial statement was available 

for consultation from the early fifties. ('rhis partially 

explains why positivism was so frequently denounced from 

pulpits, even though, as Harrison complained in 'The 

Positivist Problem', there is hardly a positivist to 

be found.) Given the public's tendency to link them 

with the positivists, and their distaste for the religious 

manifestations of Comte's position, it is not altogether 

surprisinr; that they stressed, not incorrectly, the 

differences between positivism and agnosticism. 

III 

While the contrast between positivism and 

agnosticism is clear, that between agnosticism and 

empiricism is less marked. :!:he reason is that the 

agnostics and the empiricists philosophically agree -

not merely assent, as the positivists do - in the prin­

ciple that experience is the source and test of truth; 

they both reject intuitionism, or the view that 'truths 

external to the mind may be known by intuition or con-
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sc.iousness, independently of observation and experience. •42 

In applying this principle in metaphysics, reli&ion, 

the theory of science, ethics, the agnostics often come 

to different conclusions from J.S, Mill, the chief 

figure of' empiricism. this, of course, would not put 

them outside of the empiricist movement. As Bain's 

article 'The E.'mpiricist Position' (1889) - probably 

written in view of the efforts to define agnosticism43 -

makes clear, empiricism covers a fairly wide variety of 

opinions. However, as Bain's article indirectly suggests, 

the comprehensiveness of empiricism does not reach as 

far as some of the main points of agnosticism: empiricism 

does not involve an anti-Christian attitude or the 

doctrine of universal evolution. 

In noting the differences between Mill and 

the other empiricists and the agnostics it must be 

borne in mind that Mill's empiricism, like Comte's 

positivism, was one of the reasons why the agnostic 

position came to be stated. In their early careers it 

is safe to assume that the agnostics were - with, 

perhaps, 0pencer's exception - to varying degrees con-

vinced Millites, 'I can testify from personal obser-

42 J.S. Mill, Autobiography (Lond. 1873), p.225. 

43 A. Bain, 'I'he Empiricist Position', Mind, 14, 
1889; See A. Bain, Autobiography (Lond. 1904), p.395. 
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vation', Stephen wrote in 1900 of Mill's i:>ystem of' Logic, 

'that it became a kind of sacred book for students who 

claimed to be genuine Liberals.• 44 As far as the theory 

of science and ethics was concerned LUll's Logic (1843) 

and his Utilitarianism (articles in 1861, as a book, 1863) 

were the place to start. Mill, unlike Comte, did not 

wish for disciples; those around him were forced to 

grow by thinking his empiricism for themselves. ~n the 

case of Bain this resulted in a position fairly close 

to Mill's. With Huxley, Spencer and Stephen it resulted 

in the development of agnostic theories. 

The explanation why the agnostics consciously 

diverged from Mill's position whereas others, such as 

Bain, stood by it, is partly found in the former's attach­

ment to science. i::>pencer, though not a scientist and 

Huxley were deeply involved in science, particularly the 

palaeteological sciences. What they most wanted was 

evidence that all phenomena could be investigated by man; 

they had little doubt cchat the method o:f investigation 

and proof would accord with Mill's account, but the Logic 

44 L. Stephen, The English Utilitarians (1900; 3 
vols. in 1, ILY. 1950), 5, p.76. C.L. also '.C.H. Huxley, 
'Mr. Balfour's Attack on. Agnosticism •, Apne:ndix.-iA\'ffrl 
-~e.JII •.. Paeke, ·-oB.ei-t.,· .. u-rr•·431-54~··. ··.t'• '· • fc··r·' ~; · •11; .. , 

... .t' 0~ . 
'. \, l ;'•,, , ' • \ 
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did not show that all phenomena could be investigated. 

Darwin's work provided the evidence which Huxley in 

particular required, and, in ~pencer's hands, the key 

to a new way of understanding phenomena. 45 The seeds of 

the movement which was to overshadow the empiricism of 

Mill and Bain were sown. 'Those later wri tinge of his 

which brought l\!ill' s vogue to a climax', Morely wrote 

in 1906, 'appeared at the very moment when there broke 

upon the scene those overwhelming floods of evolutionary 

speculation, which seem destined to shift or sweep away 

the beacons that had lighted his philosophical course.• 46 

Spencer, probably more than any other, is 

responsible for the exte.nsion of the historical method, 

understood as a tracing of evolutionary development, 

to all phenomena. ~lhereas Ivlill, partly through Comte 's 

influence, advocates the historical method for the study 

of society, 47 Spencer and the other agnostics advocate 

45 Spencer had arrived at his doctrine of universal 
evolution before Darwin's 1859 success, but Darwin's work 
made the spreading abroad of his view much easier. For 
Huxley's refusal to agree with Spencer on organic evolution 
before 1859 see H. Spencer, Autobiography, 1, p.505. 

46 J. Morley, •A Great 'reacher' (1906), The \iorks 
of Lord Ivlorley, (Lond.l921), 15, p.l2. 

47 Cfo J.S. ~llill, •Coleridge' (1840), rhe Philos-
ophy of John Stuart Ivlill (N.Y., 1961) ed. M. Cohen, esp. 
p.84ff; 'Of the Inverse Deductive, or Historical Method', 
bk.5, ch,8 in John Stuart Mill's Philosophy of Scientific 
Method ed. E. Nagel. On the relation of Mill and Comte see 
besides Auguste Comte and Positivism, Autobiography, pp.l61-
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its use in psychology, sociology, ethics, as well as 

the physical sciences. '.!:he agnostics do not always 

agree on the range of phenomena that undergo evolutionary 

development - 0pencer alone maintains cosmic evolution48 -

nor do they accept a common view of evolutionary develop­

ment - whether it means as bpencer teaches that phenomena 

are always in a process of becoming more and more diver­

sified and organized at the same time and/or whether 

it means that those things which have evolved, have 

done so by a process of natural selection - but they 

all agree that the evolutionary study of things is the 

scientific use of the historical method and the most 

likely method to result in a proper understanding of 

phenomena. 

Working with this principle the agnostics 

took up positions in opposition to Mill and Bain. For 

example, they claim that the conflict between empiricism 

66, 209-245; A Bain, John Stuart Mill (Lond.l882), p.70. 
A modern account: J .R. Mueller, John Stuart Mill and :B'rench 
Thought (Urbana 1956), ch.4, 'The Influence of Auguste 
Comte'; Mill's claims are shown to be more or less 
accurate (cf.p.l29). On the differences between the 
evolutionary view of the historical method and the empir­
ical see L. Stephen, op.cit., 3, ch.5, 'Hi~torical Method', 
esp. pp.373-75. 

48 Spencer never tried to show how evolution 
operated in inorganic phenomena, an omission which drew 
hostile criticism. See D, Duncan, The Life and Letters 
of Herbert Spencer (Lond. 1908), ch.26, 'Inorganic 

, Evolution'. 
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and intuitionism is seen to be falsely stated by both 

camps when it is realized that the knowledge which each 

individual possesses is gained not only from his 

experience but from the experience of the race; for 

in the evolution of man mental characteristics are 

transmitted as well as physical. Once this is understood 

it is no difficult matter to see why certain beliefs 

are held with such intensity: they have been derived 

and tested in the experience o:f the race; it is not 

necessary to deny t)le conviction of their truth nor to 

try to explain it in terms of the individual's experience. 

rhus Spencer writes in The Principles of Psychology: 

''l:he universal law that, other things equal, the cohesion 

of psychical states is proportionate to the frequency 

with which they have followed one another in experience, 

supplies an explanation of the so-called 'forms of 

thought', as soon as it is supplemented by the law that 

habitual psychical successions entail some hereditary 

tendency to such successions which, under persistent 

conditions, will become cumulative in generation after 

generation.• 49 but since the evidence for the evolutionary 

development of mind depends on the evidence of the 

evolution of the nervous system, Spencer and the other 

49 H. Spencer, 'J!he Principles of Psychology (1855; 
2nd ed. 2 vols., Lond.l870-1872), 1, p.66. 
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agnostics criticise Mill ~Dd Bain for their failure to 
~~ i L.;tLiJ- ,q I ( (»_ ! !- 'J 

develop a ~ehe±<7gieally based psychology. 'Understood 

in its current form, • Spencer writes, 'the experience-

hypothesis implies that the presence of a definitely 

organized nervous system is a circumstance of no moment 

a fact not needing to be taken into account.•5° 

A more striking difference between the agnostics 

and Mill appears in their account of ethics, According 

to the agnostics Mill fails to provide a correct account 

of moral phenomena because he neglects to study the 

conditions under which morality has evolved. Studied 

in this way it becomes possible, for instance, to 

account for the moral significance and authority of 

conscience as teacher and governor; facts which the 

moral intuitionists stress and Mill and Bain more or 

less ignore. The intuitionists, the agnostics argue, 

are right to stress the role of conscience in telling 

and directing us to the good, but they are mistaken 

in thinking that the authority of the moral sense stems 

from some transcendental awareness. The directions of 

conscience bind and motivate us to what is right because 

they are based on the experience of the race. Clifford, 

for example, writes: 'The voice of Conscience is the 

50 ibid., p.468. 
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voice of our Father Man who is within us; the accumulated 

instinct of the race is poured into each one of us, 

and overflows us, as if the ocean were poured into a 

cup.';5l and, •There are two reasons ••• why ethical 

maxims appear to be unconditional. First they are 

acquired from experience not directly but by tribal 

selection, and therefore in the individual they do not 

rest upon the true reasons for them. Second, although 

they are conditional, the absence of the condition in 

one born of a social race is rightly visited by moral 

reprobation. ' 52 

This way of reconciling the claims of intui-

tionist ethics with an empirical account of moral 

phenomena is not the only advantage that follows from 

the agnostic approach. Another is that it becomes 

possible to explain the relativity of ethical systems 

by showing that each system serves a common purpose 

in the life of the society which holds it, viz., it 

exists to help the society preserve itself in the process 

of natural selection. To understand morality in this 

way, it is necessary to view societies as organic 

51 ,•The Influence Upon Morality of a Decline in 
Religious Belief', Lectures and Essays, 2, p.249· 

52 'On the Scientific Basis of Morals', op.cit., 
2, p.l20. 
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wholes, rather than as piles of individuals. Mill, the 

agnostics believed, is basically opposed to such an 

organic view; for it is contrary to the sharp line he 

draws between the individual and society in his On 

Liberty. 53 

A third point of contrast between agnostic 

ethics and Mill's position turns on the possibility of 

a science of ethics. In the Logic Mill places morality 

amongst the arts, not the sciences: 'Whatever speaks 

in rules or precepts, not in assertions respecting 

matters of fact, is art; and ethics, or morality, is 

properly a portion of the art corresponding to the 

sciences of human nature and society.•54 The reason is 

that morality takes for granted the truth that a certain 

thing ought to be pursued, and there is no way of showing 

the truth of this proposition by scientific means. The 

scientist can, of course, observe what happens when the 

end is pursued and how it is pursued but 'whether the 

ends themselves are such as ought to be pursued, and if 

so, in what cases and to how great a length, it is no 

part of his business as a cultivator of science to 

decide, and science alone will never qualify him for the 

53 See L. Stephen, op.cit., 3, pp.293-99. 

54 John Stuart Mill's Philosophy of Scientific 
Method, ed. E. Nagel, pp.352-3. 
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decision.• 55 Similar points about the distinction 

between factual and value judgments are made in Utili­

tarianism. 56 'J:he agnostics reject such a distinction. 

For them 'ought' statements are one form of 'is' 

statements, and their truth is to be established by appeal 

to experience.57 It is possible, they claim, to have 

a science of ethics, though to construct it society 

must be viewed as an organic whole and the concept of 

pleasure or goodness made precise by linking it with 

the health and/or success of the social organism in 

the struggle for survival. At least this is in part 

the view of Spencer and Stephen; Clifford altogether 

rejects ethical hedonism. 

A final point of contrast between the empiri­

cists and the agnostics is their attitude toward the 

existence of God. All the agnostics agree in rejecting 

belief in God, which, as they point out, is not to deny 

the existence of a God. Before 1874 those who were close 

to Mill would have said that in this matter empiricism 

55 ~ •• p.356. 

56 For example: 'Questions of ultimate ends are 
not amenable to direct proof.' (Utilitarianism in The 
Philosophy of John Stuart Mill ed. M. Cohen, p.327~ 

57 The agnostics were not inclined to put the 
matter quite so bluntly. Huxley notably disagreed with 
this view. Cf. ch.l2. 
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and agnosticism were in accord with one another, but 

the posthumous publication of Mill's Theism made such 

a statement difficult. In this essay Mill argues that 

the argument from design promises some ground for 

thinking that a finite deity might exist, and that 

in terms of its value for human life, it is 'legitimate 

and philosophically defensible' to indulge the hope 

that 'the government of the universe and the destiny of 

man after death' are under divine contro1. 58 From the 

agnostic viewpoint such a position is anathema; Bain 

felt the same way, but since Mill's writings set the 

norm of empiricist orthodoxy, he had to admit that 

empiricism involved no religious viewpoint. 'Empiricists', 

he wrote of the design agrv~ent, 'differ here, like other 

men. Hume took the side of barrertess; Mill inclined to 
'· 

the other side, although in a very qualified form.• 59 

58 J.S, Mill, Theism (1874; N.Y. 1957) ed, R. 
Taylor, p.81. 

59 A, Bain, 'The Empiricist Position', Mind, 14, 
1889, p.399. In John Stuart lv!ill (p.l33) Bain says that 
this view was completely unexpected, and his claims are 
'concessions to the existing theology.' (p.l36). Cf, 
also J. Morley, 'Mr. Mill's Three Essays' (i) 'ii), 
Fortnightly Review 16, 1874 and 17, 1875, esp. p.637; 
VI.K. Clifford, 'RLcht and Wrong: The Scientific Ground 
of Their Distinction', op.cit., 2, p.l76; W,G. Ward, 
'Philosophy of the Theistic Controversy', The Philosophy 
of 'rheism (2 vols., Lond.l884) ed. w. Ward, 2, pp.l06-7. 
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To the agnostics these contrasts highlight 

important differences between empiricism and agnosticism. 

:H'rom the empiricist point of view they probably indicated -

at least until the late seventies -the diversity of 

empiricist opinion. Mill, for instance, speaks of 

Spencer and Bain as co-workers in the field of psychology, 

and Bain was a sympathetic review of agnostic ethical 

writings. 60 The agnostics did not neglect their con­

nection with the empiricist movement: Clifford speaks 

for them all when he describes Mill as 'that noble 

thinker, to whom we of this generation owe more than I 

can te11.• 61 But at the same time they insist that 

there is a :fundamental difference between their shhools 

of thought, a difference which makes them rivals. Agnos­

ticism, Leslie Stephen points out in '£he English Utili­

tarians, is a radically and scientifically transformed 

version o:f empiricist views: •iTiarwinian theorie~7 marked 

the point at which a doctrine of evolution could be 

60 J,S, Mil.L, August Comte and Positivism, p.66; 
A. Bain, •Critical Notice of Herbert Spencer's The Data 
of Ethics, Mind, 4, 1879: Bain says ~p.567): 'Without 
assuming that Mr. Spencer has propuunded a new doctrine, 
the antithesis of the doctrine of utility, he may claim 
to have put forward a new point of view, in the working 
out of the doctrine.' He is less sympathetic towards 
Stephen: cf. A. Bain, 'On Some Points in Ethics', Mind, 
8, 1883. For Bain's version of utilitarianism see 
Mental and !<loral Science (Lond. 1868), pp.4-34-45. 

61 'Richt and Wrong', op.cit., 2, p.l76. 
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allied with an appeal to experience. Darwin appealed 

to no mystical bond, but simply to verifiable experience. 

He postulated the continuance of processes known by 

observation, andmmed at showing that they would suffic­

iently explain the present as continuous with the past. 

There was nothing mystical to alarm empiricists, and 

their consequent adaption of Darwinism implied a radical 

change in their methods and assumptions. The crude 

empiricism was transformed into evolutionism.• 62 

IV 

A brief account of the bearing of positivism 

and empiricism on agnosticism must simplify and leave 

much unsaid. For instance, it is necessary/to leave 

to one side the question how far the agnostics accurately 

understood the philosophies of Comte and Mill. 63 

•ro round off the account two further points 

need to be noted. The first is that all three movements 

can be regarded as particular manifestations of the 

intellectual tendencies noted in the last chapter (though 

it would be necessary to describe them more broadly to 

62 op.cit., 3, p.375. 

63 This was a matter of dispute, particularly 
concerning Comte's work. Cf. J.S. Mill, op.cit., pp.l5-
31, 40-47. 
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establish the point). Empiricism comes before agnosticism 

and positivism, and influences the expression that these 

tendencies receive in these two movements. Clearly it 

exercises more than a negative influence, but in both 

cases it sets the stage rather than directs the play. 

Secondly empiricists and positivists are not 

the only ones to play a role in determining the formu­

lation of agnostic doctrine. Several figures in the 

intuitionist camp play fairly prominent parts as well. 

Hamilton and Mansel have already been mentioned; after 

them comes Henry Sidgwick. When the agnostics came to 

elaborate their ethical theories they probably paid more 

attention to Sidwick than any other moral philosopher. 

In their eyes he embodied all of Mill's failings -the 

distinction between factual and value judgments, an 

empirical, not a scientific utilitarianism, opposition 

to a science of ethics - together with the error of being 

a moral intuitionist. What is more he attempted to prove, 

particularly against the agnostics, that none of these 

failings are genuine. He is partly responsible for the 

most elaborate of agnostic writings, their ethical 

sciences; for The Methods of Ethics showed them the 
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ethical problems they had to tackle. 64 

64 H. Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics (1874; 7th ed. 
1907; Lond. 1962), esp. pp.31-35; •The 'fheory of 
Evolution In Its Application to Practice', Mind, 1, 1876; 
'Mr. Spencer's Ethical System', Mind, 5, 1880; 'Critical 
Notice: The Science of Ethics by LeslieStephen', Mind, 7, 
1882; •Some l•'undamental Ethical Controversies', Mind, 14, 
1889. The agnostics were particularly anxious t-o-­
resolve the problem of the relation between rational 
egoism and rational benevolence (which Sidgwick leaves 
unsolved; cf. The Methods of Ethics, pp.496-7). 
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Chapter Four 

H.L. Mansel (l) : The Limits of Thought. 

The Bampton Lectures were founded to defend 

the various aspects of Christian doctrine; and Mansel's 

Lectures, despite their history, are a sincere and del-

iberate attempt to fulfil the founder's intentions. The 

Limits of Heligious 'I'hought1 is not an original nor even 

a substantial contribution to the philosophy of religion. 

It is, however, a clever and competent working together 

of many familiar and contemporary types of ar~~ment for 

the Christian position. To name but a few; Mansel 

draws upon the sceptical philosophy of Sir William Hamilton; 

the Christian interpretation of moral experience; the 

apologetic weapon of evidences as hammered out in the 

deist controversy. In bringing these various items 

together, he does not slavishly copy earlier expositions 

of each particular form of ar@L~ent. Mansel does not, 

it must be admitted, make any major contribution to each 

of the traditions he follows -unless, as is the case 

with his borrowings from Hamilton, he presents a clearer 

account of the position- but he borrows from them in an 

independent fashion, freely adapting them to suit his 

own purposes. This lack of originality, though not of 

1 The Limits of Heligious Thought (1858; 3rd ed. Lond. 
1859; 4th ed. Lend. 1859; 5th ed, Lond. 1867). 
References, unless otherwise stated, are to the 5th edition. 
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competence, in Mansel's work made it easier for the 

agnostics to use him. Because his work is more in the 

form of a synthesis of existing beliefs and doctrines 

than the presentation of entirely new material, they 

were able without too much difficulty to draw from his 

Lectures the sections they agreed with and to dispense 

with the rest. 

In the following exposition of Mansel's thought 

attention will be paid both to the elements in his work 

which appealed to the agnostics and to those which did 

not. There are two reasons for this approach: firstly, 

Mansel's Lectures possess a certain intrinsic interest 

as a serious attempt to work out a sceptical defence of 

religion; 2 secondly, and more importantly from the 

2 It is important to note that Mansel's signifi-
cance as a thinker and an historical figure is not 
limited simply to his role in the agnostic movement. 
There are several other fruitful ways of considering him. 
Of philosophic interest is his relation to Hamilton 
(see J.S. Mill, An Examination of Sir William Hamilton's 
Philosophy L-1865; 6th ed. Lond. 1889/; J.A. Passmore, 
One Hundred Years of Philosophy LLana. 19577) and the 
role they both played in the dissemination-of Kantian 
thought in England (see R. Wellek, Immanuel Kant in England 
1793-1838 ,-Princeton, 1931 7). Theologically his 
conflict w1th F.D. Maurice tsee A.M. R~~sey, F.D. Maurice 
and the Conflicts of Modern Theology L-Camb. 1951/, and 
R,V. Sampson, 'The Limits of Religious 'Ehought: The 

ological Controversy', in 1859: Entering an Age of 
Crisis Ed. P. Appleman, W,A. Madden, M. Wolff Z Bloomington 
195975 a.11d his connection with the group of English 
divines who hold sceptical views about the scientific 
character of theological knowledge, a group which reaches 
from Archbishop w. King and Bishop Peter Browne in the 
deist controversy through the Noetics to Manael (see 
G. C. Joyce, 'Analogy', Hastings Encyclopaedia of Religion 
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viewpoint of the development of agnosticism, the 

elements which the agnostics disregarded in Mansel's 

thought were matters whi.ch they had to take into account 

in the development of their theories of sci.ence and 

morali.ty. 

II 

Bri.efly stated, the main ai.m of Mansel's 

Lectures is to show that the scope of hu~an thought is 

limited; that there are matters or situations concerning 

which we cannot think, and that, in particular, there are 

religious matters completely and necessarily outside the 

reach of man's thought, The limits of religious thought, 

which are but the necessary limits of thought in general 

as they apply to religious matters, are Mansel's partie-

and Ethics) are worth considering. Again, Mansel's 
general apologetical role as a philosophical, historical, 
and exegetical writer is not without interest (see ':lis 
commentary on St. Matthew's Gospel in ]~he Speaker'" 
Commentary /-Lond. 1671 - 1881/ and his The Gnostic 
Heresies of-the First and Second Centuries ed. J.B. 
Lightfoot / Lond, 18757; see also J .w. Burgon, 'Henry 
Longueville Mansel' in Lives of Twelve Good Men Vol.2). 
With few exceptions- notably J.S. Mill, and A.W. 
Matthews, in his The Religigus Philosophy of Dean Mansel 
(Lond. 1956) - detailed studies of Mansel generally 
treat him simply as a theological sceptic (e.g. R. Flint's 
Agnostici.sm, N. Annan, Leslie Stephen) or as Maurice's 
opponent (e.g., A.M. Ramsey, op.cit., and R.V. Sampson, 
op.cit.) 'The best general account of Mansel's views and 
his position in Victorian thought is in L. Stephen's, 
i;he English Utili Garia:ns (1900; i\:-.Y. 1950, 3 vols in 1) 
Vol.III: John Stuart Mill. 
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ular concerno 'J:his concern is of some urgency; :for 

failure to realize that religious thought is limited, or 

to understand precisely what these limits are, has led 

the defenders and critics of theological doctrine into 

barren and futile investigation. To show that these 

investigations are barren, and, more importantly, to 

show why they must be, is the task Mansel sets himself. 

Mansel's first step is to point out two 

possible false approaches to the determination of 

religious truth. 'Dogmatism and Rationalism', he writes, 

'are the two extremes between which religious philosophy 

perpetually oscillates. Each represents a system from 

which, when nakedly and openly announced, the well 

regulated mind almost instinctively shrinks back; yet 

which, in some more or less specious disguise, will be 

found to underlie the antagonist positions of many a 

theological controversy.• 3 These two systems of thought, 

or, perhaps, more accurately, tendencies o.f thought, 

which give rise to different systems, are not to be 

identified with dogmatic theology, on the one hand, or 

the use of reason in determining religious trugh, on 

the other; for, Mansel insists, 'All Dogmatic theology 

is not Dogmatism, nor all use of Reason, Rationalism, 

3 The Limits of Religious Thought, p.l 
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any more than all drinking is drunkenness. 'l'he dogmatic 

or the rational method may be rightly or wrongly employed; 

and the question is to determine the limits of the 

legitimate or illegitimate use of each.• 4 

The dogmatist, Mansel claims, accepts the 

Scriptures as the inspired word of God, and believes 

that the scriptural teaching can be rationally grounded 

and harmonized into a coherent and consistent system of 

thought - at least, this is what the full blown dogmatist 

believes. Dogmatism, Mansel writes, 'seeks to build up 

a complete scheme of theolJgical doctrine out of the 

unsystematic materials furnished by Scripture, partly 

by the more complete development of certain leading ideas; 

partly by extending the apparent import of the Revelation 

to ground which it does not avowedly occupy, and attempt­

ing by interference and analogy to solve problems which the 

sacred volume may indeed suggest, but which it does not 

directly answer; partly by endeavouring to give additional 

support to the scriptural statements themselves, treating 

them as truths, not above, b~t within the grasp of reason 

" and capable of demonstration from rational premises.'/ 

4 .~12.: cit., 3rd ed., p,ix. 

5 op. cit. 5th ed., pp.4-5. For another contem-
porary account of dogmatism and rationalism see c. 
Hodge, Systematic Theology (1871-73; 3 vols. Grand 
Rapids n.d.) vol.l, ch.3. 
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Two of Mansel's examples are sufficient to indicate the 

type of theological thought he has in mind. St. Anselm 

in his Cur Deus Homo sets out to show that a knowledge 

of the necessity of the Incarnation for man's salvation 

could be arrived at, apart from revelation, by reflection 
6 on the nature of God and man. In Mansel's words, 

Anselm treats scriptural statements •as truths not 

above, but within the grasp of reason and capable of 

demonstration from rational premises,' Again, R.I. 

Wilberforce's attempt, in his The Doctrine of the Incar­

nation (1848), 7 to explain how the second person of the 

Trinity was able to take upon himself human personality 

without renouncing his divine personality, by claiming 

that Christ took unto himself the essence of human nature, 

which subsists independently of the existence of individual 

m~, is an instance of the dogmatism which attempts to 

extend 'the apparent import of the Revelation to ground 

which it does not avowedly occupy.' Nothing of value, 

6 Anselm describes the first of the two sections 
of his work as follows: 'The first of these contains the 
objections of unbeli.evers who reject the Christian faith 
because they regard it as contrary to reason, along with 
the answers of believers. It ends by proving by necessary 
reasons (Christ being put out of sight as if nothing had 
ever been known of him) that it is impossible for any man 
to be saved without him.' He goes on to say how reason 
alone shows that salvation requires the incarnation of God. 
A Scholastic Miscellan : Vol.X Librar of Christian 
Classics. ed. A.M. :Pairweather (Lond. 1956 , p.l90. 

7 I have not seen this work. My account is based 
on Mansel's; see op.cit., p.9. 
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IV~ansel clair1s, is to be gained from such atte;.J_pts to wrest 

Scripture into clearly established and coherent systems 

of thought, Apart from the o"uestion whether such 

speculations are true or false -and Mansel's later 

argument is designed to show that we cannot settle issues 

of this sort - such attempts to combine revealed truth 

and philosophical conjectures are potentially hazardous 

for both theology and philosophy: on the one hand they 

link the assured truths of revelation with hypotheses 

and theories of doubtful validity and thus tend to cast 

doubt upon the certainty of revealed knowledge; whilst 

on the other, they open the way for unnecessary restrict-

ions on philosophical thought by making certain philoso-

phical opinions orthodox and others heretical: 'The 

problems which i-philosophr7 has a natural right to 

sift to the uttermost are ta~en out of the field of free 

discussion, and fenced about with religious doctrines 

which it is heresy to call in question.• 8 

At first sight rationalism appears to differ 

markedly from dogmatism; for the rationalist more often 

8 op.cit., p.lO. In view of the development of 
Christian doctrine it is doubtful whether Mansel can 
sustain the sharp division between dogmatism and dogmatic 
theology. It is surprising that his discussion of valid 
and invalid theological thought is so summary, because 
the topic was a live one in English theological thought 
as a result of the conflicts between the Tractarians 
and the Noetics, and the Anglican converts to Tome; see, 
o. Chadwick, From Bossuet to Nev~an: The Idea of 
Doctrinal Development (Camb. 1957). 
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than not is the critic of revealed truth, whilst the 

dogmatist is its advocate. The differences between the 

two types of thought, Mansel claims, are by no means 

superficial, yet deep down the rationalist and the dogma­

tist agree: they both teach that there are no limits 

to the ability of hum~~ reason to directly determine the 

truth and falsity of religious statements. Mansel 

describes their basic identity, despite their differences, 

in the following words: 'the two systems may be considered 

as both aiming, though in different ways, at the same 

end; that end being to produce a coincidence between 

what we believe and what we think; to remove the boundary 

which separates the comprehensible from the incomprehensible. 

'rhe Dogmatist employs reason to prove, almost as much as 

the Rationalist employs it to disprove. 'The one, in the 

character of an advocate, accepts the doctrines of 

revealed religion as conclusions, but appeals to reason, 

enlightened it may be, by Revelation, to find premises 

to support them. The other, in the character o:f a critic, 

draws his premises from reason in the first instance; 

and adopting these as his standard, either distorts the 

revealed doctrine into conformity with them, or, if it 

obstinately resists this treatment, sets it aside alto­

gether. The one strives to lift up reason to the point 

of view occupied by Revelation: the other strives to 
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bring do~m Revelation to the limit of reason.• 9 

When Mansel describes the rationalist as 

drawing his premises from reason he does not have 

primarily in mind that type of philosophical rationalism 

in which a deductive metaphysic is established on the 

basis of self-evident truths. He uses 'reason' in a 

wider fashion to mean any reflective action which estab­

lishes some criterion or criteria by means of which 

religious statements may be directly observed in them­

selves to be true or false, 'By Rationalism,' Mansel 

writes, '••• I mean generally to designate that system 

whose final test of truth is placed in the direct assent 

of the human consciousness, whether in the form of 

logical deduction, or moral judgement, or religious 

intuition; by whatever previous process those faculties 

may have been raised to their assumed dignity as 

arbitrators.• 10 Actual instances of the rationalistic 

spirit, Mansel claims, are to be found in the treatment 

of religious doctrines by Immanuel Kant and Benjamin 

Jowett. Kant's doctrine that the main aim of religion 

is to help man live a moral life, for this is the highest 

service of God, rules out large sections of the biblical 

9 op.cit,, p.? 

10 ~ •• pp.3-4 
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and revealed doctrine of prayer, since, Kant claims, 

any prayer which is not designed to help man live a 

moral life - a prayer, for instance, that God might act 

on our behalf in some non-moral matter - is not in accord 

with the aim of religion and cannot be part of divine 

teaching, 11 Jowett similarly dispenses with the bi.blical 

doctrine of the atonement, because he holds that it is 

incompatible with our moral notions and consequently 

cannot be held to be a divinely revealed doctrine. 12 

At this point we might ask how we are to settle 

religious problems, if we eschew the methods of the 

dogmatists and the rationalists. Mansel delays answering 

this question because he wishes to show first of all 

that the two false approaches to religious questions -

they are, of course, one approach if we c@nsider simply 

their faith in reason- are in fact illegitimate uses 

of reason. In showing their illegitimacy, Mansel 

presents his doctrine of the necessary limits of thought. 

11 For exemple, Kant writes: 'Praying, thought 
of as an inner formal service of God and hence as a means 
of grace is a superstitious illusion (a fetish-making); 
for it is no more than a stated wish directed to a Being 
who needs no such information regarding the inner 
disposition of the wisher; therefore nothing is accom­
plished by it, and it di.scharges none of the duties to 
which, at commands of God, we are obligated; hence God 
is not really served.' Reli ion within the Limits of 
Reason Alone trans, ·r ,M. Greene and H. r. Hudson N. Y, , 
1960), pp.l82-183. 

12 Of. chapter 3, P• 
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III 

Mansel claims that the confidence that 

rationalists a~d dogmatists have in the unaided power 

of human thought to arrive at truth in religious matters -

a power which would seem to make revelation superfluous13 -

i.s open to two objections. J!'irstly, that in fact this 

confidence in the ability of reason to construct a coherent 

and consistent theory of the divine nature is without 

historical justification, since every attempt to theorize 

about the divine existence, even if the attempt takes 

the form of a denial of the deity, is full of the most 

severe difficulties. Secondly, that attempts to theorize 

on these matters will always fail, as they have in the 

past, because they attempt to transgress the necessary 

limits of thought; the theories of rationalists and 

dogmatists, despite their appearance, are illegitimate 

exercises ,Jf reason, 

Mansel establishes the first point by examinir~, 

initially, the basic ideas of rational theology; for, as 

he writes in justificati.on of his procedure, 'a philosophy 

which professes to elicit from its own conceptions all the 

essential portions of religious belief, is bound to 

justify its profession, by shewing that these conceptions 

13 op.cit,, p.24. 
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themselves are above suspicion. •14 In view of the history 

of philosophical thought in the Christian tradition, 

these basic ideas can be said to be that God is absolute, 

in1'i:J.ite, and fl.rst cause. He introduces these terms 

and defines them in the following way: 'There are three 

terms, familiar as household words in the vocabulary of 

Philosophy, which must be taken into account in every 

system of Metaphysical Theology. 'ro conceive the Deity 

as He is, we must conceive Him as .l''irst Cause, as Absolute 

and as Infinite. By the Pirst Cause is meant that which 

produces all things,· and is itself produced of none. 

By the Absolute is meant that which exists in and by 

itself, having no necessary relation to any other being. 

By the Infinite is meant that which is free from all 

possible limitations; that than which no greater is 

conceivable; and which consequently can receive no 

additional attribute or mode of existence which it had 

not from all eternity. ,l5 

These definitions have caused some of Mansel's 

critics a deal of theoretical anguish, particularly in 

the light of his subsequent argument. J.S. Mill, for 

example, describes the argument which follows as 'one 

14 . b. " 
~., p.25. 

ibid.' p.3l 
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1ong igno!'atio elenchi' 16 'The main objection concerns 

Mansel's definition of the absolute, a definition which 

he borrows in part from Henr:y- Calderwood's Philosophy 

of the Infinite •1 7 As the definition sta..nds, Mansel 

seems prepared to accept the view that the absolute does 

not necessarily exist in any relation, but that it can 

or might exist in relation, whereas later, his critics 

complain, he contends, and argues from the position, 

that the absolute is incapable of existing in any relation 

at a11.18 Mansel's reply to this, largely Mill's, 

criticism is, I think, correct: the definition of the 

absolute, as of the other terms, is merely nominal, 

and the subsequent argument is designed, in part, to show 

that such a definition can be a..'ld must be replaced by 

one more philosophically adequate. 19 There would be little 

16 J.S. Mill, op.cit,, p.l7. 

17 Mansel (op.cit., p.212 Note xiv) presents 
Calderwood's definitions as they are found in the first 
edition (Edinb, 1854). In the second edition (Edinb. 1861) 
Calderwood vigorously controverts Mansel's argQ~ents. 
18 J.S. Mill writes: 'The words, "having no 
necessary relation to any other being," admit of two 
constructions. 'J:he words in their natural sense, only mean, 
capable of existing out of relation to anything else. Mr. 
Mansel cannot intend the latter. He cannot mea::1 that the 
Absolute is incapable of entering into relation with any 
other being; for he would not affirm this of God; on the 
contrary, he is continually speaking of God's relation to 
the World and to us, Moreover, he accepts, from Dr, 
Calderwood, an interpretation inconsistent with this. This, 
however, is the meaning necessary to support his case,' 
op.cit., p.ll4. 

l q 1\i§.:D.s~l makes the point in the fifth edition; 
op.cit,, p.51 It.nt. 
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gained by defining the terms so that the points to be 

shown could be immediately grasped by anyone who understood 

the meaning of the definition. Still, to thus defend 

Mansel is not to deny that Mill has ground for complaint: 

the compression of Ma:c.sel' s arguments, his seeming desire 

to stun his listeners - the Lectures are first preached -

rather than to carry them with him step by step, suggests 

a bewildering, and sometimes seemingly disjointed array 

of thoughts. Whatever the reasons for this method, 

Mansel's purposes would have been better carried out if 

he had presented clearer signs of the precise movement 

of his argument, Close attention to the text, however, 

shows that while the argument is compressed it is not 

disjointed nor haphazard. 

Having defined the fun.damental ideas of 

rational theology, Mar:sel sets out to show that these 

ideas, whether taken siegly or as a group, are surrounded 

with difficulties; they cannot serve 'all the neede of 

human thought and feeling.• 20 Mansel's specific claims 

concerning these ideas can be set out as follows: 

(i) if there is a."l infinite and absolute being 

20 iQi.9.. •• p.26 
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then it is the sum of all reality; 

(ii) the infinite and absolute being cannot be 

the first cause; 

(iii) the infinite and absolute being cannot 

have any internal relations, 

(iv) the infinite and absolute being cannot 

be described; it is inconceivable, 

Mansel establishes point (i) by drawing out 

the consequences of his definitions of the absolute and 

the infinite; and in so doing he immediately reveals 

the inadequacy of the definition of the absolute. If 

we claim, Mansel argues, that God is both infinite and 

absolute, then we must mean that God is infinite in the 

sense defined; for if we say that God is infinite or 

unlimited in certain respects but not in others, or that 

he possesses a limited n~~ber of attributes in infinite 

degree but that he is devoid of certain other attributes, 

then God may be infinite in the marLner described but he 

canx1ot be the absolute: the reason is that the absolute, 

as defined, cannot exist in any necessary relation, and 

a God who is infinite in either of the ways d.escribed 

would exist in certain necessary relations. ]'rom the 

argument it follows that the absolute must be inftni te 

in the sense defined; there can be nothing, either 

potentially or actually, which is not the absolute and 

infinite being; in other words, God is equivalent to the 
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whole of sum of reality, evil included. • 'l:he metaphysical 

representation of the :Deity, as absolute and infinite,' 

Mansel writes, 'must necessarily, as the profoundest 

metaphysicians have acknowledged, amount to nothing 

less than the sum of aLl reality. "',\'hat kind of an 

Absolute Being is that," says Hegel, "which does not 

contain in itself b,ll that is actual, even evil incl-~._,lded.? 11 • 21 

The force of :Mansel' .s argument depends on the 

truth of his claLn that a God who is infinite in either 

of the two ways men,t:toned exists in certa,in necessary 

relationso His mar1n.er of stating his argu1nent suggests, 

indeed rests upon, the view that the existence of the 

absolute as defined is inconsistent with the existence 

of the absolute in any necessary empirical or logical 

relations. That this is so becomes more apparent if we 

look at his own statement of the ir:cportant section of 

the argument. The infinite being, he writes, 'cannot 

be conceived, for example, after the analogy of a line, 

infinite in length, but not in breadth; or of a surface, 

infinite in two dimensions of space, but bounded in the 

third; or an intelligent being possessi some one or 

more modes of consciousness in an infinite degree, but 

devoid of others. Even if it be granted, which is not 

the case, that such a partial infinite may without 

21 ~·' p.32. 
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contradiction be conceived,. still it will have a relative 

infinity only, and be altogether incompatible with the 

idea of the Absolute. The line limited in breadth is 

thereby necessarily related to the space that limits it; 

the intelligence endowed with a limited number of 

attributes coexists with others which are thereby related 

to it, as cognate or opposite modes of consoiousness,• 22 

Now it is quite obvious that if the infinite, like the 

line and the surface, has as a necessary condition of its 

existence the existence of some other being or entity, 

then the infinite exists in a necessary relation to that 

being and is thus not the absolute. If, however, the 

infinite being does not depend upon any other being for 

its existence, but merely exists together with these other 

states of affairs, then the only necessary relations into 

which the infinite enters are purely logical ones which 

arise out of the laws of logic which determine the 

structure of all reality, ·ro take one example: because 

of the law of non-contradiction it is logically impossible 

that the infinite being could at the same time possess 

and not possess the same modes of consciousness; the 

infinite being is limited either to the possession or 

non-possession of these modes. 'J:he laws of identity and 

22 ibid. 



non-contradiction determine the form of the infinJte 

being and the relations into whJch it can or must enter; 

because of these laws it Js logically impossible for the 

infinite to exist in certain states or relations. If this 

is a correct account of the argument which underlies 

Ma:c'lsel' s claim that an infinite being devoid of certain 

characteristics exists in certain necessary relations, 

then the conclusion be ougl1t to draw from his argument 

is that a God which Js Jnfinite aYJ.d absolute is incon-

ceivable or unthinkable, and not simply that it is the 

sum of all reality; for, as he elsewhere argues, 23 thought 

is only possible concernins objects which are subject to 

the laws of logic. Mansel, however, does not draw this 

co:r:clusion at this point in his argument, nor does he 

explicitly point out that he has shown his definition 

of the absolute to be markedly defective. 

Having established that the infinite and 

absolute God is the sum of all reality, MaL·.sel moves 

on to discuss whether it Js possible to describe God 

as the first cause. In view o:f his argurnent to establish 

his first poJnt, it would not appear necessary to show 

that God cannot be described as a cause, but Mansel sets 

out to prove his point without recourse to the earlier 

argument. I:f the causal connection is a necessary relation, 

23 . See H.L. Mansel, Prolegomena Logica (Oxford 
1851) cnapters 6 and 7. 
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then, he argues, it is quite clear that the absolute as 

defined cannot be a cause. 'A Cause', he writes, 'ca:to.rwt, 

as such, be absolute. The cause, as such, exists only in 

relation to i~s effect: the cause is a cause of the 

effect; the effect is an effect of the cause.• 24 This 

argument might, perhaps, be avoided by rejecting this 

view of the causal relation. To say that the absolute 

is a cause, it might be argued, involved no more than the 

assertion that the absolute is responsible for the existence 

of a certain effect; it does not mean that the absolute 

is of necessity a cause or that it must bring about the 

effect; 'The Absolute exists first by itself, and 
2" afterwards becomes a cause.' -' Hov1ever, i.f this is so, 

then God is not infinite, nor absolute, for according 

to this view God lacks for a time a certain state of 

existence, viz., that state of actually being a cause. 

'How', Mansel asks, 'can the Infinite become that which 

it was not from the first? If causation is a possible 

mode of existence, that which exists without causing is 

not infinite; that which becomes a cause has passed 

beyond its former limits.• 26 If the infinite God is a 

cause, then he must always be a cause, which means t1:at 

24 '.Vhe IJ.imits of .Rel:Lgious ;rhought, p.33. 

26 ibid. 
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he must always exist i:n relatio.n. to the effect he produces, 

and if this is so, then the infinite God cannot be the 

absolute as originally defined. 

Now it might be thought that while these 

arguments tell against the orthodox Christian view that 

God causes things other than himself, they do not tell 

against the view that the absolute and the infinite 

causes himself. The next step in Mansel's examination 

is to show that we cannot make this type of move, because 

it is not possible, without confusion. to describe the 

infinite ~~d absolute God as having any parts or relations 

within himself, Mansel establishes this point by con-

sidering one particular internal relation, viz., the 

relation of self-consciousness. 

The orthodox Christian doctrine of God as 

creator, Mansel ar~~es, ignoring the difficulties mentioned 

above, involves the view that God is a conscious being 

possessing free will, We are forces to this position 

for the alternatives are clearly incompatible with God's 

being absolute and infinite: accepting the view that the 

causal connection is a necessary relation, then, if God 

creates because he is determined by some force ~nthout 

his character, he exists in necessary relation to that 

force, or, if God creates because he is determined by 

his nature, then he is necessarily related to the effect 

which he is determined to produce. The only position 
that can be adopted, therefore, is that God creates, 
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not because he is determined to do so, but because he 

wills freely to do so. And since it is possible to 

conceive free will only in a conscious being, God, on 

the Christian view, must be regarded as a being possessing 

consciousness. Yet, Mansel argues, while the ascription 

of consciousness and free will to God settles some 

problems, it brings others in its wake, The existence of 

a conscious being as a conscious being ir:volves it in 

at least one necessary relation, viz., the relation 

between the subject and object of consciousness. Mansel's 

point, to state it more fully, is that if God ca.'1 only 

exist as a conscious being, then his existence is necess-

arily dependent on the object of which he is c.onscious; 

and if this is so, a conscious God cannot be absolute 

~ld infinite. One apparent way round this problem is 

to say that God's consciousness is always self-conscious-

ness; thus the existence of some other object is not a 
• 

necessary condition of his existence. Admittedly, Mansel 

allows, this manoeuvre solves the problem for the time 

being, 'but this other alternative is, in ultimate 

analysis, no less self-destr~ctive than the other.• 27 

To say that the absolute is self-conscious implies that 

the absolute has parts; that a distinction can be made 

27 
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between the absolute which knows and the absolute which 

is knovm. Yet if, as previ.ously cnntended, the absolute 

is the summation of all reality such a distinction 

within the absolute is not possible, for if the absolute 

as subject is distinct from the abs·Jlute as object, 

then the absolute, either as the subject or the object, 

of consciousness, is not the true absolute, since there 

is something which it is not, In other words, to claj.m 

that the absolute is self-conscious involves the admission 

that there are two absolutes, neither of which can be 

true absolute. 'l'he conclusion to which we are thus led 

is that the absolute God cannot be self-conscious, at 

least not in any way that we can conceive this relation. 

, to generalize the point, such a line of reasoning 

can be employed to show that the absolute cannot have 

any internal relations whatever. In view of this fact 

and the preceding arguments, it would. appear that the 

absolute cannot be described, since any description 

would imply that the absolute was one thing rather than 
~1-<\ L Y't4+_ v" t·, i/'f ,,~ ?. ~ < 

another,Aeither as something over and. against it or as ' 

a part of it, 'The almost unanimous voice of philosophy, 

in pronouncing that the absolute is both one and simple,' 

Mansel writes, 'must be accepted as the voice of reason 
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also, so far as reason has any voice in the matter.• 28 

Mansel's argument does not stop at this point. 

If we cannot describe the absolute which is the meaning 

of the statement that the absolute is one and simple -

can we then, Mansel asks, say anything about it at all? 

Can we even assert that it is? The ans;ver is no; for 

to say that the absolute is, we must be able to say what 

it is, and this we cannot do. 'The metaphysical theist 

is unable to distinguish God from his creation, yet he 

cannot identify him with it; his God is lilLSpeakable or 

incomprehensible. Mansel thus arrives at the point 

which his first argument established, viz., that an 

infinite and absol-v_te God is inconceivable, In the 

context of his present argument, which is concerned with 

the notions of an infinite and absolute being as a cause, 

Mansel expresses the point as follows: • The One and 

the Many, regarded as the beginning of existence, are 

h l • k • •- • bl I 29 t_us a ....... l e lncompre11.ensl ..~...e. 

of 

At this point Mansel termj"nates his discussion 

'0 theism;/ vvha t does the examination entitle him to 

claim? If we gran-'::; that 'the :hmdamental conce}?tions 

28 

29 

30 Strictly speakinG the discussion continues for 
a fev; more pages (pp.35-38) but it is merely a represen­
tation of points already noted, 
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of this Rational 'J:heology' are 'self-destructive', 31 

than this means no more than that the type of rationalism 

which attempts to develop a theory of God along orthodox 

Christian lines is involved in what appear to be insoluble 

problems. At most all that lilan.sel has shovm is that a 

consistent rationalist ca'1not in all likelihood be a 

metaphysical theist. What about the alternatives to 

theism, pantheism and atheism? fhese positj_ons, Ma.nsel 

allows, are genuine options for the rationalist, but 

when examinP.d they are fou.Y!d to be no more satisfactory 

than theism. 

Pantheism escapes the problems inherent in the 

theist's doctri.ne of creation by denying that there is 

any difference between God and the world; God, on this 

view, is the absolute and the infi.ni.te and there i.s 

nothi.ng other than or distinct from this being. If this 

is true, then, Mansel claims, 'my personal exi.stence, 

"' the great primary fact of all consciousness, is a delusion';/ 

but, he continues, if we can be mi.staken about our 

personal existence, then surely we can be mistaken about 

the validi.ty of the panthei.st's claim that our personal 

exi.stence i.s a delusi.on? As an argument this li.ne of 

reasoning does not represent much of a threat to panthei.sm; 

31 ibid., p.35 

32 ~·· p.39 
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Mansel, however, connects it with a more damaging 

criticism: the pantheist, he claims, is unable to admit 

that there can be delusions; 'no Pantheist, if he is 

consistent with himself, can admit the existence of a 

distinction between truth and falsehood at a11.• 33 For 

the pantheist all thoughts are God's thoughts, and since 

euch thoughts are, presuxnably, always true, how is it 

possible that there are erroneous thoughts at all? 

Similarly, how is it psssible that there are both good 

and evil in the world, :lf God is the oLly agent? 'How 

error cu1d evj.l, even in appearance, are possible;' 

Mansel writes, '-r,hovv the finite and the relative can 

appear to exist, even as a delusion, - is a problem 

which no system of Pantheism has made the slightest 

approach towards solving.• 34 Finite things, irrespective 

of whether they are considered, as in theism, to be 

actually related to the deity, or illusory modes of the 

deity, as in pantheism, present serious problems for any 

attempt to develop a theory of absolute existence. 

l\1.ansel's criticism of pantheism, as the ex-

position suggests, is mainly aimed at showing that a 

rational theology cannot be freed from difficulties 

33 

34 

ibid., p.40. 
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simply by pruning away the notion of God as creator. 

Besides this line of c:riticism we must alec place the 

conclusion of Mansel's examination of the absolute and 

infinite being, viz., that such a being is inconceivable; 

for the point applies equally to both theistic and pan-

theistic doctrines of God, Moreover, there are hints 

in Mansel's treatment of absolutist theories that he 

has in mind the self-refuting character of such doctrines. 35 

For a thoroughgoing absolutist there is only one being, 

the absolute, which is both one and simple. Such a 

position can only be stated and defended by first of all 

assuming, what is later said to be false, that we can 

reason about the absolute as if we are other than, or 

distinct from, the absolute. Wi thou.t making this as sump-

tion an absolutist theory could never be developed; if 

it is made, then it is inconsistent with the conclusion 

to which the argument leads, Perhaps this attack could 

be met by the claim that it is only by making this initial 

false assumption that we can arrive at a knowledge of the 

true character of existence. If this move is allowed, 

35 l/fansel writes: Pantheism 'is saved from the 
necessity of demonstrating its own falsehood, by 
abolisi1inc the only conditions under whic'J. truth and 
falsehood can be distinguished from each otk·er.' ibid., 
p.39. Of. also ibid., p.2l7 Note xvii. 
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then the relation of appearance to reality, the point 

which Mansel stresses, becomes one of the central problems 

for the theory of the absolute. 

Atheism, the denial of the existence of infinite 

being, avoids two of the major problems associated vd th 

theism and pantheism. On the one hand it is not faced 

with the problem of reconciling the infinite with the 

finite; on the other, it is not presented vvi th the problem 

of the status of inconceivable entities, since the atheist, 

1mlike the theist and pantheist, can freely ad:n.i t that 

vvhat cannot be tr~ough·t cannot be said to ex:i.st. In :fact, 

Mansel claims, anyo:ne vvho \'~':";..shes to 'nH3J::_e maJ1' s power of 
,_,­

thought the exace measure of his dl..P_ty o.f belief' ..... 0 is 

_C'orced to accept the atheist's posi on; theism and 

pantheism can esca~pe the difficulties associated with 

inconceivable eEtities only by developing the view, if 

it can be developed, 'that it is our duty to believe what 

we are altogether unable to oomprehend.•37 

Yet, while atheism possesses certain advantages 

in comparison with the alterr~tive positions, it is not 

altogether free of difficulty; for athetsm, Mansel 

claims, is a self-refuting theory. In deLying the 

36 ibtd,, p.40. 

37 ibid. 
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exis-tence of infinite being, the atheist is committed to 

the view that the realm of finite existence is limited, 

However, as a limit is a relation between that which 

limits and that which is limited, the existence of a 

limited or finite realm of being implies that there is 

something which limits the realm of being, and this other 

existent must itself be infinite or unlimited, otherwise 

the same problem breaks out again. The atheist, therefore, 

in asserting that there is only a limited universe of 

finite things is forced to admit what he ostensibly wishes 

to deny, viz,, the existence of an infinite being. No 

escape from this argument, Mansel continues, is to be 

found in the claim that the finite uiliverse limits itself, 

as distinct from being limited by something other than 

itself • since the universe which limits itself mll.St both 

be within and without the limit, whilst the point of 

the atheist's claim is that there is nothing whatsoever 

outside of the limit, 'We are involved', Mansel says of 

the atheist's position, 'in the self-contradictory 

ass1.unption of a limited universe, which yet can neither 

contain a limit in itself, nor be limited by anything 

beyond itself. For if '_t contains a limit in itself, 

it is both limiting and limited, both beyond the limit 

and within it; and if it is limited by anything else, 
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it is not the universe. ,3B 

As a refutation of atheism !Jiar,sel 's argument 

is q_ui te successful, provided that his accouz1t of the 

atheist's position is correct, It is bJ no means self 

evident, however, that this account is correct: the 

denial of the infinite, as the term is understood in 

theistic and p&"ltheistic systems, does not appear to 

involve the view that the realm of being is finite. That 

this view is involved or must be held together with the 

denial of the infinite can be granted only if it is shown 

that the claim that the universe is infinite contains 

severe difficulties; failing this, there is no reason to 

think that the atheist must maintain that the universe 

of being is finite. Mansel attempts, though somewhat 

indirectly, to justify his presentation of the atheistic 

position; the force of his argument rests upon hj_s general 

epistemological doctrines. 

His argument might be stated as follows, The 

atheist's claim that the universe is not finite but 

infinite can be taken to mean only that the universe 

is without limits, or, what is the same thing, that it 

extends indefinitely forever. 'J:he atheist cannot claim 

that the infinity of the universe means simply that the 

38 ibid •• p.4l. -
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universe extends indefinitly; for while this would be 

true if the universe were without limits, it might also 

be true, from the point of view of any human observer, 

even if the universe is limited or finite. 39 If, therefore, 

the atheist is to deny the charge that he believes the 

universe of being to be limited or finite, then he must 

affirm that the universe is without limits. Yet, if he 

makes this affirmation, he is forced to admit that there 

is that which is unthinkable; for, according to Mansel, 

we can only think or conceive that which we experience, 

and as we experience only that which is finite, we cannot 

think or have a concept of that which is without linlits. 40 

'rhe problem confronting the atheist, then, is either to 

allow the existence of that which is unthinkable, as the 

theists a.-:Jd pantheists must, or to claim that -the universe 

of being is limited or finite. Because, Mansel seems 

to argue, a rationalist who is an atheist could hardly 

admit the existence of any unthinkable or inconceivable 

beings or entities, the atheist must affirm that the 

universe of being is limited. 

At this point Mansel brings to an. end his 

discussion of the problems surrounding the various possible 

views concerning rational theology. His treatment calls 

39 Mansel clearly distinguishes these two ways of 
interpreting the word 'infinite'; sse ibid., p.212 Note xv. 

40 See section 4, 
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for some co~~ent that an attempt to dispense with 

the three major theories of the nature of existence in 

eleven pages is something of a tour de force; more 

abruptly, such an attempt might be taken to reveal a 

marked degree of philosophical ignorance a--Jd incompe·tence. 

To so regard :U:a:nsel's efforts would be unfaire He 

goes to great pains in the notes to his lectures to shovv 

that the types of argvm.ent s he employs are by .no mea:ns 

novel or origir:.al; ttat they are fact lines of reason-

with a lon; history 

com·se, a st:unmary statement is not without its disadvan-

tages: much more cou1d be .s::J.1d, indeed. has been said; 

still one :might claim, v1ith qualifications, that It.a:r_:.sel 

has revealed in essence some of the central difficulties 

of the positions he has discussed. but because the 

arguments are sumcnarily stated the word 'appears' in the 

statement ·with which Mansel concludes his di.scussion needs 

to be stressed: 'The conception of the Absolute a~d 

Infinite, from whatever side we vievv it appears encom­

passed vdth contradictions.•41 

If Mansel's arg;uments are accepted then the 

problem is vvhether it is posoible to escape a movement 

towards a metaphysical scepticism. Quite clearly all 

41 
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three positions, if they are the only possible positions, 

cannot be false, yet if .Mansel's arguments are correct 

none of them can be justifiably regarded as true from 

a rationalistic viewpoint. It would appear, then, that 

ar escape from a practical scepticism is possible only 

by denying at least one of Mansel's analyses, or by 

presenting some argumen-t for showing that while the 

analyses are correct they do 1:ot prov:i.de any justification 

for the view that the truth about the nature of existence 

cannot be known, .Mansel attempts to carry out the latter 

programme, a.c"ld in so doing he reveals the reasons why 

rationalism and dogmatism are, and must ever be, theor-

etically bankrupt; •we thus prepare the way for a recog-

't' ft' t ' n''-' d'''th• 42 n:t :ton o · ne separa e prov:tnc e s oi "'Sa son m1 .c a:t • 

IV 

~o transform the near sceptical character of 

his attack on rationalism and dogmatism into a defence 

of theism, Mansel adva11ces two very different lines of 

argument. The first explains why, because of the nature 

and limits of thought, it is impossible to theorize 

42 ~·· p.43 
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about the infinite a.l'ld absolute being, without falling 

into contradiction. 'J:he second. argument justifies 

belief in the absolute being on the ground that the type 

of contradictions found in atheism, but not in theism, 

are such that the atheistic position caunot be believed, 

Thinkine, according to lviansel, consists in 

mental operations involving concepts; 'The concept ••• 

is the characteristic feature of 'J:Ihought proper, as 

distinguished from other facts of consciousness: and 

the Thinking process may be adequately defined as the 
11."' 

act of knowing or judging of things by u.eans of conceptso' ,..; 

A concept is a general notion which is obta1ned by an 

operation of the mind, involving the imagination, upon 

the intuitions of the presentative facultieso By intui-

tion Mansel means the experience of coming into contact 

with the individual thin~s which constitute the external 

a:nd internal world; the number of types of intuitions 

depends upon the nvJnDer of presentative fac\ll ties or 

senses that a mail possesses, In the formation of concepts 

the mind gathers what is common to anv narticular v ~ 

collection of intuitions and forms them into a coEcept 

which represents in the mind th:is common attribute or 

43 H.L. Mansel, Prolegomena Logica, p.22 
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set of attributes. Because the concept is a common 

or general notion it cannot be regarded as an intuition 

or mental copy of an intu.ition; fo·r an. intuition is always 

of something particular 01 individual, whereas a cor..cept 

is always of that which is general. .H'urthermore, Mansel 

claims, the concept is fixed or held in the mind by means 

of a symbol or representative sigH, which is generally 

a word or group of words. His view of the relation 

between language, concepts, and the experience upon which 

concepts are based, is sUiill!led up in this statement: 'We 

have thus, in the complete exercise of thought, three 

successive representations. rhe sign is representative 

of the notion; the notion is representative of the image; 

and the image is representative of the object from which 

the IL4 notion was formed,'· 

Since thought is dependent upon experience in 

that we can think only that which we experience or intuit, 

it follows that if we caru1ot be conscious of the absolute 

God, then we caimot think that deity vihioh is absolute 

and infinite. Now in fact, Mansel claims, the conditions 

which govern consciousness.prevent us from experiencing 

anything which is not finite and relative. Exarnination 

of four of these conditions or psychological laws, he 

44 Metaphysics, pp.39-40. 
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contends, is sufficient to establish this point. The 

four laws are: 

(i) that whatever is an object of consciousness 

must -be distinct from other objects of consciousness; 

(ii) that vvhatever is an object o:f consciOllS-

ness must be capable of being a term in a relation, 

since cor...scio-·:.:tsness is a re, o:n; 

0113-

r1ess must :pos.sess temporal -featurf;s; 

(iv) that tever is a11 object of conscious-

ness must, if :i.-t :i. s a part of the s al world, possess 

spatial features; or, if it ie a pa;::-t of the mental world, 

be a member of a s;ystem of mental qualities relz;tted to 

a conscious self,45 

In vievv of Mansel's previous ' . ana.1.ysls of 

theories of the absolute it ca"l be seen that on his view 

the absolute could not be an object of consciousness, 

nor, therefore, of thought. :Mansel, however, does not 

simply set out the conclusions of his previous arguments 

and point out how they rule out the possibility of a 

consciousness '6 o~ the absolute.~ Rather he takes each 

L[<'; 
•-' See 'I: he Limits of Religious Thought Lecture 3. 

46 Of course it might be objected that if his 
analysis of absolute existence is correct, there is hardly 
any point in asking whether the absolute can be an object 
of consciousness, since if it exists there can be no 
consciousnesso 
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corldi tion of consciousness and shows why the absolute 

and infinite being cannot be intuited or thought. 'llhile 

his detailed argw11ents are well stated and developed, 

there is little point following through the various 

points; needless to say, Mansel has no difficulty in 

showing that 'the Finite cacmot comprehend the Infinite. •47 

What is more important, however, is the way 

which lv!ar1sel uses the doctrine of the limits of thought. 

Irrespective of whether the-re is an absolute being or not, 

he argues, it is not possible to reason about such a 

being without falling into contradiction; for attempts 

to think about such an object are really attempts to 

transgress the limits of thought in the impossible task 

of thinking the unthinkable, In other words, the attempt 

to conceive the absolute and infinite beir10 i.s an attempt 

to treat that which is absolute as relative, and that 

which is infinite as finite; it cannot help but give rise 

to contradictions. 11a:tlsel desori bes the position in the 

following way: 'For though the mere abstract expression 

of the infinite, when regarded as indica-tine nothing :more 

than the negation of limitation, and therefore of conveiv-

ability, is not contradictory in itself, it becomes so 

the instan.t we attempt to aprly it in reasoning to any 

47 on.cit., p.73. 
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object of thought. A thing - an object - an attribute -

a person - or any other terms signifying one out of many 

possible objects of conscj.ousness, is by that very relation 

necessarily declared to be fiilite o An infj .. nit e thing, 

or object, or attribute, or person, is therefore in the 

same moment declared to be both fini and infinite, •48 

'J:here are at least three questions posed by 

Mansel's account of the nature and limits of thought and 

the purpose to which tt is put. Firstly, there ts the 

question whether the conditions or psychological laws 

of thought are necessary or contingent; secor..dly, there 

the absolute is unthinkable 

it must, so it would appear, be thought to be so, and is, 

-therefore, in one respect a-t least, not unthinkable; 

thirdly, there is the question whether Mansel's doctrine 

of the limits of thought explains why theories of the 

absolute must always involve contrad:i.ctions. 

No doubt surrounds Mansel's view of the status 

of the laws governing consciousness: they are, he teaches, 

empirical laws discovered by reflection upon the nature 

of consciousness. Psychological laws are like the laws 

which hold in the physical world: they are statements of 

fact which are contingently and not, as are the laws of 

logic, necessarily true. However, whilst psychologi.cal 

48 ... ' 6" 64 ~., PPo J- 'o 
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and physical laws are alike in that they are empirical 

laws and can be supposed not to hold, they differ in 

that the laws which hold in physical nature can be con-

ceived or thought to be other than they are, whereas 

the conditions governing consciousness, like the laws 

of logic, cannot be conceived or thought not to hold, 

'I: he limits of' thought or the conditions of con.sciousne ss 

are necessary in the sense that they cannot be thought 

not to hold, but they are not necessary in the sense 

that they cannot be denied tc hold. Mansel, spea1cine of 

the contingent character of physical laws, puts his 

position as follows: "J:he same is the case with all 

psychological judgements, so far as they merely state 

the fact that our minds are constituted in this or that 

manner. But there is one remarkable difference between 

this contingency, and that which is presented by physical 

phenomenao The laws of the latter irr.:pose no restraint 

on my powers c~ thought: :relati.vely to me, they are 

simply universally observed facts. rhere is therefore 

no impedimexlt to my u..nitinE in a judgement any two noti.oYLs 

onee formed; though t;he corres~po.c.d objects cannot 
> ' 

th e:kfst 1aws of nature, he i11s-l sted 

in :'act. • • Q powers 

of my being ca1U10t be prese:r:ted to consciou.sness, but 

under one determinate rnacifestat.ion. The only variety is 

found in the objects on Vlhich they operate. I am thus 
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limited in rny power o·f forming notions at all, in all 

cases v;here I am, by men restrictions, prevented from 

experiencing the corresponding .intuition. I have then a 

negative idea only of the nature of an .intelligent being 

constituted a different manner from myself; though 

~ b d 'f' . . t h . t ,40 -L "ave no i:r ::.culty ln suppos1.ng tha many suo exls • -

iJ:lhe dis tine ti on dravr.rt in this quotation betvveen 

vvhat -can be concei;,red and what can be belieYed is central 

to Mansel's theory of the limits of thought. He allows, 

in other words, that it is possible to believe a proposition 

even though it is not possible to think what is believed, 

':Phis appears somewhat paradoxical; for if we cannot think 

what we ieve, then what can we be said to believe? 

This paradox is closely related to another diff:Lcul ty in 

Mansel's position, viz., that it appears that v1e can 

state the position tl"~t the absolute is unthinkable only 

by thinking that it is unthinkable, Mansel's attempt to 

escape this type of problem (thoug,"l this is not the only 

reason why he introduces it) 50 is :found in his doctri_ne 

of negative ideas or negative thm1ghts, Thinking, Mansel 

claims, takes two :forms, positive and negative; and 

49 Prolegomena Logica, p.l20, 

50 In l'rolegomena Logica, for example, he makes the 
doctrine of negative thoughcs central to his philosophy 
of logic. 
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negative thinking, or 'the negation of thought', 

concerns that wh:Lch ca.~ot be or has not bee11 experienced. 

Just as positive thoughts or concepts are represented 

by words, so also are negative thoughts. This quotation 

from Mansel's Prolegomena Logica indicates his doctrine: 

• a man born bli"nd may be said to have a negative idea 

of colour in general; and any man, to have a negative 

idea of a colo1.:tr which he has not seen. The bllnd man 

may be able disting1.1ish a sphere from a cube by tO'tlch; 

but if he is told that the ball which he has in his hand 

is vvhi te, he can .. not cor_,_nect the word \Vi th any sensatto:ns 

of which he has been at any time consclo-u.s 4 And in like 

man:rJ"er, a man who seen vvhite objects only has no 1dea 

of red; he knows it only as some colour which he has not 

seen. In this manner it is that we have negative i.deas 

only of many of the objects on whi.ch men most boldly 

speculate.• 52 

Now though I~Ial 1_sel never expresses his posi.tion 

in q_1.::..ite this way, it would appear that the doctrine of 

negative thoughts or ideas :;_s_ his way of exrla::Lnins· how it 

is possible to think that which has not been, or c&cnot 

be, experienced. A superficial resolutJon of the 

51 op.cit., po250o 

52 
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paradoxes noted above can thus be offered. In thtnking 

that there are Ullthinkables, the thinking is negative, 

not positive, and involves the use of negative ideas, 

:not concepts. Stmilarly, when that which car1not be 

thought is the object of belief, what is believed is a 

proposition involving, not a coneept, but a negative idea .. 

Vhatever may be the value of treating the paradoxes in 

this way, it is clear that Mansel needs a doctrine of 

negative 'tho"Ltgh.ts to overcome some of the most obvious 

problems his thgory. J:'he need, however, dogs not 

justify their introduction; and, in fact, it is very 

doubtful if I1!ansel 's theory of thought allows :for them. 

If thinking is a mental operation involving coneepts, 

there can be no negative thinking, for a negative thought 

is not a concepto Mansel is consistent when he describes 

a negative thought as the negation of thought, for a 

negative thought could only be a thought if +· , . + . vne Conal vlOllS 

governing thought were other than they are. Despite its 

name a negative thought is not a thoughto :Mansel however 

cannot stick consistei,tly to this position, for then he 

would be unable to explain the apparent activity of 

thinking in disucssing the 1.:mthinkable; but at the same 

time he cannot allow that such reasonings are proper 

thoughts. J''or Marcsel, then, negative thoughts are a class 

of thought and the negation of thought, tho-ugh how they 

can 1)8 both at once he d_oes not explain. 
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The difficulties surrotrrldi.ng Mansel • s doctrine 

of' negative thoughts have an :i.mportant bearing on the use 

to vvhich he puts his theory of e necessary limits of 

thought; for without negative thou3hts, there is no point 

in explaining contradictions :i.n theories of the absolute 

with the claim that they res-u.lt :from attempts to transcend 

the limits of thought" If Man.sel 's acco"L:ti1t of thought 

is correct then not poss:Lb1e to think beyond the 

limits of thought or even to attempt to do so, since 

thinking in.volYes concepts, and c~or:ce~pts are :·armed i:n 

accord th the cor:di"tions whj.c}1 gover:::1 consciousness(> 

Or, to make the: more concrete : it is not possible 

to apJ:ly, as he suggests is e, the ncr~~ ion 

is an e.ct t_7 to 
i:;"7._ 

any object of thoughttJJ because there is no concept of 

in::E'i.nJty, a2-1d. consequently there is no way of ap:c:lying 

it in thought to any object of tholJght. HJ s claim, 

that 'an infini:;e being o•• is therefore in the sa::ne 

moment declared to be both fini.te and infinite' would be 

true only if the att was made to that the objeot 

is both finite anc1 infi.ni te, whereas in fact it cm1 be 

thought only to be finite and asserted to be infinite; 

the incompatabi ty is not a contradiction in thought but 

53 mh ~ . . ~ ~ Tl 1' . ·r· h+ 6~ ,.. ' J. e J...:unl v s o, Le lp;l ous noug,l. v, pp.. 5-o<+., 
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a contradiction between what the thing is thought to be 

and what it is asserted to be~ It ap:~)ears then that the 

fact that thought is limited 

why there are contradictions 

11 not serve -to explain 

thought concerning 

certain matters, as Mansel wishes to ma.ir.Ltain. It is, 

of course, possible to expla.in by reference to the li;ni ts 

of thought why that ch can be asserted ca.'lnot in 

certain instances be tbought. This, however, is not 

sufficient for Mansel because he wants to minimize the 

significance of e contradictions wb.ich arise in ce!·tain 

fields by claiminz that thought on these matters must 

result in contradj_ction; yet, according to his theory of 

thought it is not possible to think concerning these 

matters at all, and consequently whatever contradictions 

emerge in reasonings in this field cannot be explained 

by reference to the li:;ni ts of thoughto In this con·flection 

we must no·te that Mansel sharply distinguishes the 

activities o:f reasoning and understanding from the 

activity of thinking. It is qu:i.te possible, he claims, 

to speak meaningfull;:r concerning that which has not been 

or cannot be experienced, and to co:nstruct and understa:n.d 

arguments relating to the inconceivable; •~:rne meaning of 

a word', Mansel tes, 'ml::tst of course be kno·wn before 

we can determine whether the corresponding object is 
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conceivable or not.• 54 And, in his Pr9legomena Logica, 

he claims that 'the test ••• of the reality of a thought 

does not lie in the possibili·ty of assertion but in the 

possibility of conception; in the power, that is to say 

combining the given attributes in a single image 
0 -· 

representative of an individual object of intuition.':>? 

HovJever, whilst his doctri21.e of ought involves the 

separatjoon of reasoning from , the distinction 

once made seeras markedly imr)laus:tble. Sven l\Car:_sel 

de:nies it on occasions; for exanlple, he rejects the 

attempt to construct a tr&"lscendental metaphysic 'from 

a conviction of its "l..ltter inabili.ty to furn1sh any 

are open to two fun.damenta1 objections:- they ca11not be 

co!fu1!Unicated, and they oannot be verified. 'rhey cannot 

be communicated; for the communication must be made by 

words; and the mea::.:ling of those words must be understood; 

and the lli'1dersta::1ding a form of consciousness, end 

subject to the laws of consciousr:esso ·They cann.ot be 

veri d; for to verify, we must compare the author's 

experience with our own; and such comparJ.son is again an 

54 ibj.d., p. 31 ft.nt. 

55 Prolegomena Logica, p.248. 
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act of consciousness and subject to its laws. •56 

Generally, however, Mansel does 1J.ot overcon1e the problems 

involved in saying that reasoning is distinct from think-

ing by inconsistently denying the d1stinction; s method 

is more subtle, if no more successful: for he pretends 

that when reason coTJCerns itself with that which lies 

outside the limits of thought it engages 111 a special 

kind of thinking, Zo, negative think:i.ng .. 

Besides using the doctrine of the limits of 

thought to explain why theories of the absolute must 

always -be beset with difficulties, Mansel also makes 

it serve as a minor argunent for the existence of situ-

ations -whtch cannot be thought. A lintit, he argJ.es is 

a relation between that vvi1ich limits and that which is 

limited, and if thougb.t is limited then it must be 

limited by something, somethi:r:G vvhich cannot be thou.ght. 

'But a limi.t', he \Vl..,ites, 'is necessarily conceived as 

a relation between something within and vri thou_t itself; 

and thus the consciousness of a limit of thought implies, 

though it does not directly present to us, the existence 

of something of vvhich we do not and 
r::..? 

cannot think. ' .... ' 

56 Metanhvsics, p.29o He uses almost exactly 
same words in The Liwits of Religious J:~hought (p.66) 
criticising atterr:pts to base a Jcnowled.ge of Goc3_ llpon 
mystical experience®o 

57 ::p.67-8<> 

the 
when 
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·To be :more precise 

tho i co:nnot 

thought; for order to B 

J.s limited it 1s rot x1eces that 

car1:r1ot b should 1n fact be ac bl:Lt the. t ey 

cs.:n 1Je conside_r·ed or su sed to be actual or not logi6-

ally 11mi.ts of thought, the:n, inrplies 

that there are possible .situatio::ls which cannot be 

whether :fact there are such si tuati o.ns is a'1otller 

q_ues tion. In o r words~ cause there are limits to 

thought it ::;;ossi e -that the bou.ndarj_es of being are 

not the same as the conditions of thoughto 

On :Mansel~s account of thought it is impossible 

to theorize about a being v1hich is absolute ar::_cl infinite 

without falling into oontradiot:Lons; and yet, because 

these contradictions stern from human failty, and not, 

as first appears, from the nature of the being consideredt 

they cannot be regarded as signs that such a being cannot 

existo The doctrine the necessary limits of thought 

thus enables f/Iansel to minimize in:portance of the 

Contradictions fo1Ju.~cl in tl1eism. S,re:c'l so, the problem 

remains whether there is any rational way of decidi11_g 

for theism rather thar1 atheism - M~ansel tends to ignore 

:pantheism in this stage of his arglli1Ient - and thereby 

escaping the pra~bical soepticism resulting from his 

analysis of the different ontologieso Mansel's answer 

in The Limits of Religious Thought is less clear than 



it is in his Metaphysics, though the structure of the 

argument in the former requires a straightforward answer" 

His position, however, if the two accounts are read 

together, is clear enough: the ontological problem can 

be settled rationally by examination of the types of 

contradictions found in theism and atheism. The main 

point of the solution is that the denial of infinite 

being is self-ref-uting and cannot, therefore, be believed, 

whereas the affirmation of infinite being care be beli 
' 

since the position is not self-contradictory and, for 

all that is knovm, the contrad:l.ctions involved in it may 

be apparent. The argument is expressed in part in Mansel's 

Metaphysics: 1 J!'or the contradictions involved in the 

denial of the infini.te', he writes, 'are positive, and 

definitely self-destructive; as we directly conceive the 

universe as limited, and yet as linli ted by nothing beyond 

itself; whereas the contradictions involved in the 

assuinption that the infinite exists are merely negative, 

and might be soluble in a higher state of intelligence; 

as they arise merely from the impotence of thought, 

striving to reduce under the conditions of conceivability 

that which is be:yond i·ts 

58 Metaphysics, pp.382-383o 
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the point is, hovvever, that it is mu"cb n1ore di.:fftcult to 

show that thi.s type contradiction real and not 

apparent, tl_an it is to reveal the real contradic-tory 

character of scepticism; for the atheist can always claim 

that the cone ept of a limit has been 'lliSU\cderstood or 

defined too narrowly atHl so on, and that the contradi.c on 

is apparen-t and not real. .-rhe likely success of sucb an 

attempt to avoid criticism may seem rather small, hut e 

question is not whether the atheist can. successfully avoid 

charge of contradi o on, but vvhether it can be ovvn 

conclusively· that he cannot. Nl:ansel has not sho"''V11 that 

atheist 2s l0gicalJ.y conpelled to acce:pt ~' . 
~~ne posl on 

he ascribes to caxlrlot claJ_m 

sm must be ac because its con~ ctory cont n::l 

a real or si ve co11 iction. At most s 

cla:im that if athetsn~ is as he eJ aims, and Ca:t'l(:Ot 

othe:r:·w:ise s u., then it c~u:no t as a tem of 'beliefs 

be beli.evedo 

A seco:nd, a.:nn 11lore minor po , is that if 

e1 's proves that atheism cB.Ylnot be believed, 

then the sa.me would be true of its contradict • F-or 

according to his earlier ax:a.l~rsis of the nature of in.finite 

being, e mo thorol .. lgh stateme of af.:irmation of 

such a being is some J.'orm of rantheism, and pa:nthe:l.sm and 

atheism are both ta?~:--:~es of the sam.e type of self-

refuting theory~ So, if the denial of inf te being 
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ca:nn.ot be believed, neither can the af:firm.a tion of this 

beingo Of co·urse both positions can be believed, because 

it is logically pas that the contradictions involved 

are apparent and not real; there is no need, however, 

tho-ugh it may lend support, to in-troduce the doctrine of 

the l:iJn~L ts of thought to show that the contradictions in 

theism and pantheism can be thus regarded() Now this 

point is somevvhat trifling, bu .. t it co:n.:'lects up vv:i. th a11 

important cri -t ici s;:n that can be made of the more cons true-

tive sections of I'JLansel 's argu..me : -viz o , that vvhen 

attempt to justify belte~ in an absolute and infinite. 

being, he assu.tT1e s that tb.is being cs.n wed a 

religious or theological way; what is more, he puts to 

one side his earlier analysis of such a being and ass11mes 

that it should be viewed theistically, and not pan.theist­

ically. Mansel's attitude on these matters, and some of 

the reasons u:nderlyi.ng , are stated in this passage 

from a later section of his Leci;ures. He wri-teB: 'The 

Infinite is 1'-....,_YJ.ow:n to h11max.t reason, :merely as the negation 

of the :E'ini te: we knovJ what it is not; and that is all o 

-The conviction that an Infinite Being· exists, seems forced 

upon us by the manifest incompleteness of our finite 

lL"lowledge; but we have no rati anal means 1Nhatever of 

determining what is the nature of that Being~ The mind 

is thus unable to frame for itsel·f any speculative 

repres ation of the Divine Esse.t-:tce; and for that very 
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reason, Philosophy is not entit d, on internal evidence, 

to accept say, or to reject any .. ' 60 Vlhy the infin:tte a.nd 

absolute being should be ood in a relig:tous wa:I, 

Mansel does not explain.; such a b , ~eor all shows 

to the contrary, could be infinite !'fl. 
j, li1.e • However, 

Mansel '·s philosophical reasons for vi the infintte 

absol-ute being in a theistic rathel'"' than a :pantheistic 

vvay are no-t;, perhaps, difficult to 

never says as mueh he holds ·t~he self-re ing characte:r 

of pantheism as 

theism is thl:tS only ssible philosophy of the i~nfiniteo 

Yet even j_£ this is so, he is still faced vv'i th the problem 

that theism logi ly developed l.ead;:'i to pantheism"' 

Mansel's way around this problem, as the qllotation i:ndica s, 

is the doctrine of the limits of thought: it is possible, 

in~Jeed :necc;_::;sary, he argiles, to eve there is an 

infinite being but impossible, becRu.se of the imrotence 

of thought, to theorize about it e Hovt thi. s i ~~ not a very 

successful defe.nce for taking a philosophically naive 

vie'N of the absolute; e, to be co:n ste:r1.t, the limits 

of thought :p::eecluCie the thought, arLd thereby the bel1ef, 

t there ini te being, as much as they do a.n.y 

thoughts about the natu_re of that being. Or, to reverse 

60 ~ •• pp,l26-127 
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the point, if it is possible to thi.nk that there is a.n 

infinite being, tt~n it is not possible to plead the 

limi .. ~s of thought as a reason for not thinking about l. + Q: 
v~ 

character<) And, apart from these objections, it is not 

at all clear what it means to have a sirnple undeveloped 

vi evv of -the te being; in fact, if vve ta1:e Mansel's 

only definition, it vloulci appear that God i.s the su1T1 of 

all reali·tyo The doctrine of hwnan ignorance protects 

Christian orthodox;~/', so it seems, or1ly by saeri fi cing it. 

\'i11e:n Huxley ar~d Spencer read 1l:he Limits of 

Religious 'l'hought they did not stop to examine the way 

in which Mansel develops his theory of the necessary 

limits of thought in relation to Christian doctrine and 

the e:nemies of the 1?aith, rationali,sm and dogmatism~ 

For them the main point of the work ~vas its clear statement 

of the doctri:r:e that ln.:t.rnan thought is 1imi ted a:nd that 

the great part of metaphysics is witho·ut its rangeo 

had no cul ty in accepting Mar1sel' s statement of this 

doctrine though it is quite obvio"us that they ignored 

his exact clatms - because they shared his general epis-

temol ;gical vievvs a.Yld they could see, a:-: dir~ Ilansel, 

:nothing odd in the notion :Jf a 

contemporary reader cannct, however, viev-J Mansel's position 



with quite the same easeo 

1.:Chere are two general criticisms that can be 

made of Mansel's att t to state the limits of 

thought. The first objection is that the eptstemological 

basis on which he erectG hts theory enables him to claim 

not that has shovvn. the ::1ecessary ts cf tholtght 

general, but t s shov,n the nece lin~i ts 

his thoughte OastD of this criticism is the er-

pretatio:n that s provi_de:3 of ths clai~ that 

or knov/ on.l.y that of which -,Ne are 

cons cJ_ ous. 

carmo t thin.n .. OT knovv thex~ at we are corlSClOl~S 

can, (; 

real , the actual vvorld from 

ctitious one we create, Vv'e canna G deter.::nine 

whether the real world of ich we are conscious 

independently of its re -tion to us, or whether it has 

no more objective reality the flctioro.s from vvhi 

i b is disti:nguishe d in consciousness c el is prepared 

draw this conslusioit! 'If, then, being is er:preted. 

to mean the absolute beyond consciousness, and ai!PearaYlce 

the relative vvithin it (an interpretation, however, y.rhich 

J .. s not warranted by the a_(_alysis of so:~::sciousness itse1f), 

it must be admitted that the philosophy of the material 



w·::::rld, j_n :L ts highest form, is not Ontology, but Phenom-

!Sl 
enology. '- ·rhe phenomenology iNOLlld be, however, the 

science of the individual's phenomenal states and not 

the science of phe.nomenal states in geiJ..cral; for the 

reasorLs which prevent Yw."lowledge whether there ~ts a 

noumenal external world also precludes knowledge ther 

there are other persons, besides e individual, with 

ovm states o:f consciousnesso At mos't, then, :Mansel 

can cla:im that the conditions of consciousness, which 

set the 1 ts of thollght, are the conditions of his. 

CO'lcsiousness and not of consciousness general; 

actual theory might, of course, be , but it can never 

be kilOVt'Yl to be so o 

Because of the subjectivist character of his 

theory of knowledge and thol:tght - a fact which counts 

against the theory- Mansel is committed, whether he 

desires or not, to hold a doc·tri11e of the limits of 

thought. And the fact that s epistemolo0y commits him 

to such a vlevv is i.tself an indication of a serious flaw 

his theory; foi' the :n.ot'ion of a limit to tho-l.J_ght i.s 

logically- odd in ID1.1Ch the sarue way the notion of a 

limit ~~ [.,-\) the r of be j_s odd., Mansel, of coursep 

der:.ies that th·e two cases are s1milar; for he admi.ts 

61 
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that they are, then his v;hole endeavour in attempting 

to state the limits of thought appears to tileo His 

defence of his position against this, IIegel's cri cism, 

is in a note to 'l'he Limits of Religious '1:hought. 

He s: I:n that a lim.:L t as such 

implies something be~'"OD.d, and conseq_uently, that the 

notion of a lin:ti ted 1..Ln.i verse is se 1f-con tradt ory, 

Hegel is tu1questionably right; but he lS v,r:rorc.g attem.pt-

ing to infer from er1ce the non-l on of thoughto 

li'or which is limi tee. -is not necessar_ily limited. by 

something of the same kir .. d; - na'I the ver·y, concelYtion of " -

kinds is itself a li~itation. Hence the consciousness 

that thought is limited by somethj_ng beyond itself, bv 
" 

no meaJ:lS implies that thought itself tra,_'lJ.scend.s that 

limito A prtsoner chai:o.ed up fe s that his motion is 

, by his li ty to ~ into the space vvhicb 

ne sees or imagines beyond the le:GgtL of s chain. On 

Hegel's :pri.nciples, he ought to know his inability by 

actually moving into it.' 62 1'' .... nere are two different lines 

of e;ttack in this reply to Hegelot ~rhe first, and least 

effective, is that it cannot be denied that thought ts 

limited becau.se thought C2u"1not he oth_er than itself o 

~N"O'N e this is trlle, it has little bearing on the 

62 
xxxvii. 

The Limits of' Religious ~:rno-ugbt, p.,229 l{ote 
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question v;he there are things or tl.lations vvhich 

cannot be thoctght; for eve:n if :i.s wronL and there 

are no si tua t .i on.s, ought is st:ill ted .in s 

logi sens~e has show and justify is 

-that there are logically ssible tions cannot 

el's case, therefore, rests upon his 

second criti sm, $, that for one thing to t another, 

that vvhich limits need not be of the sarne as that 

if sel is to ~present 2...11 account 

which 1.s at all 

the limit to thought 

thought vvould not be 

ble he must 

only be a.no !" thought, 

+ v 

thought is a tho>,.J_gh't; ( lS mere 

a face saver, s e it is festly true that the terms 

in t rela·tions are not e same 

Maxlsel 's 

~hat the t to tho ls not a. tho 

i!'or, if say the existence of God i.::; 

m5.t to t, it ca:r;. on. cl d t 0 b ,, ,, s uch 

" <· 
J~ s + 

.L c 'J 

c an.n o t 1:-> e it cax;:r1ot be to be 

63 The doctrine negative thoughts is also 
designed to hor1 it is IJossible tc think e 

\ 
• I 

c}; 

that 

1ogtcally imposs:ible Ol" to ink abou~ vvhich is 
lo.zically im-oossible,· see TJroler.rom.av-,a Lo::z,ica, er 8. ...... - - ~ - r·, ~0~-..- .... ~ ""-
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ch s thought. 'J2he tence of God, or of any 

0 r for t.his , therefore, 

be said to be the limit to fact that the 

ts of thou2,ht cannot be stated without contradietion 

does not mean that there are no ts to thought; i·t 

does mean, hovvever 1 that if tb.ere are ts to ' 
they cannot be t.bol;_ght, kno·vvn, believed or su_pposed 

' 64 oe st1ch., is u11able accept this po 

consequently is :forced into co:nfusions of 

doctrine of negative oughts ~he separation of reason-

ing from .think in;:; o If can save s doctrine J.t 

can only be by re-de the on of a limit, but 

it is difficult to see successful way in which he 

do so, Given his v:i.ew of the nature of a .., . . _..\... 

.l._lnll v' 

he ca..yrr1ot, without gross i.nconsiste.ncy, develop a theory 

of the nece~3Sar;y limi.te of 'tb.ought a 

64 s respect t that there are l s 
to thought differs from the view that there are limits 
to being; for while it is not con'tra~1ictory to say that 
the:r·e are, or might be li.::n.i ts to thought, though it is 
self-co21tradictory to say what these limits are, it is 
not possible to even sa;:r that there ruight be a limit to 
being, much less that there i.s, wj_ thout being ved 
a self-contradictory position. 



'l1he prese:t:.t writer was at Oxford in the last 
~ years of the decade in ch /-Greg's 

Creeds of ChristendsmJ appeared, anO: can 
well ·recall the sbare that it had, a1on.g with 
Mansel's Barrrptor1 IJect-t.,tres ancl :~,ther books on 
bo'th sides, in shaking the :E'abrtc of early 
belief some of the most active s then 

John Morleyo 

I have read a good deal of Mansel's book, 
enough to show me that, as far as I may do 
so without risk of false doctrine or 
temerity, I agree with it. 
Nay it seems to me taken from own Protestant 
teaching. This does not hinder me from 
feeling a serious objection and fear of some 
things which he has said. I shall beg your 
acceptance of a copy of a book of mine 
(University oermons) in which some of the 
views contained which he has followed 
and which I still hold, as far as I am 
allowed to do so salva fide, except that in 
my own mind and reason I feel them to be in 
part more sceptical than now I have any 
temptation to affirm. 

J.H. Newman. 
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Chapter Five 

Mansel (2): The ~Limi \;s of Thought and Christi a:r.:. Belief o 

On1y tvvo sel's e t on lectures 

8 has certain 

necessary :rest of h1s is given over to 

tvvo other tasks. One sts horne the apolo-

getic relevance of dcctr1ne necS>ssa:t',Y e by 

shovrin_g, in direct i_mitation of 

le type are 

in both pi1il.osophi ological t; and by 

suggesting the pvin.t, 

strated - these di:ffictJ.l.ties arise both cases, 

as do those surrou_:nding theories of absolllte stence, 
l 

beca-:.:tse the necessary limits of thol:tght have been ignorede "· 

our present purposes, 

i. s an exarni:aation of the 8 attack on 

dogrr:.atism and orthodox :pattern of 

beliefo 

Ivlanselts method of saving the biblical revelation 

from philosophical critic:Ls_rn poses at least three problerr:s. 

stly, he has shovv how it i,s possible to think about 

God even though he is beyo:ncl ought, sine e lJ.liless the 

deity can be t'ho1,;.ght i:n the first place, he caxLnot 'be 

l ;..I:l:.ese ma~~ters are taken up in Lectures 6 aLd So 
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thought to be author of revels.- Ollo Or link t~1is 

on a OS related IYroblern, some forxn of 

theology l8 nece revelation is to be 

recognised as and sel :nust indicate 

knowledge of God. Secolld 

ers never cease to scribe deity terms 

t world of his creation, vvhereas God is t 

0 than s crea~ion: v:hat, , J.. s 

se ions? rdly, tf d.ogu1ati srn ona.lism 

approach ons out tru 

way, the ght me 

co:n_e;:r:ete , a:-re ws to d..:i.s t; 

2 r·evelations? 

in ace 

so 

'Religious 

as 

st as 

doct 

t, t he 

intuition, - of sose indiv:i 

o.: 

2 Lee t;·ure 4 cont atns a 
possible to 

e 

of revelation l~ 

od by ch to 

f::;:n more 

pseudo 

:rst lB S c 

je c t of 

ri e:nce or t~i on 4 

it ls to st l, 

of some of rel i OiAS 

state of Ird.nd_, l8 

of hovJ it is 
revel a ti 0~1; 

lee Cures ~~ 5; of the concepts 
wav o'f 

lec'tur~ 8c 
er a revelati 0~:1 is gen1.1ine 
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presented~ as a11 diate , that relati 011 of man 

to God, of 

definite 

ch man, by :re 

"' COl1.SCi OUS" t j 

a:re intui Oi"LS ch r 

of dependenc~ and the el +' O~ 

on, 

ace 

God: 

becorne 

to 

obligation. By 

the of' Mansel means the experience of 

having one's li ordered and det 

stence depends; 

our ence 

Power; not of an 

of a being 

f T +­
-'-" 

at 

t onese1:f, upon whom one's 

i.3 the :fee , he writes, 'that 

a:-ce in the s of a superior 

tut 

ast so far the attributes of 

Personality, tha·t He CBll e ty to those 

cart be regcrrded by them th 

fe of pe, and fear, and reverence, 

of e s the mater:i 

tl1ought that God lS the sus 11er of mankind; :it leaves 

open "the question -whether the deity is a malevolent or 

be:n.evolent b obligation, however, 

makes od s deficie:ncy; for s us to th 

as as l.ieve, God .. is good, e it s 

3 1he Lixits of Reli~·ious Thou~ht, p.78o 

4 



as a 0 Yet le religious experience 

t God as a aL.d ho 

is both Sll:::J r judge of it s 

not de the s for a ic 2 t'igation 

the reason is that ous 

tions of a finite 

:neces ated by na consc:tol:tsness, and 

speei fi c for~-rJs, z .. ' :J\.:1.8 and lavvgi-ver, under 

whi God is OViti - net the tho 

abso]:ut e God as is el!' Q. 

fer beli God', writes, 'is a 

dif sufftct s reason-

'J:he :Lgtous se:n·t compels men 

to ·believe and worship a Supreme , i.s an 

of His stence, not an exhibitio:r:. of His nature~ 

It proves that God is, aLd makes knovn1 some of His re ons 

to us; but it does not prove wbat God is 
:; 

solute Being~ •"" 

His 0\Vn 

fwo objectj_ons be brought against 

ory and use of e. 

the ser in term.s of s system, is igio-us 

experie:r:.ce -may be ·te deceptive; it may, ce, 

its origi.~LS ·wholly vr:i.. thin the mind, and n.o t :ln the 

------------------------------------------------------
5 



se w:L tb • Of course, if this vtere 

so, relig:i.ous stj_ll be ssi ble, b-ctt it 

be of interest to psychol t rather than the 

theologian" JY1ansel, ·- ·, . ,-" .. __ •. ·"' 6 s.ome later religioU.S ctpO..:...O§:,.:.~- v;:Jg 

admits 

the iverances of religious consc1ousness; he do~s 

not stret:1s -:;he cl 

God is not ~ , 
i!O nave an tnd.utl:i.ta.ble 

e to mis 

religious experience - as, 

his accollr.t of na of m 

examination B i/Vl reve 

lows that to intuit 

ence. 

er and or:L 

s. 

7 on 

Yet v1hile 

of 

ent 

and es of av;are.n.ess" this 

r e l igi o-:..:ts , besides thought 0'\;t.t God 

so proves God's stence, in it :provi s 

·:;h stro-r1gly suggests, 4 .j.. does not 

i.nfallj_bly there is a g. A 

eo logy is both possible and jus :fi.able o To thu.s oD_'G 

and explain the use of igicu.s 

to show in detail that is eEce 

and to d o:n of lS a:n.o 

o for 
(1917; Eo 
I :~tx~.._-i 11hO'I.l ( 2-9 

7 sel's 
ol4.1-lt~5,. 
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'.Phis latter task sel leaves, for the most part, to o:r:1e 

side; probably because tt: .. ought that he could rely on 

bis to agree th s ace • It is .more 

that neither nor s stian oonte':lporaries 

realized the extent to ch developments in the soctal 

sciences in the decades after 1860 vvo"Llld tb.reaten the 

theistic ion religi.ous (ru1B moral) ex~9erience* 

e:r:ce, in the light 

of these later developments, a_p~;ears so:n.ev1hat superftcial 

and question begging; but given it, he has no diffi ty 

in .shoviing hO\N religious thought is possible e 

:rhe::re is, however, a more s ou.s problem con-

fronting Mansel's attempt to square catholic orthodoxy 

with the limits of thought. t his account of the 

religious consciousness shows is that a ~ini·te deity is 

exper1enced and thought, vih.ereas the G-od of ortho¢lox,;r, 

and perhaps of' the Bible, is infinite and absoluteo ·;Nhy, 

then, should we ide:ntify the being k'-1lO\liff'.L in religious 

experience wj,th the God who is above all thought? ':l:o trns 

question Mansel has no ansvver, other than that the j'adgment 

of identification is an act of faith. This is what he 

says: 'Yet along with all this, though our positive 

religious consciousness is of the ~inite o~ly, there yet 

runs through the whole o:f that ooltsoiousness the accompany­

ing conviction that the Infinite does exiBt, and must 
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exist, - though of the manner of that existence 'We can 

form no conception; and that it exists along with the 

:.F'ini te, - though we knovv not how such co-existence is 

possibleQoo this tmpotence of Reason, we are compelled 

take refuge in -~~~aith, a.t.ld to believe that PJ~l. 

Being exists, though vve know not how; and that He i.s 

te 

"-1 v.c18 

same vvi th that Betng who is made know.rl in conscious:uess 

as our Sus-Gainer and our VVhatever value might 

be attached to Mansel's appeal to faith, it is clear that 

faith cannot perform task required of it; for to judge 

that the absolute God is the Gocl of religious ence 1s 

to tb.ink that ch is lA:nthinkab1e to be sa111e i:n 

certain respects as that which is thinkable, and this 

cannot be done, not even b;y- fai th¢1 lvlansel, of course, vvould 

not agree that his sce)tical defence of revelation leads 

him to this position, hlxt oa11 only escay;e the cb;,.r'"~' 

s doctrine of negative thoughts, 

a. doctrine for 'Nhich no real place in his 

f;1a.Ylsel f s di. ffi c·ul ty in explair1 hovv the God 

of orthodoxy can be tb.ought to be the sG.me ac-1 the deity 

knovv:n in reli.gious eXJ;ierience also applies to any attempt 

to say what vvay they are the same being. In this 

8 ibid.' o C36-,37 
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aspect» however, the diffi(;ul"t~l is no prob1em but a 

blessing disguise; for Mcn1sel iY~ t t a way of 

:put-tin.g to an end attempts to sr_;ecify the precise a:nalocies 

and resemblances that he be en God and m~;tXla 'I'h:Ls 

problem, for cb the doctrine of necessary ignorance is 

a palliative, arises as follows. Experience EtJ:Jd revelation 

give rise to concepts c:h are not absolutely 

adequate in that they depict "the deity as te and 

relative, v:hereas he i.s infinite and absolute: the question 

then is, what sense are se concepts true. It is 

quite certain t;hat they car .. not be vvbolly true, for God 

\Nou.ld then be fi:ni te; they call_,,.-,.~.ot be s __ .,osolutely false, 

since s vvould mean, what no Ch:risti.a11 COltld affirm, 

that next to nothing is Jr,J10ii\111 about the di vin·a nature(> 

:rhe traditional way of escape f::·om these a-table 

alternatives, to state it in brief and misleading terms, 

has been some form or other of the analogical vie;v; these 

concepts are in t they ailswer t0 some asrects of 

the dtvine nat'L.1re but not in an exac-~ r-:~-- comyrehensive 

fashion; they are analo;·ically -true. How probler1s 

seem to confront ·this type of view; on the one hand, it is 

dif.ficult to specify t:!:::.e nature of the resemblF,tnce between 

the deity as he :i.s e.xiJSrienced a1:d tl1o-u.ght and his actual 

:nature tho at the same ti.me im:ply:Ln.g that there is no 

ontological gap betvveen God and his creation; whilst, on 

the other, if the proportion is not speci~ied, or is 
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defined only in negative terms, is hard to see vvha.t 

the analogy actually is. !J:o avoid these :probleL:.s, Ea..VJ.sel 

t1J_e vvho le stio 

of the "!11Et.rnler v:Yt:Lc:h God 

co.nee})tE; of TO..:. 1s forced into this co tion, 

as no , becauGe of h.i:s d-::c of 

the Cs of d.e the te 

o:;' God_ resembles te conee ~ of it, we wou_ld 

to compare the one w:i.th the other, and "Gh~LS cannot 

be done. Instead, therefore, of at·t the imposs 

we should ously ac the descriptions of the divine 

na that C}od authorises a:::1d in a 

position to say vvhether they are scientifically accurate 

representations of the deity, but we can believe that they 

are providentially designed to both our tho1J.ghts 

and actions 

el roints tD the analoey ich holds between these 

legitimate conce s and the :·nost general con:JelJts ch 

are used in thinking and acting -universality and IJartic-

ularit,y, mind and. body, liberty ar!.d neces,s:l.ty, and sc on -

namely, that they are re§S'1)_lative, not s culati7e concerts; 

'the hicshest princi:rles of tbought and action, to which 

vve can attai.n, are rc::£"tl1ative, not snecu.1ative: - they 

do not serv.e to satisfy the reason, but to gui.de the 

conduct: they do not tell us what s are themaelves 
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but how we rnust co~lduot OllTSe.lves in relation to -them¢ ,g 

Besides a~pearing to solve some of the diffi-

cul ties in the way of analoc;ical descri p·tiorls of dei t;y t 

the doctri:ne of regulative Co::J.cepts also enables Hans 

to attack those who reject the biblical record of dtvi:ne 

acts and doctrines on moral gro1111c.1s. De cause l1uman 

concepts of divine goodness aTe regtl1ative, it is not 

possible to ,say, el a:rgues, how God is good. And if 

the exact manner of divine (;oodness is :not kr'"own, the:n 

it is not possible to reject doctrines such as original 

sin, the atonement, eternal puni.shment, as inconsistent 

vvith the :moral character of the deity, nor is it :possible 

tc claim that moral mi.racles, such as the slcrughtering of 

the Amaleki t es, do not OCC\1rQ 'The position we must adopt 1 

Manse1 vrrites, is 

clearly as a Moral Governor and Legislator, by the vvj.tness 

of the Moral Law which He has established in the hearts 

of men, we can:not help feeling, at the same time, that 

that; LaYv, grand as it i .s P is no measure of His G:r·andeur, 

that el:f' is be o:n.d :it, though rtot opposed to it, 

fil' st:inc,t, .1-y\QUP', ~0~ all' p--n 1-', rc,••rn -i i- ,l0 _,_ ,____ u,~, .. ' ~on _J. ·,_, ..... .,__.d-l.- _ ,_, .,L ~ v (I 

Once again IVIan sel' s way of saving revelation 

brings its O\Vt1 threat to the revealed doctrines; for in 

placing God's moral character above hur.aa:;:-1 measures cf 

9 
lO 



21)(54 ' 

good.ness, he seems to entpty the elaim that God is good 

of BJ1Y content.. :aasicall.y 1\1a:nsel' s problem is that vJhil 

goodness in its ess ial nature cannot, on his l;osi.tion, 

be eithe~ finite or infinite - for if it is either one or 

the other the vvord 'gooci' cannot be used untvocally to 

describe both God e_,nd man it i 8 di.:ffi t- to ~v,.:nderstand, 

in the light of experie:-o.ce, 1Jow goodness could take other 

Of course,. 

to have no esse:ntial co·~u1ection vvith the fini:t~e and the 

relative, then there i.s no diate problem in saying 

that God is good, and no difficulty in understa.r-1ding what 

is claimed. But if' tbj_'s is not shown, then there i;3 at 

least the dif.:'ict1lty of knowing v-vhat is meant when gocd~:1ess 

is predicated of God: fer if his goodness is described 

simply as a goodness "vhich is not finite J:."'elattve, 

the question arises as to what such a goodness would be; 

the . ~ 

po1.n '" of the quali:fication would have to be explained~ 

then, the descri9tion of God as good is to be 

ative as a description, the nature of his goodLess must be 

specified; if it cannot be specified because, as Ma . .::1sel 

teaches, the dei tJ i::J be-.:; o:r1d all tho·ught, then the statemen:t 

that God is good i~ without co ent, since it is not 

possible to say what is actu.ally b asc'::'ibed to God. 

Mansel, of course, \va.r.ts to have it 1)oth ways: he vrants 

to describe God as being good a hu.rna:n~ ssnse of the 

VJord, for, a1:;art from the fact that the scriptures teach 
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tf1at he is - 'Be ye holy as I am holy' (I Peter lal6) -

i·t would appear to be o.nly way irt wh.ich God could be 

said to be good, whilst at the same t 

:r1ature o~f the cleity and. certain aspects of the biblical 

Tecord, he V'Iants to claim. that God is not good 

hl.uneu1 sense of the vvord. The doc Grine o:f cone s of 

the deity as reguJ.attve ~~s }1ansel' s wa;;r of atte~npting to 

b.old hJ.s co cting desires in b~lance. balance, 

however, ls ot ve S\)_cces 

that vvhic:h l 

, for it enables 

.L v 

lS good~ 

cri tJ_cised al S, E: his 

65). 

hacl i.ndignantly eX)Tessed s disr-3ati tion th the 

view that a 

tever such a being .. ~~ay have over me, ' 

claimed, 'therJ is one j_ch he ""- net do: 

shall not l m.e to • I 1Jlill call no 

being good, -Nh.u is not I m.ea:n 

to my fellow-creatu.re; if 

sent·::nce rne to hell for n.:Jt so calling , to hell I 

;,ia.nsel's reply to ll's criticism, in The 

Philosophy of the Condj.tioned, simply evades the point at 

of Sir VJi l '"'. i am Haur5_l ton's 

' 



207 

issu .. e. Eesting h:is argvJnent on the cJ..alm that the mear ir::.g 

of the vvord 'good' is so complex that ~L t ca.r1 be 1.1sed 

univocally to describe widely d c o::.ldi tio:ns, 

contends that the fact that God's goodness is not exactly 

the same as any of varieties of huJ.G.821 goodness j_s 

no more reason. for .sa:,ring that it is not same quality, 

there is for sayi.rl:...:, tha-t 'good' is us eel eq'Jj.vocally 

~ + JUS v poss:ible', l\'ianse1 • 

8 'Isitnot 

t there may be as much 

difference between r:.ta:n. and God as ti1ere l£; b en a 

ld ar1d his 

a-ttention to, 

12 father?t- The problem 

, does .not 

ll lS d:rav1i:ng 

on vvhether 

a ffe:rence, but on -~his difference is c tib1e 

with God :nan sharing ccm.mon qv_ali ties o The general 

direction of el' s thought su_ggests that the difference 

is such that 'good' cannot be vocall~,r 

, as Mansel insists, i.t can be, then 

he must explicate the conter.t of description so that 

i.t can be s,~~·en that botl1 God 8-.:nd :m.an can be descri"'oed. by 

the word 'good', despite the differences between-themQ 

1\:ia:n.sel is UJ1YJilling to carry out th:Ls task, t 

other things, .it '/ Ollld involve ax1. illegitimate attempt 

to speci-:t'y tbe na o.f dl coodness; yet unless ·the 

12 
p.l70. 
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limits of thought are tran.sgressed ~he divine goodness 

exa.mined, we are e to say what CCil:.TflOTI ty the 

'NOrd • good ' 
. . ,.. . 

slgnliles th re n+ 
""' v 

to b God a:n.d ma.no 

Before leB:vinG off the scussion of 's 

treatment of descripttons or C03~.ee s the deity, 

further points need to be no'tede I~ he rst, 1Jy nov; 

most obvious, is that has tvvo view,s of religious 

descrip·tions of the deity: on the one he has 

theory t;tve oon.c ts; or:. the other, a somev:hat 

1J.ndeveloped analogical theory<) More often r.:.ot he 

presents the two vie~vs t ther, };ut he 

the latter, 

as a direct res t of ~ill's ticis:J:t, The Philosophy 

of the Conditioned, In this last named work lVtansel 

ann.ounces that he takes the viev; that Go6_ and. man resemble 

one m'lother most exactly in the proportJ. ons c!1 held 

betvveen the various aspects c~f their c1iffere:r:_t natures: 

• Mru1sel • o o a:::.;serts, as others have a~Jserted 

before him, that relation between commu.::1ica bl e 

attributes o~ God a11U the corx·esponding attriOures of 

man is Lot one of :_ue,.-, tit:', but of -~lc .. Loc;y; that is -'co 

say, that the Di e attr.:. tes have the same tio:n 

to the Tii 
-'! ·z 

h"Lmlan :n a:b.1re Q '-'- ..~ ·.r o that God and ma:n resemble one 

13 . b. ' l lC." 1 
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ano 1.r ~~roportione.lities is to sugz;est t 

more than a regulat1ve knovvledge cf the dej_ ' 

ether it j_s an on Ol:LT COI1C 

of God are o~:y r ?ul; for i~ order to 

em, as no 0 , is vvhe er 

ai:ty descriptive co.tTte~ctt; carl oe ven to these phrases 

whi.cb does :not iLply deity j_s it 

is to avoid 8\LCh ems as s, that })rese.nts 

s doct:ciT1e of tive co~ce,ts cf ·the deity. 

'~2he sec::;.rtd point to note is that not 

only has two views of the nature COllCepts of the deity, 

bcit t:l1at in vie•,; of h:cs general eL:ological doct 

and OllS faith, he is forced. to have se 

and opposed ·vi evvs Q not be i.mmsdiately obvious 

beeause presents- t'HO vj_ews bJ side thout 

distinetion. At best, he claiJns, 'vVe can fo:r:"JL only-

reg-ulative concepts of the dei :ret, at the sa:ce time, 

he i~3ts that so:ne of these concepts are tr\le of God 

as he is in r1ot oLly as he reveals lf 

in acoom.ruoda:tion to hu.Jna:tl frailty. l\Tc•g if el vvere to 

stress the reg-ulative characte:c of huma:-l cor1ce:pts of the 

deity, would be led the position it is impossible 

t;o determine ether these cc~cepts resemble the deity 

as he is, r.1uch less how they resemble him. Por the li~nits 
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of thought ch preve~nt 01.1r determj_ning how descri j_ons 

of the deity resemble his a.bsol"l;_te .r1 so it 

u.s to det the;f do resemble 

himo It is p8ssible that God has revealed er 

a set of forms l.Jrovide no cation. whatsoever of 

his nature fro:n man • s 01:'1 

concepts :~:ay B be di vi11ely appo:int ed 1:nstrume:nt s to 

lp men their frailty, and .no :nore "J I\la:nsel ' 
of co L:trse, accept s iJ.Ch a radically J.ns tru.rne:t,. ist 

of religiou.s kno e nee 118 must hold that the 

nation provides o:n of absolt1Ge :na.ture 

is true, and 0 + 
v on ch nnJ,st be held to 

be thcnt.gh it t be room for 

Christian orthodoxy with1n his theory of reli ous desert 

tions, sel vair. .. ly att s to show that the doctrirte 

o? regulative concepts is pos l:L 

t next to is about God's absol.ute :n.ature. 

1:-as:i.caJ.ly, his t consists in a rj_gorol"U3 

clravvinc; Ol1t of the 

of tru_th, gi.->;ren emy)iricist assl:tmpti on.s about knovvledge. 

'.Cruth, 1~ansel clai:Js, is a rr::;1aticn between tho-t:tght a:r:.d 

ty as lS made knovJr:t in co.usciousness, and not 

reali·ty as it is 

14 Por exe,;ilple, sel 
coJ_--_d_;emplate God lL'l.der s;y-rn1:Jols 
co.r!sciotJ.s.ness? st is OlJ.r 

th ard falsehood ar.~ not 

writes: 'It is irra-tional 
:from }1u .. man 

ttern.: nFor i.L 

to 

eth 
all the Godhead bo Iy" (Colossians 
'I: he Lim:-i ts of Relj_, ·"1 Ol:tS -~:hou7h~, l:; .lOSe 

the eso of " 8) • c:.. I Q 



211 

properties of' thincs themselves, hut of crrtr conceptions, 

thi:ng.s in ves, but things as u are given sorne 

Hov,r a concept can be judged to be tru.e 

only by individualiztng it in i:nagiT1B~tion, ch is to 

form a conception, and comparing this co11cerrt:Lon with 

materials provided by some other act of cons ousness; 

concepts therefore, arc::~ tr1:;~e o:r false relative to the 

cor:tscious:cess which J;ossesses tb.em. V/11et.her or not 

concepts of God are true or false is 

reference to the states of awareness i.n which God is 

not by reference, which is impossitle, to 

the deity in his a1)solute nature o 11he <;ruestion, then, 

v,hether regtJ.lative co:'nceyts of God are absoll,;.tely true 

rests o:n the unjusti.fied ass-llTili>tion that there is or 

could be a concept of God t:r·J.e for everyone - men, an 

and Godo Regulative cor~ce~Jts of the deity based on 

religious exy;erience and revelation are true, sel 

appears to claim, the th8y 0&"1 be: tb.ey 

are true relative to huJnan experience(! 

To arg-;.le in tl:ts ~vay, hun·ever, is not to rerr~ove 

the sceptical tendencies 

co~ceFts; for even if it is s are 

tru.e or se relative to the consc ss - cr, type of 

15 
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em.e.nt s dc)e.s 1 th 

ts so:ne co~ncel)tf:; 

the deit~y, is to reject the vte•N that COJ:1Cepts 

of God are regulative {in the sense re 

doct:eine of the ts to replace it b;:r 

t::;.e po OD the de~t 

sel, for the most 

t and opposed theories of relig.iotls 

knoviledge - one, an i.: lCt:CtliJlentali st, other, ex~_ 

CL:'lal o cal 
' 

, is neces 

if he is to aclheTe to both the theor;y o.f neces i 

EL"ld -the Christiac do8trj_ne of God.., But because i"t lS 

necessary, it reveals yet another weakness his see teal 

defence of ed igion; for i£' loyal to 

the doctrine of the necs 1 ts lS 

Go tifj_cat:Lon 

ce' s doctrine of eter21al pu11ish.u:~ent.., l\flaur:Lce, as 
ivlansel ouotes him, described ~\Iansel's -oosition as leadiDl/ - ~ ~ 

to ew that, io:n of a revelatioL that tells us 
t}1ings ch are not in. -t;- 8'Tl05 tr:;te, ch it :is 
right loi' us to l1el:Leve 11:=.:on as if were 

()., • ' I~ he Limits of Relig.i cu::; -~"hol.J_ght, 11 .. 334 e xxiii o 

l~Kt:tnsel's renlv J .. s the sam.e as tl1at noted. s."\::;ove. It OIX£ht 
to be obserVe~i that xny expo t~Lon is ccrrect, then 
Maurice has _sstated tb.e case: revelati en on 

e 

vie~ might be ly be so. 
The stencies in el's doc·t of 
concepts have bee2J. corJ..:raented on a.lso by H. Sid.gr.ri.ck; see 

s rev1ew of I;etters, Lect·~.:res a:nd 5'.e""rie\.vs ir1 ·:rne Acade£Y_ 
J1.1.ly l5,1373 Volo4, .. 26"?-268.. A fairl-,y" the·'::Lc ln:tt 
loose exposi on of el's co~J reli~~ous descriptions 
is 1Yrov:i.ded ·try :2. DevaL in S;-_:rmbol·i s1:1 ex.td Belief (Gifford 

ctu:res 1933-34; 1S}38, Beaco.n II~ill l957; Lee l,u::c·c, • 
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i-ties at , OT even. to po s ve 

cons 

n re to 

tro ence S:...nd I'evelatio:n 

• 

£he f c SE:J in 

God e ous 

revela on are s as to 

a s 

zed lB -.L Ghe 

are resolved$ el, is largc:ly u.naware of the 

serious di ies his posi tiort; 

the final 
' 

s at·t; or 

:i. ~3 fil ' tr>..:t th of leged reve ticns 

the of te 1:)' 

deterrr:ined(l his BXl.SVlE.lr t svide:tlces 

conne eel th lsged revelation de the test 

r:ot 

OI e coJJ.tent revealed rrre d, he 

cla3.sica2. to sueh 

- ons: i ::c 0 '-/Ii thin :i_ t G 

t2 and j e ct s, our 

appealed in of ir c:tl. vine 

saro.e oo:f has been cl 
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by the defen.de:cs Christia~:ti ty in subsequent ageso 

other we , the le anal 

criticism of on 1 1. s i:n 

co.r1tertts of on but in i 18 evidenceso' These 

dences as 

ones s~s developed t;he odox o-

sts dci s: ter cf 

ers; the city of the text::; of the script11res; 

the the testi:mon~y 

the oecurr'2nco of e.s; ChrisL's cllaracter aD::i life; 

the nature of s teact:in~s e~-:'.fect; 

ogress of el's 

fact s tes 

form. t causes hlm son:_e 

concern lS fact that these evidences are not all 

external; somr:';, based cr. th.e 

of Chri or his s, or 

evidences eh are facts associa d or conne ed 

the ed part of the c ent 

of revelation i·tself. 

19 On 1opme:r!_t of the c 
its popular:l.ty tn the teen 

ttisor:., •:_:;8.ude_·_c:j_es j_n t ., 
l68E.3-1750' Essav.s ancl. 'RevieY!B 3d. B. Jo\:Je~t 1 P:P{)3l3-3l5; 

HQDc t~~c:Donald, .18.eas of Hevela-ti on: An Historical s-t-udy 
A~Dc 1700 to AoDc 1860 Cho4; see ~8Donald's 
quotation frc1a Bishop Po eus' of de~ces, 
- .14 6-1~.8 
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acts doc: es are j_:r ovvn 

at most they st that a 

cs.rl.not have co.me G:Jd., even v?hen used 

s ' 
t; de11ce :Ls o.? a 

ti ve sort; for v,rhile edge of 

God es l . ..ts to s 
' 

t..;o 

C0!:1C8-T':!::1, s no allible 

by which v1hat ie in accord "'!.J.. "the 

di vin.e goo ces t u.sed 

dences -?oi' an 

point to be o :': (_:; Olli:' s e , 1 .. s ory of 

s of d.ei 

• 

There is, hoNsver, 

ef ~c.n the 

thing to serve .·_\:;) as a soph:ts 

CLristian 

eommert, :;;. '!"iere 

s c ;). in one 

cri cs the c gs of the social s ences. 

vi ·oug:ttt at it could be 1aet s 

e, 5 ch crit.l.ca1 
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Years before, when there took possession of 
me the project of developing into a System 
of Philosophy the conception briefly and 
crudely set forth in the essay on 'Progress: 
its Law and Cause,' I saw that it would be 
needful to preface the exposition by some 
chapters setting forth my beliefs on ulti­
mate questions, metaphysical and theological; 
since, otherwise, l should be charged with 
propounding a purely materialistic inter­
pretation of things •••• To me it seemed 
manifest that the essential part of the book 
- the doctrine of Evolution - may be held 
without affirming any metaphysical or 
theological beliefs; and though, to avoid 
the ascription of certain beliefs of these 
classes which I do not hold, I thought it 
prodent to exclude them, I presumed that 
others, after noting the exclusion of them 
by the first division of the work, would 
turn their thoughts chiefly to the second 
division. Nothing of the kind happened. 
Such attention as was given was in nearly 
all cases given to the agnostic view which 
I set forth as a preliminary. The general 
theory which the body of the book elaborates 
was passed over or but vaguely indicated. 

Herbert Spencer. 

218 
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Chapter Six 

The ChDragus and Coryphaeus of Agnosticism. 

In 1858 Mansel was regarded as one of the 

leading English philosophers and apologists for Christ­

ianity, yet within less than twenty years his reputation 

in both fields was severely tarnished: his philosophical 

thought was regarded as outdated and inadequate: his 

religious apologetic as something of an embarassment 

to the Christian cause.1 The reasons for this are three-

fold. One is John Mill's hostile work, An Examination 

of Sir William Hamilton's Philosophy, which, whatever its 

actual value, seriously discredited the philosophic 

contribution of Hamilton and the Hamiltonians. Another 

cause was the development of the schools of thought 

associated with T.H. Green, E. Caird, F.H. Bradley, 

B. Bosanquet, to name the most important figures, which 

looked with a new sense of vision upon the philosophies 

of Kant and Hegel, and viewed with equal disdain the 

1 On the decline of Mansel's reputation as an 
apologist cf. ch,2, ft.nt.25. From the start there were 
some Christian thinkers who doubted the value of his work; 
Hort wrote in 1858: 'It is clear, vigorous, and not often 
unfair; only a big lie from beginning to end,' A.F. Hort, 
Life and Letters of Fenton John Hort (2 vols., Lond.l896), 
1, p.402. Hort was a disciple of Maurice whose reaction 
was equally violent: cf. 4, ft.nt.2; ch.5, ft.nt.l7. 
For more temperate reactions see J,B, Mozley's letter to 
R.W. Church, A. Mozley (ed.) Letters of the Rev. J.B. 
Mozley D.D. (Lend. 1885), pp.239-41. 
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Hamiltonian interpretation of these thinkers and the 

empiricism of Mill and Bain. 2 The third reason is the 

use of Mansel's doctrines by Herbert Spencer and Leslie 

Stephen to support their anti-christian position. Amongst 

philosophical amateurs, as were most Victorian theologians 

and scientists, this use effectively put Mansel's 

reputation as an apologist into the shadows. 'Mr. Herbert 

Spencer•, wrote the Jesuit editor of The Month, 'simply 

takes Dean Mansel's statements respecting God, adopts 

them as his own, thrusts aside (and it is no difficult 

matter) the feeble unreality which Mansel calls Faith, 

and boldly and fearlessly carries on to their legitimate 

and logical conclusion the premises supplied by him.• 3 

II 

There is no reason to doubt that Spencer in­

tended the first part of First Principles to be primarily 

a preface to his account of the basic laws which govern 

all phenomena. His labours during the next forty years 

2 T.H. Green had hoped that Mill's book on Hamilton 
would involve both of them in a 'common ruin' (A.S. 
Sidgwiok and E.M. Sidgwick, Henry Sidgwiok: A Memoir 
p.l30). In effect the work marks the end of their reign 
as the contemporary giants of philosophy. 

3 •The Coryphaeus of Agnosticism', The Month, 
45, 1882, p.458. 
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are a fair indication of this; for the main results of 

his work- The Principles of Biology(l864-1899), 

of Psychology (1855-1899), of Sociology (1876-1896), 

of Ethics (1879-1893) - are detailed statements and 

elaborations of claims made in the second part of 

First Principles on the basis of his general theories 

about the 'laws of the knowable.• 4 But the purpose of 

the preface is not simply to free his theory of the universE 

from the charge of materialism, as Spencer suggests in 

his Autobiography. Examination of his early writings 

reveals that it is not at all surprising that he should 

accompany his theory of the universe with an attempt 

to show that the cause of true religion has nothing to 

fear from this theory. 

It is not clear why Spencer in his first attempts 

at philosophy felt the need to connect his theories with 

a deistical doctrine of god, since, like Huxley and 

Tyndall, he had never been deeply committed to or even 

strongly attracted by the Christian religion.5 Whatever 

the explanation the connection is forcefully made in 

4 This was how Spencer described part 2 of First 
Principles in 1860; ibid. (6th ed., Lond.l9ll), p.xi. 

5 Of his early attachment to Christian beliefs, 
he writes: 'Their hold had, never been very decided: 
"the creed of Christendom" being evidently alien to my 
nature, both emotional and intellectual.' Autobiography 
(2 vols., Lond.l904), 1, p.l51. 
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Social Statics (1850), his first book and the precursor 

of First Principles and ~he Principles of Ethics. In this 

work Spencer teaches that God willsthat progressive 

improvement of increasing harmony shown by all aspects 

of the universe which will inevitably culminate in a 

perfect universe where evil or disharmony will be no 
6 more and complete happiness the lot of perfect men. 

When asked by his puzzled father why he had lapsed into 

this theological way of speaking, Spencer replied: 

'Some words to signify the ultimiate essense, or principle 

or cause of things, I was obliged to use, and thinking 

the current ones as good as any other, I thought best to 

use them rather than cause needless opposition.• 7 Later 

in the decade Spencer found reasons which justified 

belief in an ultimate cause of things, but by then he 

also found it necessary to restate the developmental 

optimism of Social Statics. As a result of his dissatis­

faction with his earlier views Spencer formulated the 

plan of his synthetic philosophy, the exposition and 

synthesis of all knowledge, of which First Principles is 

the first volume and the statement of the general theory 

6 For a few examples of his statements cf. 
ch. part ii. 

7 D. Duncan, The Life and Letters of Herbert 
Spencer (Lond. 1908), p. 0. 
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underlying the whole scheme. 

The two major influences that led Spencer to 

reformulate some of his earlier views were his contact 

with the sciences of physiology and physics, and his 

reading of Hamilton and Mansel. Physiology, particularly 

the work of German theorists, provided him with the key 

to the pattern of development in every part of the universe.c 

Thus, he writes in 'Progress: Its Law and Cause' (1857): 

'It is settled beyond dispute that organic progress 

consists in a change from the homogeneous to the hetero­

geneous. Now, we propose in the first place to show, 

that this law of organic progress is the law of all 

progress. Whether it be in the development of the Earth, 

in the development of Life upon its surface, in the devel­

opment of Society, of Government, of Manufacturers, of 

Commerce, of Language, Literature, Science, Art, the 

same evolution of the simple into the complex, through 

successive differentiations, holds throughout.• 9 

At the same time Spencer came to know, probably 

8 Spencer probably came to know of the German con-
tribution to physiology in Richard Owen's morphology 
classes in the early 1850's (cf. D. Duncan, op.cit., 
pp.541-2). For a brief account of Owen and the German 
contribution see c. Singer, A Short History of Scientific 
Ideas to 1900 (Oxford 1959), pp.384-95, 471, 513. 



through reading 'Grove's work on The Correlation of 

Physical Forces•, 10 of the work done by J.P. Joule, 

H. Helmholtz, w. Thomson, on the equivalence of matter, 

heat, force, and the principle of the conservation of 

living force or energy. 11 Spencer readily accepted this 

principle as the basic law of the universe, though he 

renamed it as the persistence of force, for, since energy 

or matter are known to use only as they exert a force 

upon us, force is for us the basic element of the uni­

verse.12 Everything that is, is force. 

10 H. Spencer, First Principles (1911 ed,) P.l63. 
This, presumably, is the book Tyndall refers to in a 
letter to Spencer in 1873: 'I often wished to say to you 
that your chapters on the Persistence of Force, etc. were 
never satisfactory to me. You have taken as your guide 
a vague and to me, I confess, altogether unsatisfactory 
book.' D. Duncan, op.cit., p.428. 

11 For an account of their work I have relied on 
c.c. Gillispie, fhe Edge of Objectivity (Princeton 1960), 
ch.9, •Early Energetics'. 

12 He objects to conservation because it implies a 
conserver (First Principles (1911), p.l49. His statement 
of his argument to show that force is the ultimate element 
of all things is; 'While recognizing this fundamental 
distinction between that intrinsic force by which body 
manifests itself as occupying space, and that extrinsic 
force distinguished as energy, I here treat of them to­
gether as being alike persistent. And I thus treat of 
them together partly because, in our consciousness of them, 
there is the same essential element. The sense of effort 
is our subjective symbol for objective force in general, 
passive and active.' ibid.(l911), p.l51. On Spencer's 
place in the history of theories of force see M. Jammer, 
Concepts of Foree (Camb. Mass. 1957), pp.l85-87. 
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In First Principles Spencer welds the law of 

force to the law of progress: force is distributed 

throughout the universe according to the law of universal 

evolution. For a short while it seemed to him that he 

could more or less represent the developmental optimism 

of Social Statics in terms of these laws, but the problem 

of entropy presented itself: while the first law of 

thermodynamics promisea a universe in which energy is 

neither created nor destroyed, the second promises a 

universe in which 'energy (however faithful to conser­

vation) becomes increasingly unavailable in the way in 

which nature does in fact move.•13 Ultimately the future 

state of the universe may be 'universal death', not the 

utopia promised in 1850, as Spencer was forced to note 

in later editions of First Principles. 14 

The influence of Hamilton and Mansel upon 

Spencer's future thought was not quite so far reaching 

as the influence of contemporary science, though it was, 

as he laments, this side of his work in ~·irst Principles 

which drew the most attention. As a result of Hamilton's 

13 c.c. Gillispie, op.cit., p.339. 

14 Spencer is not very happy in admitting this to 
be the case, and argues that for all we know life may 
reappear in the midst of this universal death; see 
First Principles (1911), pp.425-31. This qualified 
pessimism about the fUture also influences other sections 
of his work; see ch. part ii. 
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influence the god of Social Statics is transformed into 

the impenetrable mystery surrounding the universe. Thus, 

he writes in 'Progress: Its Law and Cause': 'Does not the 

universality of the law imply a universal cause? That we 

can fathom such causes noumenally considered, is not to 

be supposed. To do this would be to solve that ultimate 

mystery which must ever transcend human intelligence.•15 

When, however, it came to developing this belief, and in 

particular showing how it provides the common ground 

between science and religion, Spencer turned to Mansel's 

Lectures. The latter was not particularly concerned by 

Spencer's claim to be developing the Hamiltonian position: 

Spencer, he writes in The Philosophy of the Conditioned, 

•strangely enough professes to be LHamilton's disciple, 

while rejecting all that is really characteristic of his 

philosophy.• 16 But at that point in the early 1860's 

neither he nor Spencer could know that .l!'irst Principles 

would become famous for its doctrine of the Unknowable, 

and that Mansel would one day be described as the master 

who taught the agnostics how to dance. 

15 

16 

loc. cit., p.30. 

p.39 ft.nt. 
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III 

Spencer's main aim in 'The Unknowable' is to 

show that there is no essential conflict, but rather a 

harmony, between scientific and religious attempts to 

understand and to explain the universe. Of course, 

Spencer acknowledges, this claim is seemingly at odds 

with one of the most obvious of facts, viz., that 'of 

all antagonisms of belief the oldest, the widest, the 

most profound, and the most important, is that between 

Religion and Science.•17 Yet, even without analysing 

religion and science, this fact may have little bearing 

on whether science and religion are basically in agreement; 

for any doc.trine which persists, even if in different 

forms, over a long period of time cannot be entirely 

devoid of truth. And where there is an obvious history 

of conflict between two long lived disciplines, then 

there is every reason to think that in spite of appear­

ances there is a common area of agreement between them; 

a core of belief or beliefs which both disciplines 

accept without much awareness of the fact that they agree 

in this area. 'Between the most diverse beliefs', 

17 .ii'irst Principles (1900 ed.) p.g, 



Spencer writes, 'there is usually something in common, -

something taken for granted in each; and that this somethin, 

if not to be set down as an unquestionable verity, may 

yet be considered to have the highest degree of proba­

bility.•18 Obviously this verity or postulate common 

to both science and religion cannot be a belief, such as 

the love of God or the chemical constituents of water, 

which is peculiar to one discipline, but what it is, 

apart from the fact that it must be highly general, can 

be determined only by an examination of the nature of 

religion and science, or, what is the same thing for 

Spencer, by a consideration of their ultimate ideas or 

basic concepts. 

According to Spencer there are three ultimate 

religious ideas: atheism, pantheism, and theism. What 

is common to each of these concepts or theories (as 

Spencer sometimes calls them) is that they profj(er an 

explanation of the totality of things: 'Every ireligious 

theorl7 tacitly asserts two things: first, that there 

is something to be explained; second, that such and 

such is the explanation.•19 Yet, though these three 

theories are the only possible explanations of the 

18 

19 

ibid., p.8. 

ibid., p.37. 
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origin of the universe, they are all inadequate; for 

each theory, at some point or other, involves belief 

in that which is inconceivable, or that which cannot 

be thought or known. Spencer, by using arguments taken 

from, or similar to those found in The Limits of Religious 

Thought, has little difficulty in making out his case. 

Atheism or the theory that the universe is 

self-existing - a doctrine which, despite Spencer's 

listing, is a denial of the view that the universe stands 

in need of an ultimate or overall explanation - involves 

the claim that the universe must have existed for all 

time, since if it commenced in time its existence would 

not be self caused but dependent on some other force. 

The conditions of thought, however, preclude the form­

ation of a concept of infinite duration; hence, because 

atheism necessitates belief in that which cannot be 

thought, atheism must be rejected. No escape from the 

problem of belief in inconceivable states of affairs 

is to be found by rejecting atheism in favour of pantheism, 

or the view that the universe is self-creating, For if 

the universe is always potentially what it is to become, 

then it must have always been so, since if there was a 

time when it was not, the universe would not be entirely 

self-creating. But if this is correct, then pantheism 

also must be rejected; for we can no more think of an 

ever creating universe than we can think of an ever• 
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existing one. Theism only appears to avoid these diffi­

culties by shifting the problem from the universe to the 

creator of the universe; for while the universe described 

by theism can be thought, its creator cannot be, because 

he must be regarded as existing from all eternity. 

'ro show further that religious theories are 

unable to explain the universe, Spencer argues that their 

descriptions of the nature of the universe or realm of 

being involve 'assumptions Lwhic~7 cannot be represented 

in thought.• 20 According to Spencer, the universe as 

described by religious theories must be represented as 

having or being (the point is not made clear) a first 

cause which is infinite and absolute. His reasons for 

this claim- mostly taken from Mansel's Bamptons- can be 

summarised in the following way. A cause must be postu­

lated to explain the origin of sense impressions, and 

irrespective of what this cause is - matter, mind, or 

deity- it has to be regarded as the only first cause in 

the universe or as part of a causal chain which ultimately 

leads to a first cause. Spencer's conclusion, if not his 

arguments, is reasonably clear on this point: 'be the 

cause we assign what it may, we are obliged to suppose 

some cause. And we are obliged not only to suppose some 

20 ibid., p.30. 
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cause, but also a First Cause.• 21 This first cause must 

relate to all actual situations as well as states which 

may come to be; for if there is a class of events to which 

the first cause is not related, then the principle that 

every event has a cause must be denied. As this principle, 

Spencer argues, can hardly be considered to be false, no 

limits can be placed on the range of application of the 

first cause; it must, therefore, be considered to be 

infinite. Yet, not only is it infinite, it is also ab­

solute: there is nothing other than the first cause. For 

the first cause cannot depend on any other cause, either 

within or without itself, for its reality, nor can it 

exist alongside or be conditioned by any other existent, 

since 'to think of the First Cause as totally independent, 

is to think of it as that which exists in the absence of 

all other existence; seeing that if the presence of any 

other existence is necessary, it must be partially depend­

ent on that other existence, and so cannot be the First 

Cause.• 22 To the question, "What if the other existent 

is not a necessary empirical condition of the first cause's 

existence?", Spencer has no answer. His failure to make 

out a more satisfactory case would seem to indicate that 

he has not understood how Mansel manages to shift from his 

21 

22 

ibid •• p. 31. 

!ill.·· p.32. 
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definition of the absolute to the view that the absolute 

cannot exist in any relation at all. 

Spencer's rather casual method of showing what 

the nature of the universe must be - he takes no account, 

for example, of the fact that his attempt to describe 

its nature commences as an explanation of perception -

suggests that he is more anxious to introduce the terms, 

first cause, infinite, and the absolute, than he is to 

achieve his stated aim. This suspicion is confirmed by 

his subsequent procedure: for Spencer argues that the 

nature of the universe is unthinkable by referring briefly 

to his previous claim about the inconceivability of unlimited 

states or quantities, and then, by quoting large slabs of 

Mansel's examination of the basic ideas of metaphysical 

theology. 'Here I cannot do better•, Spencer writes, 'than 

avail myself of the demonstration which Mr. Mansel, carrying 

out in detail the doctrine of Sir William Hamilton, has 

given in his Limits of Religious Thought. And I gladly 

do this,' he continues, discrediting Mansel's apologetic, 

'not only because his mode of presentation cannot be 

improved, but also because, writing as he does in defence 

of the current Theology, his reasonings will be the more 

acceptable to the majority of readers.• 23 

The conclusion Spencer derives from his exam-

23 ibid,, pp.32-3. 
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ination of religious theories is that irrespective of 

whether they attempt to explain or describe the universe, 

they all turn out to be inadequate; for, as he extrava­

gantly claims of the ultimate ideas of religion, 'when 

rigorously analysed, Lthel7 severally prove to be wholly 

unthinkable.• 24 Recognition of this fact should not, he 

claims, produce despair, since, if we bear in mind that 

long lived and conflicting theories generally share some 

common truth, we should expect to find, as indeed we can, 

some general verity in the body of confusion and contra­

diction. Now two facts, he claims, stand out concerning 

religious theories; one is that basically they attempt 

to solve the problem of the origin and character of the 

universe; the other is that they fail to do so. Their 

failure, Spencer teaches, indicates that the problem of 

the origin and character of the universe is probably in­

soluble; that the universe cannot be explained or described. 

And while critical analysis leads to this position, the 

complex history of progressive religious development 

suggests that the belief in the impenetrable myste~of 

the universe is the essential element common to all 

religion, since, for one thing, 'all cultivated theology 

of the present day• 25 teaches that the deity cannot be 

thought. On the basis of these claims Spencer presents 

24 ibid., p.37. 
25 ibig., p.39. 



234 
what he takes to be the essential teaching of religion as 

the position which science must acknowledge or teach, if 

there is to be any basic agreement between them. 'Here, 

then,' he writes, 'is a truth in which religions in 

general agree with one another, and with a philosophy 

antagonistic to their special dogmas. If Religion and 

Science are to be reconciled, the basis of reconciliation 

must be this deepest, widest, and most certain of all 

facts - that the Power which the Universe manifests to 

us is inscrutable.• 26 

Spencer's discussion of religious theories is 

so loose and slapdash that there is little gained in sub­

jecting it to detailed comment. Two points, however, need 

to be noted. The first is that Spencer's arguments show, 

if anything, that the postulate common to religious sytems 

is that the universe stands in need of explanation, and 

not that the universe or God - ~pencer does not observe 

much distinction between them - are essentially mysterious. 

The second is that even on the most generous interpre-

tation of his argument he is entitled to claim only that 

the universe is probably mysterious, and not that the 

Power manifested by the universe is inscrutable. The 

difference between the two claims is seemingly lost on 

Spencer, but it remains all the same. besides these matters, 

26 ibid. 



235 
there is a third criticism that can be levelled at Spencer, 

viz., that in terms of his general system the charge that 

a theory or proposition cannot be thought is not of much 

significance, and can hardly be used as a ground for 

rejecting the position. This point, however, can be more 

conveniently raised after considering his view on science. 

In Spencer's hands the ultimate ideas of science 

teach, not unexpectedly, that the universe is essentially 

unknown, and in all probability unknowable. They are, 

he claims, 'representativ~realities that cannot be 

comprehended.• 27 And this fact is known, or should be 

known, by the scientist; for 'his investigations eventually 

bring him face to face with an insoluble enigma. He 

learns at once the greatness and the littleness of the 

human intellect - its power in dealing with all that 

comes within the range of experience, its impotence in 

dealing with all that transcends experience. He more 

than any other,• Spencer claims, 'truly knows that in 

its ultimate nature nothing can be know.n.• 28 To help 

the non-scientists, Spencer examines each of the ultimate 

ideas of science, which he takes to be the concepts of 

space, time, matter, motion, force, consciousness, and 

the self. A brief look at two of his analyses provides 

27 ibid., p.55. 

28 ibid., p.56. 



231 

possessive pronoun 'my' is used to describe one set of 

perceptions rather than another. All told, then, the 

existence of the self is certain, though its nature and 

manner of existence escapes the net of thought. 

If Spencer's claim that basic scientific ideas 

are 'merely symbols of the actual, not cognitions of 

it• 30 is allowed, then, for the sake of the argument, 

and putting precision to one side, it might be conceded 

that he has found the postulate common to science and 

religion. Science teaches that in all likelihood reality 

is unknowable; religion, that the totality of things 

cannot be explained or described. ·these two statements 

are not, of course, strict equivalents; and it is a very 

rough and inexact formulation to say that they both 

amount to the same claim that the universe is essentially 

mysterious. However, in view of the ambiguities in his 

argument, and the lack of rigour, it is pointless to ask 

for, or to expect, precision in Spencer's claims and 

conclusions. Still, even if we allow for the slapdash 

qu.ali ty of his work, there is one inconsistency which 

cannot be passed over: viz., his use of the claim that a 

position or belief cannot be thought. Spencer rejects 

the ultimate ideas of religion on the ground that they 

cannot be thought, whereas he maintains that the ultimate 

30 ibid., p.57. 
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scientific ideas must be believed though they cannot be 

thought. This blatant inconsistency stems from Spencer's 

inability to effectively reconcile his aims and methods 

with the particular arguments he takes from his favourite 

authority. To develop the point: he is forced into 

inconsistency because while he requires that conflicting 

religious theories should each be inadequate his depen­

dence upon Mansel is such that he is unable to find any 

inadequacy in religious theories other than that they 

cannot be thought. What Spencer has not grasped is 

that Mansel's examination of metaphysical theology is 

designed, in the main, to rebuke rationalistic pretensions 

about the scope of thought, and not to destroy the hope 

of consilructing a theology; Mansel cannot reject a 

position simply because it cannot be thought, and neither 

can Spencer. When Spencer comes to explain why the 

admission of inconceivable entities is an inadequacy in 

a theory, the most he can suggest is that they cannot 

be verified. in experience or consciousness; 'we can 

entertain them only as we entertain such pseudo ideas 

Lsi£7 as a square fluid and a moral substance - only by 

abstaining from the endeavour to render them into actual 

thought.• 31 Of course, not all alleged inconceivable 

entities or situations are logically impossible, as 

31 ibid •• p.2g. 
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Spencer admits implicitly in his treatment of the 

ultimate ideas of science, so that to suggest that 

expressions designating them are no better than state­

ments about the logically impossible or descriptions 

involving category mistakes is to ignore important 

differences between classes of pseudo ideas. However, 

if Spencer openly admits what, in fact, he probably 

trades upon, that the real problem with theories involving 

statements about inconceivable entities is they cannot 

be believed, then he spells the doom of his attempt to 

reconcile religion and science. 

IV 

The nature and limits of thought interests 

Spencer mainly because he finds in it the explanation 

why human endeavour in religion and science can never 

succeed in explaining or describing the universe. His 

account is taken for the most part from Mansel's Bamptons 

with gleanings from Hamilton's 'On the Philosophy of the 

Unconditioned.' We can note that the dreariness that 

characterises the earlier sections of his discussion is 

not so marked in this part of his work; largely because 

he treats his borrowings in a more critical and carefUl 

way, relatively speaking, instead of crudely twisting 

them to suit his own purposes. 
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'Proof', Spencer writes, 'that our cognitions 

are not, and never can be, absolute is attainable by 

analysing either the product of thought, or the process 

of thought.•32 By the product of thought, Spencer means 

the end to which thought is naturally directed; and this 

end he takes to be the task of explanation or of showing 

how particular facts are but the expression or instances 

of more general facts. However, while thought always 

strives towards the more inclusive, the more general, 

fact, it cannot, Spencer claims, strive for ever; there 

must be a limit to the series of explanations, a point 

beyond which no more general fact is to be discovered. 

The alternative view, viz., that there is an infinite 

number of explanations is beset with difficulties; for 

apart from the fact that this position cannot be thought, 

it would take infinite time to reach the ultimate or most 

general of all facts, and this would mean that the final 

product of thought would never be attained by thought. 

As in his discussion of atheism, Spencer mistakes the 

position of his opponents for a confUsed version of his 

own theory; for those who assert that there are no 

limits to explanation generally intend thereby to rule 

out the possibility that there is an ultimate explanation, 

The point, however, is lost on Spencer; and he proceeds 

32 ibid,, p.58. 
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to conclude that while the purpose of thought compels 

belief in there being an ultimate explanation or final 

product of thought, this fact must itself remain shrouded 

in myste~ for it cannot be explained or understood. 

'Comprehension', he writes, 'must become something other 

than comrephension, before the ultimate fact can be 

comprehended.• 33 

The process of thought, which Spencer seems to 

identify with the conditions under which thought is 

possible, when examined, leads to the same doctrine 

as that taught by the examination of the product of 

thought. Spencer, quoting from Hamilton and Mansel, 

outlines two of these conditions: viz., that consciousness 

is possible only if the object of consciousness can be 

distinguished from its environment; and, that consciousness 

is possible only if the object of consciousness can be a 

term in a relation. At this point he has no qualms in 

accepting the conclusion which they derive from these 

conditions, viz., that the unconditioned or the absolute 

and infinite being cannot be intuited and cannot therefore 

be thought. In fact he adds a further condition of 

consciousness - one which he claims is ignored by Hamilton 

and Manse134 - to show that the absolute is incognizable. 

33 ibid.' p.61. 

34 This is not quite accurate with regard to Mansel; 
see The Limits of ReJiijous Thonibt p.49 and p.243 Note ix. 
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To be conscious of an object, Spencer claims, it is not 

only necessary that it should be recognized as distinct 

from other things, it must also be recognized as being 

like other things, or as being a certain sort of thing. 

Obviously, if this is true, the absolute cannot be thought 

or (as Spencer prefers) known, since there is no class 

or type of thing with which it may be identified. The 

only likely thing which it might be thought to be classi­

fiable with is itself: the absolute is its own kind of 

thing, and the only instance of that kind. This move, 

however, cannot be allowed; for given the nature of the 

absolute it cannot be a term in any relation, not even 

relations with itself, ~he conclusion to be drawn, then, 

is that if the absolute cannot be recognized as a type 

of thing, it cannot be an object of consciousness or 

thought; 'to admit that it cannot be known as of such or 

such kind is to admit that it is unknowable,,35 

So far Spencer agrees with Hamilton and Mansel: 

if there is anything which is absolute and infinite, 

then it cannot be experienced or thought; it is unknowable. 

Spencer, however, requires not only that the limits of 

thought should indicate that if there is an unconditioned 

being, then it is unknowable, but that there is such an 

entity, the mysterious reiity to which both religion 

35 op.cit., p.68. 
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and science bear witness, To see that this doctrine 

flows from the theory of the limits of thought, attention, 

Spencer claims, should be paid not only •to the purely 

logical aspect of the question•, as Hamilton and Mansel 

do, but to 'the more general, or psychological aspect• 36 

as well. When carried out this pr,ogramme results in the 

conclusion that 'besides that definite consciousness of 

which Logic formulates the laws, there is also an 

indefinite consciousness which cannot be formulated.• 37 

Or, as he later expresses the point: that 'while by the 

laws of thought we are prevented from forming a conception 

of absolute existence; we are by the laws of thought, 

prevented from excluding the consciousness of absolute 

existence,•38 Spencer vigorously, but for the most 

part, vainly, tries to show that this is so by advancing 

three arguments to reveal how Hamilton and Mansel, despite 

their claims, admit and must admit, if they are to be 

consistent, that there is an indefinite or partial aware­

ness of the unconditioned, 

His first argument is based on the claim that to 

use a naming or descriptive expression meaningfully is to 

admit that the entity to which it refers exists, or, to 

36 

37 

38 

ibid •• p.74. 

ibid •• p.79. 

ibid •• p.82. 
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put the point psychologically, that it is in some sense 

an object of consciousness. ·Hence, because Mansel and 

Hamilton use expressions such as 'the absolute' and 

'the infinite• in their arguments to show that it is 

not possible to be conscious of the object designated 

by them in metaphysical systems, they can, Spencer claims, 

be regarded as implicitly teaching what they deny. 'An 

argument the very construction of which assigns to a 

certain term a certain meaning,' he writes, 'but which 

ends in showing that this term has no such meaning, is 

simply an elaborate suicide. Clearly, then, the very 

demonstration that a definite consciousness of the Absolute 

is impossible to us, unavoidably presupposes an indefinite 

consciousness of it.• 39 As an argument, this line of 

reasoning is more remarkable for the fact that it involves 

Spencer in yet another inconsistency - earlier he had 

distinguished between that which can be spoken about and 

that which can be thought or experienced ~ and for the 

naive theory of meaning it rests upon, than for its 

power to convince Hamilton and Mansel of inconsistency. 

After all they can reply that naming and descriptive 

expressions can be, and are, used in at least two ways: 

they can be used to actually designate certain states of 

affairs, and they can be used as they are used. Like the 

mathematician who wants to show that 'round square' 

39 ibid •• p. 75. 
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cannot name any possible object of experience, or the 

parent who teaches his child that the word 'fairy' does 

not designate something at the bottom of the garden, the 

critic of metaphysics employs expressions designating 

non empirical entities as they are used, and not only 

as he thinks they should be used. Taken as it stands, 

then, Spencer's argument is of very doubtful force. It 

could, however, be developed by showing that Hamilton 

and Mansel cannot, in terms of their general theory of 

thought, distinguish between the use and mention of 

expressions such as 'the absolute' and 'the unconditioned.' 

Later this point will be elaborated, but for the moment 

we can note that if Spencer developed his argument in this 

way, he would gain his point -viz., that there must be 

some awareness of the absolute if the word 'absolute' 

is used meaningfully - but only at the expense of his 

and their general system: for the inability to take 

account of the different ways in which the naming and 

describing expressions of metaphysics can be used suggests 

a serious theoretical weaknesso 

Spencer's second argument concerns Hamilton's 

and Mansel's claims that while correlative terms such as 

relative and absolute, conceivable and inconceivable, 

suggest one another, the existence of one term does not 

imply the existence of its correlative. He quotes 

Hamilton's statement that: 'Correlatives certainly suggest 
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each other, but the correlative may, or may not, be 

equally real and positive. ln thought contradictories 

necessarily imply each other, for the knowledge of contra­

dictories is one. But the reality of one contradictory, 

so far from guaranteeing the reality of the other, is 

nothing else than its negation. Thus every positive 

notion (the concept of a thing by what it is) suggests 

a negative notion (the concept of a thing by what it 

is not); and the highest positive notion, the notion of 

the conceivable; is not without its corresponding negative 

in the notion of the inconceivable. But though these 

mutually suggest each other, the positive alone is real; 

the negative is only an abstraction of the other, and in 

the highest generality, even an abstraction of ~hought 

itself.•40 Needless to say, Spencer objects to this view 

of correlative terms, for on his theory of meaning to 

understand and to use the expressions designating corre­

lative terms is to admit that the terms exist. He 

endeavours, therefore, to show that Hamilton and Mansel 

are forced to abandon their position. His first point 

against them seems to rest on a misunderstanding; the 

other two, on his theory of meaning. 

It is a serious mistake, Spencer claims, to 

describe one of a pair of correlatives as only an abstrac-

40 ibid., p.76. 
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ion of the other, or, as nothing else than its negation; 

for this suggests, what is manifestly false, that one 

of the terms is without content or can only be described 

as the negative of its correlative. 'In such correlatives 

as Equal and Unequal,' Spencer argues, 'it is obvious 

enough that the negative concepts contain something 

besides the negation of the positive one; for the things 

of which equality is denied are not abolished from 

consciousness by the denial. And the fact overlooked by 

Sir William Hamilton is, that the like holds even with 

those correlatives of which the negative is inconceivable 

in the strict sense of the term.•41 In making this 

criticism Spencer seems to have missed the point: for 

Hamilton's claim is not that one term of any pair of 

correlatives is without positive content or can only be 

described negatively, but that if the term of which it 

is the correlative exists, then its existence is not 

implied. However, it is not surprising that Spencer, in 

view of his doctrine of meaning, should misunderstand 

Hamilton's teaching; for he makes no distinction between 

a referring expression having a meaning and the existence 

of the referent. To say then that a term might not 

exist is equivalent to saying that the expression of which 

it is the referent is meaningless, or, to put the point 

41 ibid., p.76. 
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more moderately, without content. 

The influence of Spencer's theory of meaning 

is more clear cut in his second point. If it is true 

that 'the inconceivable' is simply an expression for 

the negation of the conceivable and does not designate 

an object of consciousness, then it must, Spencer argues, 

be without meaning. It would not matter therefore if 

other similar meaningless expressions - 'the absolute', 

'the unlimited', 'the indivisible', -were substituted 

for 'the inconceivable' wherever it occurs in sentences. 

'If in such cases', Spencer writes, 'the negative Cilllntra-

dietaries were, as alleged, "nothing else" than the 

negation of the other, and therefore a mere non-entity, 

then it would follow that negative contradictories could 

be used interchangeably: the Unlimited might be thought 

of as antithetical to the Divisible; and the Indivisible 

as antithetical to the Limited. While the fact', he 

continues, 'that they cannot be so used, proves that in 

consciousness the Unlimited and the Indivisible are 

qualitatively distinct, and therefore positive or real; 

since distinction cannot exist between nothings.• 42 

Spencer's line of reasoning depends, of course, on his 

theory of meaning, and can only be accepted if that theory 

42 ibid., p.76. 
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of meaning is correct. But one can hardly accept a 

theory which leads to the position that round squares 

cannot be proved to be impossible or fairies not to exist, 

because the expressions •round square' and 'fairy• are 

used meaningfully in establishing their non-existence. 

Spencer's third point is just a further develop­

ment of the line of argument suggested in the other two. 

If the meaning of 'the relative• cannot be understood 

without knowing the meaning of 'the absolute', then to 

say that only the relative can be experienced and thought 

is to admit that the absolute is also an object of con­

sciousness, for otherwise no meaning could be given to 

'the relative.' Spencer goes even further. There could, 

he argues, be no knowledge of the relative if there is 

no awareness of the absolute: 'if this relation Loetween 

the correlative~7 is unthinkable, then is the Relative 

itself unthinkable, for want of its antithesis: whence 

results the disappearance of all thought whatever.• 43 

The extreme conclusion suggests, however, that Spencer's 

premises are false, and not, as he hopes, that Hamilton 

and Mansel must admit the existence of a consciousness 

of the absolute. 

Spencer's next major criticism is more successful, 

He point out that despit~ their claims to the contrary, 

43 ibid., p.78. 



Hamilton and Mansel in allowing that belief in the 

absolute being is justified, admit thereby some awareness 

of the absolute. The way in which Spencer makes this 

point contains most of his confusions about the nature 

of meaning and the precise import of Hamilton's and 

Mansel's statements about the absolute -Mansel, he 

writes, •tacitly admits that we are obliged to regard 

the Absolute as something more than a negation - that 

our consciousness of it is not "the mere absence of the 

conditions under which consciousness is possible"• 44 -

but despite this, he has managed to seize upon a serious 

inconsistency in their position. Neither Hamilton nor 

Mansel allow that the absolute being can be an object of 

thought or, therefore, of belief. However, to show this 

in a thoroughgoing fashion would be to damn the doctrine 

of necessary ignorance, much more the theory of negative 

thoughts or acts of indefinite consciousness. Because 

of Spencer's debt to Hamilton and Mansel he is also 

unable to develop the point that their theory of thought 

prevents them from distinguishing the use and mention 

of expressions. For there are as many difficulties in 

the way of thinking what metaphysicians use 'the absolute' 

to designate, as there is in thinking what it allegedly 

designates; the predicate term in the statement, 'the 

44 ibid., p.78. 
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expression "the absolute" designates an object with the 

following qualities ••• • will be unthinkable, and will 

not, therefore, serve to define the alleged referent of 

•the absolute•. 

In view of the above, not much value can be 

placed on Spencer's claim to have shown that his philo­

sophical creditors inconsistently deny a truth which in 

one way and another they assume and indirectly teach. 

If there was any point in doing so, the same lack of 

value could be shown to characterise his independent 

efforts to reveal how the process of thought rests upon 

an indefinite consciousness of the absolute. But whatever 

the objective merits of his argument, Spencer is sure 

that his demonstration of the existence of a reality 

which can only be known as unknowable provides conclusive 

evidence that the common testimony of religion and science 

to an unknowable reality is true, His position in a 

nutshell is that: 'Common Sense asserts the existence 

of a reality; Objective Science proves that this reality 

cannot be what we think it; Subjective Science shows why 

we cannot think of it as it is, and yet are compelled 

to think of it as existing; and in this assertion of a 

Reality utterly inscrutable in nature, Religion finds an 

assertion essentially coinciding with her own.• 45 

45 ibid., p.84. 
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Appended Note to Chapter Six 

While Spencer's use of Mansel's doctrines to 

reconcile science and religion is the most important 

agnostic attempt to elaborate a theory of ignorance, it 

is not the only effort to actively enlist Mansel on the 

side of agnosticism. Leslie Stephen's 'An Agnostic's 

Apology' (1876), the article which made 'agnostic' a 

popular name, argues that Mansel's doctrine of ignorance 

is in conflict with his Christian belief. He writes: 

'The last English writer who professed to defend 

Christianity with weapons drawn from wide and genuine 

philosophical knowledge was Dean Mansel. The whole 

substance of his argument was simply and solely the 

assertion of the first principle of Agnosticism. Mr. 

Herbert Spencer, the prophet of the Unknowable, the 

foremost representative of Agnosticism, professes in his 

programme to be carrying "a step further the doctrine put 

into shape by Hamilton and Mansel." Nobody, I suspect, 

would now deny, nobody except Dean Mansel himself, and the 

"religious" newspapers, ever denied very seriously that 

the "further step" thus taken was the logical step.' (~ 

Agnostic's Apol~~y and Other Essays, pp.8-9.) 

By and large Stephen does not argue his points. 

Rather he outlines the way in which the Christian theory 



of God, man, and the universe always founders, and the 

Christian is obliged to tall back on a doctrine of mystery 

and necessary ignorance. What, Stephen asks, is the use 

of a theory of God, morality, and the future life, if the 

theory contains contradictions or is at odds with the 

facts? 'Why, when no honest man will deny in private that 

every ultimate problem is wrapped in the profoundest 

mystery, do honest men proclaim in pulpits that 

unhesitating certainty is the duty of the most foolish 

and ignorant? Is it not a spectacle to make the angels 

laugh?' (ibid., p.39.) 

Stephen can hardly be said to show that Mansel 

is guilty of inconsistency but his aim is to illustrate 

a point rather than prove it. His discussion of Peter 

Browne and W. King in the deistic controversy, in the 

History of Engli~h Thought in th~ Eighteenth Century 

(1876), as well as his account of the conflict between 

Mansel and Mill in ~English Utilitarians (1900) show 

that he is quite aware of the precise issues involved in 

Mansel's apologetic. 



THE NATURE OF SCIENCE 



Physical science is one and indivisible. 
Although, ~or practical purposes, it is 
convenient to mark it out into primary 
regions of Physics, Chemistry and Biology, 
and to subdivide these into subordinate 
provinces, yet the method of investigation 
and the ultimate object o~ the physical 
inquirer are everywhere the same. 
The object is the discovery o~ the rational 
order which pervades the universe; the 
method consists o~ observation and experiment 
(which is observation under arti~icial condi­
tions) for the determination o~ the facts o~ 
Nature; of inductive and deductive reasoning 
~or the discovery of their mutual relations 
and connections ••••• 
All physical science starts ~rom certain 
postulates ••••• [one o~ them is] that any 
o~ the rules, or so-called 'laws o~ Nature', 
by which the relation o~ phenomena is truly 
de~ined, is true ~or all time, 

T.H. Huxley 
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Chapter Seven 

Science as the Discovery of Universal Laws 

If having a theory means being able to expound 

one's beliefs systematically, then it might easily be 

doubted whether the agnostics who hold this view of 

science, hold it as a theory. Their writings do not 

contain much that can be regarded as a systematic pres­

entation of this doctrine. There is, for example, little 

attempt to show that the history of science supports 

this view; no detailed attempt is made to work out how 

in fact scientists go about discovering laws; and the 

concept(s) of law is never seriously analysed. 

This, however, is not the whole story. The 

truth is that the agnostics who hold this theory of 

science tend to take it for granted, (which is not, of 

course, a very fertile way of holding a theory); while it 

is rarely the subject matter of their discourse, it is 

often reflected in what they say. One reason for this 

is simply a lack of deep theoretical concern coupled 

with a strong conviction that the activity and achievements 

of science speak for themselves. More rationally, they 

believed that there was no great need to provide statements 

of their doctrine because most of it is to be found more 

or less in Mill's Logic. lndeed, though this is not the 
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reason, it is where Mill's account of scientific inves­

tigation is most vulnerable, viz., the justification of 

the belief in nature's uniformity, that the agnostics 

feel obliged, largely because of Christian criticism, 

to articulate part of their theory. 

What they take to be the problem varies in 

part with their view of the nature of the principle. 

For Spencer the uniformity of nature means that all of 

nature is subject to laws, and the problem is to show, 

short of revealing these laws in scientifically uncharted 

areas, that it is reasonable to believe that they too 

fall under the reign of law. Tyndall, Huxley, and 

Stephen are concerned with another problem: how can we 

justify the belief that there are regular causal connec­

tions in nature. For Stephen, however, the problem turns 

out to be whether there are any logical laws of thought. 

These are only a few of the differences that emerge 

in their attempts to show the rationality of belief 

in nature's uniformity. 

II 

The most independent defence of the view that 

nature is uniform is put forward in Spencer's First 

Principles. Unlike the efforts of Tyndall, Huxley, and 

Stephen, his account is not designed to answer criticism, 
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but to play a part in the general statement of the 

synthetic philosophy, It fits naturally into his 

exposition of the claim that all of nature is subject 

to the law of the persistence of force and the law of 

the evolutionary distribution of force, 

He gives two arguments to support the view 

that all of the natural order is subject to laws. The 

first he describes as a deduction from the law of the 

persistence of force: 'The first deduction to be drawn 

from the ultimate truth that force persists is that the 

relations among forces persist.•1 Spencer believes that 

he can argue from this law, since earlier in First 

Principles it has been shown that there must be a limit 

m the number of explanations, and the law of conservation 

is the most general explanation that ~cience can provide. 

'The relation in which it stands to the truths of science 

in general,' he writes, 'shows that the truth Lthe most 

general explanation? transcending demonstration is the -
Persistence of ]'orce. ' 2 To argue from this law is 

therefore not to beg the question; the problem is not 

whether all of nature is subject to one general law but 

1 

2 

H. Spencer, l!'irst Principles (1911), p.l56. 

ibid., pp.l53-5 
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whether there are other (derivative) laws beside, 

His deductive argument to show that there are 

is that since force cannot be created or destroyed 

within the system of the universe, the causal connections 

between forces must remain uniform: for if it is allowed 

that exactly the same arrangement of forces can re-occur 

without producing exactly the same arrangement of forces 

as previously, then it is implied that force can be 

created or destroyed, since the change in the arrangement 

of forces can only mean an increased or diminution of 

force, ~n Spencer's words: 'If the co-operative forces 

in the one case are equal to those in the other, each 

to each, in distribution and amount; then it is impossible 

to conceive the product of their joint action in the one 

case as unlike that in the other, without conceiving 

one or more of the forces to have increased or diminished 

in quantity, and this is conceiving that force is not 

persistent,•3 

Now while Spencer's deductive proof of the 

'uniformity of law• 4 was probably not without influence -

both Mill and Bain came to relate the uniformity of 

3 

4 

ibid., p.l56. 

ibid., p.l58. 
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nature to the first law of thermodynamics 5 - it did not 

catch on with his fellow agnostics. They were, perhaps, 

too aware of the problems surrounding the evidence for, 

and the ontological status of the things that fall under 

the concepts of force and matter to state the uniformity 

of nature in terms of the principle of conservation, 6 

5 Cf. A. Bain, Logic (2 vols, 2nd ed., Lond. 1873); 
J.S. Mill, A System of Logic (8th ed,, 1870), bk.3, ch.lO, 
sect.lO. 

6 E.-g. consider this statement by Huxley in one 
of his positivistic moods: 'But when the Materialists 
stray beyond the borders of this path and begin to talk 
about there being nothing else in the universe but Matter 
and Force and Necessary Laws, and all the rest of their 
"grenadiers", I decline to follow them, I go back to the 
point from which we started, and to the other path of 
Descartes. I remind you that we have already seen clearly 
and distinctly, and in a manner which admits of no doubt, 
that all our knowledge is a knowledge of states of con­
sciousness. "Matter" and "Force" are, as far as we can 
know mere names for certain forms of consciousness. 
"Necessary" means that of which we cannot conceive the 
contrary. "Law" means a rule which we have always found 
to hold good, and which we expect alw~s, will hold good,' 
( 'On Descartes' "Discourse ••• • /i870/, Collected Essays: 
Vol.l, p.l93. Cf. also W.K. Cli~fora•s 'On Theories of 
the Physical Forces' (1870), Lectures and Essays, 1. 
Here it is reported that he claimed that: 'He considered 
that by far the larger portion of scientific thought at 
the present day is in the third stage - that, namely, 
in which Force is regarded as the great fact that lies 
at the bottom of all things; but that this is so far from 
being the. final one that even now the fourth stage is 
on its heels. !n the fourth stage the ·conception of 
Force disappears, and whatever happens is regarded as a 
deed.' (ibid., pp.l09-10). 
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And none of them were prepared to accept Spencer's dubious 

defence of the principle as transcending demonstration. 

Some of them, however, were more tempted by what he calls 

the inductive argument. 7 

J:he point of this argument, as Spencer presents 

it, is that it is irrational to believe that some aspects 

of nature do not exist according to law. By irrational 

he seems to mean three things: the belief is probably 

false; it is not entertained by the rationally minded; 

it is absurd. His reasons for the claim(s) are threefold. 

Firstly, the history of science is a history 

of the continuing discovery of order in phenomena which 

were supposed in principle to be disorderly. Surely, in 

view of the long history of scientific success in breaking 

down the barriers which have been erected to divide the 

universe into that which is under law and that which is 

not, it is highly probable that science will one day 

reveal the order that exists in the still uncharted parts 

in the once extensive kingdom of arbitrariness? Thus, 

Spencer writes: 'To put the argument numerically - It is 

clear that when out of surrounding phenomena a hundred 

7 This argument originally appeared in the first 
edition of First Principles, but Spencer deleted it in 
subsequent editions. He republished it as 'Of Laws in 
General, and the Order of their Discovery' in his Recent 
Discussions in Science, Philosophy, and Morals. References 
are to this work. 
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of several kinds have been found to occur in constant 

connexion, there arises a slight presumption that all 

phenomena occur in constant connexions. When uniformity 

has been established in a thousand cases, more varied 

in their kinds, the presumption gains strength. And 

when the known cases of uniformity amount to myriads, 

including many of each variety, it becomes an ordinary 

induction that uniformity exists everywhere.• 8 

Secondly, those who are most concerned with 

science and the investigation of nature find as a 

result of their labours that they cannot entertain the 

belief that part of the universe falls outside the reign 

of law. •so overwhelming is the evidence, and such is 

the effect of Lth~7 discipline iof examining natur~7, 

that•, Spencer claims, •to the advanced student of 

nature, the proposition that there are lawless phenomena 

has become not only incredible but almost inconceivable.•9 

And in this the scientist is only a step ahead of the 

mass of men, for the race's experience of the ever 

increasing revelation of law 'silently and insensibly•10 

8 

9 

10 

op.cit., p.151. 

ibid., p.l52. 

ibid. 
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tends to make belief in the complete uniformity of nature 

part of every man's mental equipment. 

His third reason is that 'the progress in the 

discovery of laws itself conforms to law.• 11 Basically 

the order of discovery is determined by the force with 

which the uniformity strikes the mind, a force which is 

largely measured in terms of the experienced constancy 

of the uniformity and the frequency with which it is 

encountered. Given this law of the discovery of laws 

it is only to be expected that much of the order in 

certain extremely complex phenomena, such as social 

life, has yet to be revealed. Of course those who say 

that the present limitations of science are the limits 

of nature's uniformity will not be convinced by this 

argument, but we should not worry about their 'absurd 

assumption.• 12 For if the law of discovery is true, then 

surely 'we must infer that ultimately mankind will 

discover a constant order of manifestation even in the 

most involved and obscure phenomena.• 1 3 

Obviously none of these arguments show that 

rejection of the complete uniformity of nature is irrational 

11 

12 

13 

ibid., p.l53. 

ibid. 

ibid. 



in that it flies in the face of good evidence. Neither 

the past history of scientific successes in discovering 

laws in allegedly lawless things, nor the opinions or 

attitudes of rational men, nor the law of discovery, 

make probable the claim that every part of the universe 

behaves in a regular way. At most they provide good 

reasons for demanding a justification for the claim that 

certain parts of nature are free of law; they do not 

show that its contradictory is probably true, 

Just how aware Spencer is of this objection is 

hard to say. If, however, he noticed the controversy 

between J.B, Mozley and J. Tyndall during the mid-sixties 

then he would have been made aware of the problems 

involved in inductive arguments. The dispute between 

them is not whether one whole of nature is subject to 

law, but whether we are justified in claiming that there 

are any regular connections at all. This is a problem 

which Spencer does not touch upon, but the defenders of 

miracles made sure that none of his colleagues overlooked 

it. 

III 

Mozley, like Mansel, is one of the last in the 

long line of High Church anti-deistical writers. On 

Mircales, his Bampton Lectures for 1865, defend the old 
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fashioned thesis that miraculous events are the necessary 

accompaniment and test of revealed truth. 'Our reason', 

he argues, 'cannot prove the truth of La revealed propo­

sitio~7, for it is by the very supposition beyond our 

reason. There must be then, some note or sign to certify 

it and distinguish it as a true communication from God, 

which notecan be nothing else than a miracle.• 14 In 

expounding and defending this thesis Mozley examines in 

the second lecture whether miracles can be denied because 

they are contrary to the uniformity of nature. Of course 

he argues that they cannot thus be ruled out, because -

following Hume, that 'great philosopher of the last 

century• 15 - he finds that belief in nature's uniformity 

has no rational foundation whatsoever. It is this 

section of On Miracles that most annoyed Tyndall. 

According to Mozley there can be no doubt that 

belief in the uniformity of nature is essential to the 

carrying on of all human activities; 'everything connected 

with human life depends upon it.• 16 Yet essential though 

this belief is, can it be established by either demon­

strative or probable reasoning? The answer is clearly 

14 

15 

16 

J.B. Mozley, On Miracles, p.5. 

ibid., p. 31. 
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no. It is not a self-evident proposition, since the 

uniformity of nature can be denied without contradiction. 

Nor is it a belief that can be shown to be probably true 

by appeal to experience, since the experiential evidence 

only establishes the proposition by assuming it to be 

true: for example, if we argue that the future must 

resemble the past because what was future has always 

been found to resemble the past, then this can be regarded 

as a confirmation of the uniformity of nature only if it 

is presupposed that the future will resemble the past 

in this respect. Therefore Mozley concludes: 'What cground 

of reason, then can we assign for our expectation that 

any part of the course of nature will the ~ moment 

be like what it has been up to ~moment, i.e. for our 

belief in the uniformity of nature? None •••• It is 

without a reason. It rests upon no rational ground and 

can be traced to no rational principle.•17 

Like Hume, Mozley finds the origin of this 

belief in the 'irrational departments• 18 of the mind. 

It is a propensity of our nature to expect that the 

future will resemble the past, and while we can, perhaps, 

explain how this propensity arises it cannot be shown 

17 

18 

ibid., pp.30-3l. 

ibid •• p.36. 



that we are logically justified in believing that our 

expectation will be fulfilled. And if this cannot be 
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shown then it cannot be argued that miracles are impossible 

because they are contrary to our expectations. 'The 

weight ••• of the objection of unlikeness to experience', 

Mozley writes, 'depends on the reason which can be 

produced for the expectation of likeness: and to this 

call philosophy has replied by the summary confession 

that we have no reason.• 19 

What becomes of science if this argument is 

correct? Does it not save belief in miracles by making 

science indistinguishable from superstition? Only, says 

Mozley, if we mistake the purpose of science. Its aim, 

he argues, is not to discover necessary connections in 

nature, but to describe the constant conjunctions that 

have been so far observed in nature. The scientist gua 

scientist is not interested in predicting what will be; 

rather his sole concern is to describe the invariable 

associations between phenomena that he has observed by 

scientific means, The achievements of science are the 

accuracy of its classifications; the skill of the 

scientist is his ability to carefully discern the con-

nections within his experience. It is true, of course, 

19 ibid., p.39. ........... 
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that the scientist and those who know of his conclusions 

will predict the future in terms of them - indeed the 

great practical value of science comes from these pre­

dictions - but the tendency to anticipate the future in 

terms of the past is not a peculiar feature of the scien­

tific mind; it is common to all men, and cannot be regarded 

as part of the distinctive work of science. As Mozley 

puts it: 'Science has led up to the face Lof observed 

constant conjunctio~7 but there it stops, and for con­

verting the fact into a law, a totally unscientific 

principle comes in, the same as that which generalizes 

the commonest observation in nature. The one is a selected 

fact indeed, the other an obvious palpable fact, but 

that which gives constancy and future recurrence to each -

the prediction attaching to them, is a simple impression 

of which we can give no rational account, which likens 

the future to the past.• 20 Thus, because science is 

essentially descriptive and not explanatory or predictive, 

it is net opposed to or threatened by the possibility of 

miracles. 

Against Mozley's claims Tyndall, in his 'Miracles 

and Special Providences' (1867), makes three main points. 

The first, like several of his other criticisms, concerns 

20 ibid., p.42. 



the usefulness of Mozley's arguments to the Christian 

cause. Mozley, he argues, saves belief iri the possibility 

of miracles by depriving miraculous events of any obser­

vable significance. Unless miraculous events are con­

trary not simply to our expectations of uniformity but 

to the actual uniformity of nature then the striking 

character of alleged miracles is reduced to merely that 

of an unexpected event, •Does the fact that man has 

never raised the dead prove•, Tyndall asks, 'that he can 

never raise the dead,• 21 According to Mozley the answer 

is no, but this means that the resurrection of Lazarus 

is nothing more than an unusual event, and an unexpected 

event, no matter how extraordinary, cannot be taken to 

establish divine authority, Mozley's argument, Tyndall 

concludes, •cuts two ways - if it destroys our trust in 

the order of nature, it far more effectually abolishes 

the basis on which Mr. Mozley seeks to found the Christian 

religion.• 22 

21 J, Tyndall, Fragments of Science, 2, p.l9. 

22 ibid., p.21. Another criticism, the only one 
which elicited a response from Mozley, concerns his claim 
that the doctrine of Christ's sinlessness depends on the 
performance of his miracles. (Cf. On Miracles, p.ll). 
Tyndall objects that it is a crude measure of moral worth 
(op.cit,, p.7) and it fails to notice that evil men have 
performed miracles; 'we ought not to play fast and loose 
with the miraculous; either it is a demonstration of 
goodness in all cases or in none.• (ibid., p.l7) In his 
reply, 'Of Ghrist Alone W~out Sin•,-contemporary Review, 
7, 1868, Mozley argues that Tyndall has missed his point: 
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But does Mozley's argument in fact destroy our 

trust in the order of nature? Not, says Tyndall, if we 

bear in mind the purpose and achievements of science. 

Firstly, we must note that Mozley's description of 

scientists is false: they are concerned to find necessary 

connections in nature, and not simply to describe the 

invariable connections they have observed: they observe 

in order to discover explanations which are universally 

true for this connection. Tyndall's statement of the 

point cannot be bettered: 'The truly scientific intellect 

never can attain rest until it reaches the forces by 

which the observed succession is produced. It was thus 

with Toricelli; it was thus with Newton; it is thus pre-

eminently with the scientific man of to-day, In common 

with the most ignorant, he shares the belief that spring 

will succeed win~er, that summer will succeed spring, 

that autumn will succeed summer, and that winter will 

succeed autumn. But he knows still fUrther - and this 

knowledge is essential to his intellectual repose - that 

Christ's miracles establish his sinlessness because 
they accompany his claims to be sinless: 'No miracle of 
itself proves anything; no quantity of the miraculous 
proves anything; there must be an assertion made before 
there can be anything for the miracle to verify or 
guarantee.'(pp.482-3). This argument would be overthrown 
if there was a record of evil men performing miracles to 
prove the same assertion, but there is no evidence, 
Mozley claims, that this has ever happened. 
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this succession, besides being permanent, is, under the 

circumstances, necessary; that the gravitating force 

exerted between the sun and a revolving sphere with an 

axis inclined to the plane of its orbit, must produce 

the observed succession of the seasons. Not until this 

relation between forces and phenomena has been established, 

is the law of reason rendered concentric with the law of 

nature; and not until this is effected does the mind of 

the scientific philosopher rest in peace.• 23 

And the scientific philosopher is entitled to 

his rest because in certain areas at least he and his 

colleagues have discovered the laws or the necessary 

connections that exist in nature. How do we know? The 

answer is to be found in the correct predictions about 

the future that can be made on the basis of scientific 

discoveries. Mozley fails to see this point because he 

'passes over without a word the results of scientific 

investigation as proving anything rational regarding 

the principles or methods by which such results have been 

achieved.• 24 These results, however, establish that in 

certain respects the future will be like the past and 

suggests the means by which belief in the complete 

23 

24 

ibid., p.2g. 

ibid., p.23. 
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uniformity of nature will one day be soundly established 

on empirical grounds. 

It is clear, however, that Tyndall has not 

overthrown Mozley's claims about belief in nature's uni­

formity. His argument is an instance of that line of 

reasoning which shows that the future resembles the 

past, by assuming the point at issue. Not unfairly 

Mozley wrote of his defence: '.Tyndall seems incapable of 
r,5 

apprehending what the argument he attacks really is.•L 

Huxley, probably in a positivistic mood, also protested 

that Tyndall had not established his claims that there 

are necessary causal connections in nature. He received 

a reply which further illustrates the truth of Mozley's 

contention: 'The evidence of the permanence of natural 

laws is not that of a generation, but of many generations; 

and against its accumulative weight the averment of an 

individual, or even a group of individuals, though it 

may claim a theoretic chance of being right, is practically 

of no account.• 26 Huxley, Stephen, and Clifford realized 

that the issue between Mozley and Tyndall could not be 

settled quite so easily. ~hey all agreed, of course, that 

25 (ed) A. Mozley, Letters of the Rev. J.B. Mozley 
D.D., p.293. 
26 A,S. Eve and C,H, Creasley, Life and Work of John 
Tyndall (Lond,l945), p.ll9. They state: 'Huxley did not 
agree wholly with the Fortnightly Review article and wrote . 
to the Spectator. Tyndall replied in the same paper.' (ibid. 
I have been unable to find this correspondence in the 
Spectator for 1867 and 1868. 



Mozley is on the wrong side; the problem is to show how 

the Munean arguments could be avoided. 

IV 

According to Huxley it is pointless to attempt 

to refute Hume's arguments. The way to escape his 

sceptical conclusions is to show that we are justified 

in postulating the uniformity of nature because while 

it cannot be shown to be to be true by appeal to exper­

ience, it is in fact never falsified by experience. 

Thus he writes in 'The Progress of Science 1837-1887': 

'All physical science starts from certain postulates. 

One of them is the objective existence of a material world. 

••• Another postulate is the universality of the law of 

causation; that nothing happens without a cause (that is, 

a necessary precedent condition), and that the state of 

the physical universe, at any given moment, is the con­

sequence of its state at any preceding moment. Another 

is that any of the rules, or so-called "laws of Nature", 

by which the relation of phenomena is truly defined, is 

true for all time. The validity of these postulates is 

a problem of metaphysics; they are neither self-evident 

nor are they, strictly speaking, demonstrable. The just­

ification of their employment, as axioms of physical 

philosophy, lies in the circumstance that expectations 
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logically based upon them are verified, or at any rate, 

not contradicted whenever they can be tested by 

experience.• 27 

How is the uniformity of nature involved in 

predictions about the future? In what sense can correct 

predictions be said to verify belief in nature's 

uniformity? or incorrect ones to falsify it? Huxley 

does not attempt to answer these questions and it is 

unlikely that he could; for scientific predictions assume 

only that the future will resemble the past in certain 

respects, and the correctness of the prediction shows 

only that the assumption is compatible with the true 

prediction; it does not show that this assumption is 

true. Again, it is not clear what would in fact count 

as a falsification of this belief: the fact that an 

alleged uniformity turned out to be false would not 

entitle us to deny the uniformity of nature, nor would 

the discovery that all known uniformities were not in 

fact genuine. If, therefore, we are to add a third 

type of rational belief to those held on demonstrative 

and probable reasons, viz., those which can be postulated 

to be true, Huxley would have to show how postulates 

differ from superstitious beliefs. 

27 Collected Essays: Vol.l, pp.60-l 
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One of the reasons why Huxley gets into these 

difficulties is that he sees that it is possible to 

justify acceptance of belief in nature's uniformity by 

regarding it as a methodological rule, but he is unable 

to accept what follows from such a move, viz., that 

scientific activity does not depend on the actual truth 

or falsity of this belief. As a result he confuses the 

reasons which justify the proposition as a rule with 

reasons for regarding the proposition as a likely truth; 

because the scientist acts as if nature is uniform in 

looking for laws, Huxley takes his successes to be 

partial confirmation of nature's uniformity, when, in 

fact, all they prove is that it pays to investigate on 

the assumption that it is true, If Huxley is to preserve 

belief in the uniformity of nature from Mozley's charges, 

then this confusion is a necessary one; for, as he 

points out in his book on Hume: 'the axiom of causation 

resembles all other beliefs of expectation in being the 

verbal symbol of a purely automatic act of the mind, which 

is altogether extra-logical, and would be illogical, if 

it were not constantly verified by experience.• 28 

If Huxley's treatment of the problem is more 

sophisticated, and less straightforward than Tyndall's, 

28 Collected Essays: Vol,6, p.l46. 
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it is not much of an advance on what he has to say. In 

effect the same is true of Leslie Stephen's treatment of 

the problem, but his solution differs markedly from 

theirs. V1hereas they try to escape Hume's criticisms by 

widening the concept of probable reasoning, Stephen 

suggests that the concept of demonstrative reasoning should 

be widened to include the reasons which justify belief 

in nature's uniformity. He manages to make a case for 

this by presenting an interpretation of nature's uni­

formity which is not shared by any other agnostic: in 

his hands 'the uniformity of nature' becomes a shorthand 

expression for the logical laws which govern thought. 

To say that the future will resemble the past is to assert 

that if the conditions which have brought about events 

in the past are exactly repeated in the future then they 

will bring about exactly the same events; and to deny 

that this is so is to deny the logical conditions which 

govern all thought. 29 Thus he claims in The Science of 

29 Stephen was probably influenced by H. Shadworth 
Hodgson who wrote in his unpublished Metaphysical Society 
paper, 'The Pre-Suppositions of Mircales', March 14, 1876 
(Brown, no.59): 'The axiom of uniformity has two senses, 
in one of which it means the obverse and objective 
aspect of the abstract laws of thinking, which are the 
three Postulates of Logic (Identity, Contradiction, 
Excluded Middle). ••• It is primarily a constitutive, 
secondarily a regulative truth.' (pp.4-5). When viewed 
in this way - 'the philoso·phical point of view' - 'the 
logical justification needed' (p,8) for the scientist's 
use of this principle as a regulative truth is provided. 



Ethics: 'Whether we speak of the uniformity of nature, 

or of the principles of sufficient reason, or of the 

universality of causation, we are adopting different 

phrases to signify the same thing. To me, indeed, it 

appears that the theorem, in whatever form it may be 

most fitly expressed, is not so much a distinct proposition, 

the truth or falsehood of which can be discovered, as an 

attempt to formulate the intrinsic process of all such 

reasoning. Unless we assume that identical inference can 

be made from identical facts we are simply unable to 

reason at all. The alternative to making the assumption 

is not to admit some other possibility, but to cease 

to think. If there is nothing Lsi~? arbitrary in nature; 

if nothing can at once be and not be; or if the same 

cause may produce different effects, the very nerve of 

every reasoning process is paralysed. We can no more 

argue as to the phenomena that we can make a formal 

syllogism if we suppose that contradictory propositions 

are not mutually exclusive.•3° 

The trouble with this account and defence of 

the uniformity of nature is that it leaves untouched the 

problems surrounding the principle of uniformity which 

is required by the agnostic doctrine of science. The 

problem is not whether the conditions which necessarily 

30 The Science of Ethics, p.g. 



produce an event will produce the same event in the 

future, if they are exactly repeated, but whether in 

fact there is evidence for the belief that there are any 

causal connections in nature at all, Stephen recognizes 

this objection - as well as the problem that his account 

of nature's uniformity tells us nothing at all about 

nature 31 - but his attempt to answer it is vitiated 

because he assumes the point at issue. 

In his exposition of Hume's theories in the 

History of English fhought in the Eighteenth Century (1876), 

he argues that while Hume is right in saying that we can 

31 In his unpublished Metaphysical Society paper, 
'The Uniformity of Nature', March 11, 1879 (Brown, no.82) 
which presents in a more confusing way the doctrines 
presented in the above mentioned works. On this particular 
issue Stephen argues that the principle is not an identity 
because while it is involved in all our thinking about the 
world the process of thought leads to many different 
conclusions: 'Thus to either observation, the candle is 
alight or the fire burns, I may apply the same exiom, -
viz., that the same fact will occur under the same con­
ditions. But in saying "candle" I have certainly not said 
"lighted", and therefore the resulting proposition is of 
little use. In saying "fire'' on the other hand, I may have 
said, and if it is a true case of causation I must have 
said, "burning"; just as in saying "circleni have asserted 
all the geometrical properties belong to a circle. Here 
I have a fertile proposition, but I have still only applied 
the same axiom, which is the identical proposition that 
the same process involves the same relation.' (p.6) But the 
fact that the axiom can be applied to produce different 
results - allowing that the axiom can be applied at all­
does not mean that the axiom tells us anything about the 
world; it can only be used to tell us about the world 
in conjunction with empirical propositions. 



conceive a magnet which does not attract iron, he fails 

to distinguish this claim from one •easily confounded 

with Li~7. and yet involving a fundamental error- the 

assertion, namely, that we might expect to find a magnet 

identical in all respects with the first fobserve~7 magnet 

which yet would not attract iron.• 32 In other words, 

Hume fails to see that if we make the ability to attract 

iron part of the definition of magnet, part of its 

nature, then it is contradictory to say that magnet might 

not attract iron. Therefore, Stephen concludes: 'The 

true answer to Hume's scepticism is ••• that we cannot 

conceive of a non-magnetic magnet; for that is to conceive 

of a magnet deprived of the quality which makes it a 

magnet. But it remains true,' he continues, 'as Hume 

says, that this quality is revealed to us by experience 

alone, and that we have no right in any given case to 

appeal to an a priori reason. ,33 

But, a Humean might ask, what right have we to 

say that it is part of the nature of a magnet to attract 

32 History of English Thought in the Ei~hteenth 
Century (1876; 3rd ed,, 1902, 2 vols,, Lond.l9 2), 1, 
pp.43-4. 

33 ibid,, p.45. Later Stephen made the same 
criticism, though not quite so confidently, in his 
exposition of John Mill's thought; see L. Stephen, The 
English Utilitarians, 3, pp.l35-7. 
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iron? Surely we cannot make this capability part of 

our definition of the real nature of a magnet unless we 

can somehow perceive the substantial form of a magnet, 

a conception which Stephen would dismiss, or know by 

some other means that magnets will always attract iron. 

As our experience is limited we cannot claim that it is 

logically certain that all magnets attract iron. And 

therefore it remains l~gically possible that in the 

future we might find a magnet which does not attract iron. 

To conclude: Stephen can claim that he has refuted the 

Humean analysis of the beliefs that every event has a 

cause, and the same event has the same cause, only because 

he has failed to see what Hume is about, and why in 

particular, he places the phil0sophical relations of 

identity and causation amongst those relations between 

ideas which 'may be chang'd without any change in the 

ideas.• 34 

34 D. Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature (ed.) 
Selby Bigge (Oxford 1951), p.69. 



The Philosophy of Science consists of two 
principal parts; the methods of investigation, 
and the requisites of proof. The one points 
out the roads by which the human intellect 
arrives at conclusions, the other the mode of 
testing their evidence. The former if complete 
would be an Organon of Discovery, the latter 
of Proof. 

J.S. Mill 
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Chapter Eight 

Science as the Method of Discovery 

In one sense there is no distinction between 

this view of science and the one just discussed; for 

all the agnostics agree tl.'itat science is the method of 

discovering new facts and increasing human knowledge. 

What they disagree about are the conditions under which 

science is possible. Clifford denies that the possibility 

of scientific discovery depends upon nature's being 

bound 'in adamantine fetters,• 1 And as a result he is 

forced to present his own agno,: tic account of the nature, 

aim, and achievements of science. However, before con-

sidering this account we must note by way of introduction 

several features about Clifford's intellectual environment. 

One of them is connected with his age. By the 

time he graduated from Cambridge in 1867 at the age of 

twenty two, the problems surrounding the views of science 

put forward by Spencer and Tyndall had been well can­

vassed; they were part of his birthright as an agnostic. 

However, by the early seventies, when Clifford started 

to contribute regularly to the agnostic cause the main 

1 J.B. Mozley, On Miracles, p.46. 
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question was no longer whether the agnostics could 

justify their account of the reign of law, but whether 

there is good evidence for believing that the reign of 

law had ever been infringed. At the very least the 

debate surrounding these questions shaped the presentation 

of parts of Clifford's theory. 

The discussion, from an agnostic viewpoint, 

centred around two poles: the efficacy of prayer and 

the occurrence of miracles, angelic visitations, divine 

inspirations and so on. The first phase of the debate 

concerned the prayer question. Tyndall, who had long 

been concerned with the issue, 2 sent to the Contemuorary 

Review in 1872 an article by an anonymous person entitled 

'The "Prayer for the Sick": Hints 'J:owards a Serious 

Attempt to Estimate its Value.' The writer proposed 

that a hospital ward of patients with well known maladies 

'should be, during a period of not lees, say, than 

three or five years, made the object of special prayer 

by the whole body of the faithful, and that at the end 

of that time, the mortality rate should be compared with 

the past rate, and also with that of other leading 

hospitals, similarly well managed, during the same period.• 3 

2 See J. Tyndall, 'Reflections on Prayer and 
Natural Law' (1860), :B'ragments of Science, 2. 

3 I 'The "Prayer for the Sick":Hints Towards a 
a Serious ~ttempt to Estimate Its Value', Contemporary 
Review,20,1872,p.210. 
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This suggestion caused a furore, but little came of it 

for either side.4 

While, however, the prayer debate did not get 

far beyond assertion and counter assertion, the dispute 

over the ways totest claims about other sorts of divine 

acts was carried on with great earnestness for most of 

the decade. li'or example, during the course of the 

Metaphysical Society (1869-1880), of whieh all the 

agnostics bar ~pencer were members, twenty three of the 

ninety papers read at the Society deal with problems 

surrounding this issue. 5 

Clifford's 'The Ethics of .Belief' was read 

to the Society in 1876 as the final contribution to a 

series of five papers each dealing with ~uestions re­

lating to evidence for supernatural happenings. Not 

unnaturally parts of his paper shows traces of being 

influenced or foreshadowed by the other contributions 

4 Cf. e.g. the contributions of J. ·ryndall, the 
original writer, and J. McCosh to •on Prayer', 
Contemporary Review, 20, 1872, A.W. Brown, The Metaphysical 
Society, pp.l77-79, gives an account of the controversy. 

5 There were twenty three papers on morality; 
seven on the soul. A,W. Bro>vn, op,cit,, lists the 
members of the Society (Appendix A) and the papers read 
(Appendix B). 
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to the series and earlier papers read at the Society. 6 

6 The five papers (Brown, nos.56-~0) are: 
J. Fitzjames Stephen, 'Remarks on the Proof of Miracles' 
(19th Nov., 1875); W.B. Carpenter, 'On the Fallacies of 
Testimony in Relation to the Supernatural' (Dec.l4,1875); 
T .H. Huxley, 'The Evidence of the Miracle of the 
Resurrection' (Jan.ll, 1876); (Huxley's paper was discussed 
at the next regular meeting of the Society, J:>'eb.l5, 1876); 
Shadworth Hodgson, 'The Pre-suppositions of Miracles', 
(Mar.l4,1876); W.K. Clifford, 'The Ethics of Belief', 
(April 11, 1876), Only Carpenter's and Clifford's papers 
were published. 'fhe pattern of argument seems to have 
been as follows: Stephen made the point that while we 
have to believe on testimony, we should not accept his­
torical testimony concerning 'matter of fact which was 
not closely, impartially, and completely inquired into 
at the time.' (p.ll); the testimony of the apostles is 
therefore suspect. Carpenter argued in his paper 
(Contemporary Review, 25, 1875) with copious illustrations, 
even when men have investigated they have often only 
justified their superstitious preconceptions. Huxley's 
paper represents an application of ~tephen's recommen­
dations to the evidence for Christ's resurrection. He 
particularly stresses the difficulty of distinguishing 
between actual - molecular - death, and somatic death 
from which the person revives. '.!?he grief of the 
disciples, the time factor, and so on, all suggest, he 
argues, that they could not have investigated whether 
Christ had really died on the cross: 'it is as absurd 
as it is repugnant to imagine such an investigation. 
but if no such investigation did take place, the question 
whether Jesus died or not, in our modern scientific sense 
of the word, not only never can be answered, but never 
could be answered. And if it is not possible for us to 
say whether the body of Jesus underwent molecular death 
or not, it would be a mere futility to discuss the further 
question, whether he was miraculously recussitated or 
not' (p.6). One can guess that the discussion at this 
paper must have gone from the question of evidence for 
miracles to evidence for the uniformity of nature: do 
not both beliefs involve a leap of faith? This would 
explain why Hodgson's paper (cf.ch.7,ft.nt.29) tries to 
represent the principle of nature's uniformity as a 
logical law of thought, and why Clifford's paper with its 
strong assertion of the need for evidence argues that 
the agnostic principle requires the rejection of testimony 
to miracles while being compatible with the scientist's 



Indeed Clifford's paper was regarded by some of his 

contemporaries as summing up the whole scientific ease 

against belief in miracles: as Henry Waee said, 'it 

expresses very effectively a tone of thought which is 

peculiarly characteristic of an influential school of 

scientific scepticism,• 7 Another contemporary with a 

more intimate knowledge of Society meetings took a rather 

different view: 'it is so manifestly exaggerated and 

unreasonable', wrote W,G. Ward, 'that I should be doing 

an injustice to the general body of my opponents by 

taking him as in any sense their representative.• 8 

belief in uniformity. 
Other papers read at the society which contain 

views not unlike those exnressed in 'The Ethics of 
Belief' are: W. Bagehot, 'On the Emotion of Conviction', 
Contemporary Review, 17, 1871, which argues against the 
danger of the emotion of conviction perverting reason 
and corrupting the character; J.A. Froude, 'Evidence', 
(May 16, 1871), Brown, no,l7): 'I do not say that it is 
impossible for dead people to be restored to life. We 
do not know what is possible and what is impossible. 
I maintain only, that so long as it is not an experiment 
capable of being repeated, a reasonable person will 
decline to believe in any alleged instance of such a 
thing.'; W,R, Greg, 'Can Truths be Apprehended which could 
not have been Discovered?', Contemporary Review, 25,1875: 
'No truth can, properly speaking, be apprehended and 

made a portion of our mental acquisitions, which cannot 
be verified when told to us; and any proposition which we 
can verify, we could discover - that is what man can verify 
man could have reached and worked out for himself.' (p.435). 

7 H, Wace, •The Ethics of Belief', Contemporary 
Review,3Q, 1877, pp.42-3. 
8 W,G, Ward, 'The Reasonable Basis of Certitude', 
Nineteenth Century, 3, 1878, pp.534-35. Ward was a 
member of the Society; of, A,W, Brown, op.cit., pp.lll-12. 
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Ward's claim is excessive on both counts, but he had 

probably realized that none of the other agnostics 

could accept the novelties Clifford uses in defending 

their common position. The explanation of these novelties 

and of the independence of his general theory of science 

is largely to be found in the way Clifford brings to­

gether elements and insights from recent developments 

in mathematics, psychology, and physiology. 

By profession Clifford was a mathematician, 

and in his professional activities he came to know of 

the development of non-euclidean geometries. As a 

result he became one of the chief popularizers of these 

developments, particularly through his posthumously 

published book, The Common Sense of the Exact Sciences 

(1885).9 These mathematical developments also led him 

to view science in a completely different way from the 

other agnostics. The works of Gauss, Lobatchevsky, Bolyai, 

Riemann, weaned Clifford completely from the view that 

any branch of science could provide universal propositions 

9 See B. Russell's preface and J.R. Newman's 
introduction to his edition-(N.Y.l946) of The Commonsense 
of the Exact Sciences (1885; ed. K. Pearson). For other 
examples of his popular expositions of non-euclidean 
geometries see, ''The Philosophy of the Pure Sciences' 
(1873), Lectures and Essays, 1, pp.295-323; and his 
Seeing and Thinkin~, (1879; 2nd ed., Lond, 1880) ch.4, 
'Of Boundaries in General.' 



that were known to be true; for they showed that the 

one branch of science which was thought to give such 

truths, viz., Euclidean geometry, could not be regarded 

as providing indubitable universal truths about the 

nature of physical space. 10 'There is', Clifford wrote, 

'a real parallel between the work of Copernicus and his 

successors on the one hand, and the work of Lobatchevsky 

and his successors on the other. In both of them the 

knowledge of Immensity and Eternity is replaced by 

knowledge of Here and Now. And in virtue of these two 

revolutions the idea of the Universe, the Macrocosm, 

the All, as a subject of human knowledge, and therefore 

of human interest has fallen to pieces.• 11 

In psychology Clifford was influenced, so it 

seems, by Alexander Bain's theory of belief, Put very 

simply this view is that to believe a proposition is to 

act in a certain way; 'The relation of Belief to Activity 

is expressed by saying that what we believe we act upon.• 12 

Bain developed this theory because of his dissatisfaction 

10 For a brief contemporary introduction to these 
thinkers see, K.M. Kline, Mathematics in Western Culture 
(N.Y. 1953), ch.26, 'New Geometries, New Worlds.' 

11 'The Philosophy of the Pure Sciences', 
Lectures and Essays, 1, p.300. 

12 
p.372. 

A. Bain, Mental and Moral Science (Lond.l868), 
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with the classical associationist account as stated, 

for example, in James Mill's Analysis of the Phenomena 

of the Human Mind (1829)13 The facts of believing, he 

argued, cannot be explained by saying that belief is a 

vivid idea or a persistent connection of ideas. What 

distinguishes believing from other propositional attitudes 

is its connection with action: 'belief has action for 

its roots and ultimate criterion.•14 Since believing is 

a mental state which motivates, it is to be seen, Bain 

argues, more as an aspect of the willing rather than the 

reflecting part of the mind. One consequence of this is 

that believed propositions are always about the relation 

between an end and its means, since willing, and therefore 

believing, consists in the conscious adjustment of means 

to ends. 'All belief', says Bain, 'implicates the order 

of the world; or the ccnnexions between one thing and 

another thing such that the one thing can be explained 
15 as a means to secure the other as an end.' One way of 

13 'rhis work was reissued in 1869 ( 2 vola) as 'A 
New Edition with Notes Illustrative and Critical by 
Alexander Bain ,,. Edited with Additional Notes by John 
Stuart Mill.' For Bain's criticism of James Mill on 
Belief see his notes to ch.ll, 'Belief', together with 
J.S. Mill's criticism of Bain and his father. 

14 A. Bain, 'Belief', ;~ c:p ~- l - ·-$' 

15 Mental and Moral Science, pl382. Note also his 
statement: 'The mental state termed Belief while involving 
the Intellect and the .Peeling, is, in its essential 
import related to Activity, or the Will,' (ibid., p.371). 
Bain on the will see bk.4 of lvlen:fal and Moral Science, 
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verifying a belief on this view would be to see whether 

the action based on the belief resulted in the promised 

end. 

Now this account represents only one side of' 

Bain's theory, 16 but it is the side which Clifford took 

over. But whereas Bain mainly, though not exclusively, 

supports this view on psychological grounds, Clifford 

mainly uses evidence drawn from physiology. Like Spencer 

and Huxley, Clifford believes that a scientific - that 

is, public - account of mind will not deny the existence 

of psychological states, but will regard them as 

expressions or accompaniments of' physiological processes 

16 Bain's theory of belief is, of course, much 
more complex - and confused - than has been suggested 
in the text. ]'or instance the relation between belief 
and action is never clearly stated. Bain includes all 
the following types of action as criteria of belief: 
(i) a belief is that which directly results in action, as 
when a thirsty man drinks water to slake his thirst; 
(ii) a belief is that which can directly lead to action, 
given the opportunity; (iii) a belief is that which can 
lead indirectly to action if: (a) it is possible to act 
on the implications of the belief; (b) if beliefs which 
can be acted upon can be formed by the use of the same 
method; (c) if the premises which lead to the belief can 
be acted upon. See Mental and Moral Science, pp.372-74. 
Again the relation of belief to the will and the intellect 
is not unambiguous: sometimes belief is seen as a motive -
that which leads us to act - and on other occasions as 
s2mething which is caused by motives and accompanies them: 

'Lpleasure7 influences the Will in action or pursuit, which 
carries 'belief with it.' (ibid., p.220). :B'or some of his 
other writings on belief wee The Emotions and the Will 
(1859; 3rd ed., Lond,l875); Logic (2nd ed., 2 vols., Lond. 
1873). Cf. also !li.H. Ji'isch, •Alexander Bain and the 
Genealogy of Pragmatism', Journal of the History of Ideas, 
15, 1954. 
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in the brain. 17 They drew encouragement for this position 

from the work of contemporary and near contemporary 

physiologists on the sensory and motor nerves, the nature 

of reflex action, the structure of the brain, and, par­

ticularly in opencer's case, the evidence for the evol­

utionary development of every part of man from lower 

organisms. 18 In elaborating this view, whatever its 

17 Cf. H. Spencer, The Principles of Psychology 
(2nd ed,, 2 vols., Lond.l870-72). T,H. Huxley, Collected 
Essays: vol.l : 'On the Physical Basis of Life' (1868); 
'On "Descartes' Discourse ... of Seeking Scientific Truth'" 
(1870), 'On the Hypothesis That Animals are Automata and 
Its History' (1874); W.K. Clifford, Lectures and Essays, 
'Philosophy of the Pure Sciences' (1, pp.278-8l; 290-2); 
'Body and Mind' (1874) (2); Seeing and Thinking. Of the 
three Spencer presents the most elaborate account, and the 
ohly one which tries to show the evolutionary development 
of mind, in particular the development of conscious states 
from delays in reflex actions produced by the growing 
complexity of the organism and the types of situations it 
thus encounters. (cf. op.cit., l, esp. pts.) and 4.) His 
psychology is not simply a study of the connections between 
psychological and physiol'"lgical states - what he calls 
aestho-physiology (ibid., ch.4, 'Aestho-physiology')- but, 
as with the other agnostics, the relation between the 
states of mand and the external situations which give 
rise to them, which, of course, makes use of the 

conclusions of aestho-physiology. Spencer's account of 
mental operations does not include a discussion of belief. 

18 For a brief introductory account of nineteenth 
century physiology see E.G. Boring, A Hisyory of 
Experimental Psychology (2nd ed., N.Y.l950), esp. ch.2, 
'Psychophysiology in the first Half of the Nineteenth 
Century', and the references to C. Bell, F. Magendie, 
J, Muller, M. Hall, P. Flourens. 
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general advantages, the agnostics found it difficult to 

be consistent: elements drawn from many different 

theories of the mind-body relationship - double-aspect 

theory, psycho-physical parallelism, epiphenomenalism -

jostle one another in their writings. 19 However, while 

they had difficulty in working out a consistent view of 

the relation between psychological and physiological 

descriptions of the mind, they had no doubt that mental 

states are to be understood in terms closely linked with 

the physiological description of t'e brain processes 

which accompany them. "hat this meant for Clifford is 

that, since all nervous action is either reflex action 

or the evolutionary product of a delayed reflex action, 

conscious states such as knowing and believing, which 

accompany nervous action of the delayed reflex sort, 

are to be seen as the psychological expression of a 

stimulation-response pattern, Bain's theory of belief 

is thus established on a firm physiological basis: for a 

belief when called into consciousness always leads to 

19 E.G. Clifford insists on the parallelism of 
physiological and psychological states but he has no 
hesitation in presenting the two together to make up 
gaps - mainly in the physiological side - if one side 
of the affair is not known clearly. Cf. his discussion 
of voluntary action in 'Right and Wrong: The Scientific 
Ground of Their Distinction', Lectures and Essays,2, 
pp.l53-8. His double aspect view is closely linked with 
his theory that the ultimate element of all reality is 
mind-stuff; cf. 'On the Nature of 'rhings-in-Themsel vee', 
op.cit., 2, 
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action, and the proposition believed is always a statement 

of what is the appropriate action or response given the 

conditions under which one must act or the stimulation 

which leads one to act. 

Finally, by way of introduction, it ought to 

be noted that Clifford's theory of science and morality 

never received systematic treatment. His Lectures and 

Essays(l879), which werepublished posthumously, contain 

drafts of sections of a book he intended to call The 

Creed of Science. 20 What we possess is little more than 

an elaborate though unsystematic outline of the tpeories 

he might have developed in this work. 

II 

On Clifford's view science can be defined in 

several ways, He states at least three definitions: 

(i) science is 'organized commonsense•; 21 

(ii) the domain of science is 'all possible human 
22 

knowledge which can rightly be used to guide human conduct,' 

20 

21 

22 

Cf. Lectures and Essays, 1, pp.?l-2. 

'Body and Mind', op.cit., 2, p.31. 

ibid., p.?O. 



294 
(iii) 'The important point is that science, though 

apparently transformed into pure knowledge, has never yet 

lost its character of being a craft; and that it is not 

the knowledge itself which can rightly be called science, 

but a special way of getting and using knowledge. Namely, 

science is the getting of knowledge from experience on 

the assumption of uniformity in nature, and the use of 

such knowledge to guide the actions of men.• 23 

Of these the third is not only the fullest but 

the most accurate account of Clifford's view of science. 

Science, he says, is not strictly speaking a body of 

knowledge but a ~echnique for gaining and increasing 

knowledge on the basis of present knowledge. Given that 

knowledge or belief is to be defined as a readiness to 

act - or a certain trace in the brain - then the beliefs 

gained by scientific investigation can~ot but help guide 

the conduct of the believer when they are brought or 

called into consciousness. 

To say that the third definition is the most 

accurate of the three is not, however, to say that the 

other two are inaccurate: the point is that the third 

defines the nature of science, while the other two define 

science in terms of what it achieves. ·rhis can be most 

23 'On the Scientific Basis of Morals', op.cit., 
2, p.l09. 
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easily seen with the second definition. If the aim of 

science is to increase our beliefs about the world by 

the use of certain methods, and if, as Clifford maintains, 

these methods are the only means by which this aim can 

be achieved, then the result of scientific enquiry will 

always be 'practical' knowledge. And since all well 

established beliefs have been formed by the rigorous, 

though often unconscious use of the methods of science, 

the past and future achievements of science can be 

represented simply as commonsense, though in scientific 

hands the commonsense which everyone shares and will 

share in the future is presented in a systematic fashion. 

In the next three sections Clifford's reasons 

for this view of science will be considered. This is the 

procedure: firstly, his reasons for rejecting the other 

agnostic view of science are examined, because his theory 

is partly based on the contention that this view is a 

false description of scientific activity and makes its 

possibility depend upon the truth of an unjustifiable 

proposition; secondly, a summary of his theory of mind, 

because of his positive claims about science depend 

upon his analysis, or, more accurately, his analyses of 

belief; thirdly, an attempt to bring together some of 

the main points in the previous sections and to show 

how the general theory of science that results bears 

upon the question of testimony to supernatural happenings. 
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Clifford's most succinct statement of the 

errors of the popular agnostic view is 'The Aim and 

Instrument of Scientific Thought.' (1872). In it he 

maintains that this view asserts that the activity and 

achievements of science are possible because it is true 

both 'that the uniformity of Nature is Ltheoreticalll7 

exact' and 'that it is reasonable'. 24 Examination reveals, 

however, that there is no rational justification for the 

claim that nature is subject to universal laws - which 

is part of the meaning of the statement that nature's 

uniformity is theoretically exact - or that it is reas­

onable -that is, capable of being rationally investi­

gated - if we mean by this that all aspects of nature 

can be explained or, what is different, shown to have 

a cause. Furthermore, the activity of science does not 

rest upon the truth of the statement that nature's uni­

formity is theoretically exact and reasonable. 

Basically Clifford's argument for the first 

point is the familiar one that to justify the claim that 

nature is subject to universal laws we would have to 

transcend our experience. What is novel is the way he 

connects this argument with the distinction he draws 

between mathematically or theoretically exact and practi-

24 'The Aim and Instrument of Scientific 'J:hought', 
op.cit., 1, p.l32. 
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cally exact law statements. 

According to Clifford the assertion that 

nature is subject to universal laws means that in 

principle there exist a set of law statements which are 

absolutely true or, what is the same thing, describe 

the workings of nature in a mathematically exact way. 

The evidence for such a claim is of two sorts, neither 

of which, Clifford argues, provides a logical justification. 

One sort is thrown up by the activity of the scientist: 

for whenever he appears to have falsified a well estab­

lished law statement he almost always finds that the 

experimental result has been produced by the introduction 

of some extraneous factor; 'the more carefully he goes 

to work, the more of the error turns out to belong to 

the experiment.• 25 But all this shows, Clifford argues, 

is that well established law statements are more precise 

descriptions of nature than the conclusions derived by 

particular experiments; the scientist's experience does 

not justify the claim that they are absolutely accurate 

representations of the way the world operates. Another 

line of evidence is found in the history of science: 

'As the discoveries of Galilee, Kepler, Newton, Dalton, 

Cavendish, Gauss, displayed ever new phenomena following 

25 ibid., p.l33. 
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mathematical laws, the theoretical exactness of the 

physical universe was taken for granted.• 26 However, 

we cannot take it for granted because in order to 

justifiably assert that any law statement is theoretically 

exact we would have to know that it is always true, 

and this knowledge appears to be beyond us. 'I do not 

say', Clifford writes, 'that such knowledge is impossible 

to man; but I do say that it would be absolutely 

different in kind from any knowledge that we now possess 

at present.' 27 

Clifford next shows that the universe is not 

reasonable either in the sense that every event can be 

explained or shown to have a cause. 'fhe first point 

depends upon what is meant by explanation. According 

to 6lifford an expl~Dation adds to our knowledge of the 

way the world hangs together by showing how the unknown 

and unfamiliar explicandum is made up of known and 

familiar elements, 28 In this sense of explanation we 

26 ibid., p.l40. 

27 ibid., pl36. Clifford goes on to point out 
that the development of non-euclidean geometries has 
destroyed the claim that geometry provides known universal 
.truths. 

28 Clifford points out {ibid., p.l47) that he is 
opposing Mill's and Spencer's view according to which to 
explain is to show how the expliaandum is an instance of 
a law, Clifford must, of course, oppose this view because 
it suggests that we already know how the world hangs 
together. 
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cannot know whether every natural process can be explained 

unless we can go beyond our actual experience. How 

could we know that there are no simple facts which 

cannot be analysed?, or that there are no processes 

whose elements are and will remain unfamiliar to us? 

Obviously we cannot know, and therefore we are unable 

to justify the assertion that nature is reasonable in 

the sense defined. Clifford illustrates the point with 

the question whether gravitation can be explained: 'The 

attraction may be an ultimate simple fact; ir it may be 

made up of simpler facts utterly unlike anything what 

we know at present; and in either of these cases there 

is no explanation. We have no right to conclude, then, 

that the order of events is always capable of being 

explained,• 29 

What about the statement that every event has 

a cause? This claim, Clifford argues, provides an even 

worse foundation for saying that the natural order can 

be rationally investigated than the one just considered; 

for the word 'cause' in such a statement cannot be given 

a meaning. 'I, at least,' Clifford writes, 'have never 

yet seen any single meaning of the word that could be 

fairly applied to the whole order of nature.• 30 The 

29 

3o 

ibid., p.l49. 

ibid., p.l51. 
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point is not argued but his reasons are probably of 

this sort: if we say that the word 'cause' signifies a 

special quality in causes, what, then, is it? and what 

is the evidence that it exists?; if we say that it names 

a relational feature then the problem is to show what 

this feature is without makihg it so general as to be 

without significance, or so specific that it cannot 

have universal application.3l In view of these diffi-

culties, and considering the way the word is used, the 

true position would appear to be that our concepts of 

cause are just means by which we order the world of our 

experience; 'When we say then that every effect has a 

cause, we mean that every event is connected with some-

thing in a way that might make somebody call that the 

cause of it.•32 In science and philosophy, where 

precision of thought and language is required, the word 

'cause' will not be used, though it 'may yet be of some 

31 Clifford writes: 'Vllien you have made out any 
sequence of events to your entire satisfaction, so that 
you know all about it, the laws involved being so 
familiar that you seem to see how the beginning must 
have been followed by the end, then you apply that as 
a simile to all other events whatever, and your idea of 
cause is determined by it. Only when a case arises, 
as it always must, to which the simile will not apply, 
you do not confess to yourself that it was only a simile 
and need not apply to everything, but you say, 'The 
cause of that event is a mystery which must remain for 
ever unknown to me.' (ibid., p.l50). 

32 ibid.' p.l5l. 
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use in conversation or literature,,33 

As with Mozley's account of the belief in the 

uniformity of nature the question arises: what becomes 

of science if nature's uniformity is not theoretically 

exact or reasonable in the senses discussed? Life Mozley, 

Clifford has an answer, but it is, needless to say, very 

different from the one he presents. 

According to Clifford the answer depends on 

a correct description of the way scientists go about 

their work, If we compare, for example, the activity of 

an engineer with that of a scientist, then it becomes 

clear that the former is generally concerned with problems 

of a sort with which he is well familiar, whereas the 

latter is mainly interested in matters that are new to 

him. 'Both of them make use of experience to direct 

human action; but while technical thought or skill enables 

a man to deal with the same circumstances that he has 

met with before, scientific thought enables him to deal 

with different circumstances that he has never met with 

before.• 34 How does the scientist use past experience 

to explain what is unknown? He assumes that the uniform­

ities or regular connections that he has already observed 

will be manifested in situations he has not previously 

33 'On the Nature of Things-in-Themselves', op. cit., 
2, p.77. 

34 'The Aim and Instrument of Scientific Thought' 
op.cit,, l, p.l28, ' 
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encountered, For example, Spencer is able to predict 

'the changing characters of human nature and human 

society' by assuming that the law of evolution which 

he has observed in 'the development of a kangaroo foetus 

or the movement of the sap in exogens• 35 will hold in 

this previously unexplained field, Clifford sums up 

his position on the aim of scientific thought in this 

way: the aim 'is to apply past experience to new circum­

stances; the instrument is an observed uniformity in 

the course of events. By the use of this instrument 

it gives us information transcending our experience, 

it enables us to infer things that we have not seen from 

things that we have seen; and the evidence for the truth 

of that information depends on our supposing that the 

uniformity holds good beyond our experience.• 36 

But if Mozley is wrong in claiming that scien­

tists gua scientists make no attempt to go beyond their 

experience, his agnostic opponents are also wrong in 

identifying the scientist's quest with the search for 

theoretically exact laws, Empirically the activity of 

science neither depends upon nor requires that it should 

35 

36 

ibid., p.l30. 

ibid., pp.l3l-2. 



be possible in principle to formulate theoretically 

exact law statements, .E'or the scientist it is suf'fic-

ient that he should be able to formulate law statements 

which are precise &lough for experimental purposes; all 

that he requires in order to carry out his work is the 

assumption that he is in possession of law statements 

which are practically universal, 'We assume this kind 

of' universality,' Clifford says on behalf of the scien­

tists, 'and we find that it pays us to assume it.•37 

Finally, if we accept this account of scien­

tific activity, then we are presented with a view of 

the reasonableness of nature. Ji'rom the scientist's 

point of view nature is reasonable in that every time 

he asks a question of nature in terms of the uniformities 

he has observed - is the phenomena an expression of such 

and such a set of laws? - he can expect an answer. Put 

more apologetically: if a reasonable question is defined 

'as one which is asked in terms of' ideas justified by 

previous experience, without itself contradicting that 

experience' then, Clifford says, the order of nature 

may be said to be reasonable in that 'to every reasonable 

question there is an intelligible answer which either 

37 ibid., p.l38. 



we or posterity may know.•38 

Now in examining what Clifford denies science 

to be we have been forced to consider some of his 

positive views. As the title of his paper suggests 

Clifford's positive account of science is of the instru­

mentalist sort: essentially science is a tool to help 

men handle or, what is the same thing, understand pre-

viously unencountered situations. Its justification is 

the same as that which justifies the continued use of 

any tool: namely, it has been found to serve its purpose. 

To understand more fully why and how the tool works in 

this way and the end it serves we must consider Clifford's 

account of the nature and purpose of belief. 

IV 

Like the other agnostics Clifford maintains 

a physic-psychological view of mind: 'The mind I . . . , 
he says in 'Body and Mind', 'is to be regarded as a 

stream of feelings which runs parallel to, and simultan­

eous with, a certain part of the action of the body, 

that is to say, that particular part of the action of 

the brain in which the cerebrum and the sensory tract 

38 ibid., p.l55. 



are excited.'39 His account can be summed up in five 

points. 

]'irstly, the basic principle of all nervous 

activity is that nervous stimulation leads to nervous 

reaction. This is most clearly seen in the case of 

reflex actions where the excitement produced in the 

sensory nerve by the stimulation of a sense organ is 

sent to the brain and immediately and directly trans­

ferred to a motor nerve which causes, as a result of 

the excitement, certain muscular changes. Secondly, 

the conscious states which accompany certain nervous 

activities are of two sorts, the derivative and the 

seemingly spontaneous. The former occurs whenever the 

excitement of the sensory nerve instead of being directly 

transferred to the motor nerve is caught up in the traces 

which previous nervous activities of this and similar 

sorts have established in the brain; the reactions of 

the brain traces to the excitement of this nervous 

energy determines which motor nerve is excited. The 

spontaneous activity of the mind, that which occurs 

without any direct sensory stimulation, arises from the 

brain traces which are always in a state of mild excite­

ment; there is always some part of the brain continually 

39 'Body and Mind', op.cit., 2, p.57. 
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sending 'faint messages which do not actually tell the 

muscles to move, but as it were begin to tell them to 

move, 4° Clifford sums up the physiological side of 

these aspects of the mind in this way: 'There is a 

train of facts between stimulus and motion which may 

be of two kinds: it may be direct or it may be indirect, 

it may go round the loopline or not; and also there is 

a continuous action of the brain even when these steps 

are not taking place in completeness.•41 

Thirdly, all conscious states are the accom­

paniments of the non-reflex nervous activities just 

described. Having a feeling is the clearest and simplest 

example of a conscious state produced by sensory 

stimulation; thinking, particularly the making of a 

judgment or the forming of a belief are examples of 

seemingly spontaneous acts of the brain. 

In this connection it is necessary to note 

that Clifford does not always place the same stress 

upon the physiological correlate of thought. In 'Body 

and Mind' where his aim is to show the parallelism of 

physiological and psychol,gical states, he emphasises 

the physiolclgical accompaniments of thought, and in 

40 

41 

ibid., p.44. 

ibid., pp.45-6. 
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particular shows how the physiological view illuminates 

the true nature of psychological states. In Seeing and 

Thinking, however, the physiological side is not stressed 

q_uite as much; Clifford points out that the physiological 

correlates of thought are largely unknown. 42 In ex­

plaining how thought is generally carried on by means 

of words or general conceptions, and the ability of 

thought to carry us beyond the limits of our own exper­

ience, the emphasis is placed upon the psychological 

rather than the physiological aspect, 'rhe importance 

of this difference in emphasis between the two works 

is that it highlights a difference which has an important 

bearing on his account of belief. 'rhis account is the 

fourth point, 

When belief is viewed in close connection 

with its physiological accompaniments two conseq_uences 

follow, One is that belief can concern only that which 

has stimulated the sense organs; for believing is simply 

~2 E.g. Clifford says: 'What we Call a proposition 
or a statement of fact, is a thing that we remember as 
a sentence with the verb 'is' in it. It is a sort of 
link which combines together not only one sensation with 
one action, but an infinite variety of sensations each 
with its appropriate action. We do not know what the 
physical counterpart of that is. Nobody knows where 
propositions are packed in the brain, but there is every 
reason to suppose that it is somewhere or other in the 
cerebral hemispheres, in the zreat sheet of grey matter 
which lies just inside of our skulls, and that the form­
ation of anything as a proposition in our minds corresponds 
to the formation of certain connections b~tween different 
parts of this sheet of grey matter.• (See~ng and Thipkjng, 
p.l02-03). 
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the psychological expression of excitements in certain 

brain traces that have been established by past sensory 

stimulation-motor response patterns. Secondly, since 

the physiological process of which believing is the 

psychological expression consists in the brain's sending 

faint amounts of nervous energy to the motor nerves, it 

follows that to believe a proposition is to have a 

tendency or readiness to act in a certain way, given 

the appropriate conditions. Physiology then confirms 

the commonsense or Bain's view of belief, Clifford 

clearly puts this view of belief or judgment in 'Body 

and Mind': 'Any beginning of an action is what we call 

a judgment.; ,,. When you say that A is B, you mean 

that you are going to act as if A were B •• , 'rhe assertion 

that the water is frozen implies a bundle of resolves; 

which means, given certain other conditions, I shall go 

and walk upon it. So, then, an act of judgment or an 

assertion of any kind implies a certain incipient action 

of the muscles, not actually carried out at that time 

and place but preparing a certain condition of the mind 

such as afterwards when the occasion comes, will guide 

the action that we shall take up.• 43 

Vfuen, however, thought is regarded more in 

psychological than physiol gical terms, a rather different 

view of belief appears, l!'irstly, since we can believe 

43 'Body and Mind', Lectures and Essays, 2, p.48. 
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propositions about matters which we have not experienced, 

it appears that the field of the believable is not 

limited to what we have experienced but to what in 

principle we can experience as men. Clifford is forced 

to admit this in his account of the conditions under 

which we can believe claims supported by testimony. For 

instance, he argues that he can believe the chemist's 

testimony about chemistry because he knows how he can 

test his claims experientially: 'I have reasonable ground 

for supposing that he knows the truth of what he is 

saying, for although I am no chemist, I c~l be made to 

understand so much of the methods and processes of science 

as make it conceivable to me that, without ceasing to 

be a man, I might verify the statement. I may never 

actually verify the statement, or even see any experient 

which goes towards verifying it; but still I have quite 

reason enough to justify me in believing that the veri-

fication is within the reach of human apparatus and 

powers, and in particular that is has been actually 

performed by my informant.•44 

Secondly, Clifford is forced to draw a dis­

tinction between what we may call genuine and counterfeit 

thought; for since it is possible to think about matters 

44 'The Ethics of Belief', op.cit., 2, p.l97. 
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such as the life of God, the furniture of hell, and so 

on which cannot in principle be experienced here and 

now, there must be thought processes which contain 

statements that cannot be believed, 45 Clifford, without 

commenting on the significance of the distinction, 

describes these counterfeit thoughts or unbelievable 

statements entertained by the mind, conjectures or 

hypotheses. 'Within the range of human action and 

verification', he writes, 'we may form ••• actual beliefs; 

beyond it, only those hypotheses which serve for the 

more accurate asking of questions.•4 6 

The fifth point about Clifford's theory is 

that it is an evolutionary account of mind, The intellect, 

like the moral sense, has developed from its origins in 

primitive man because it is one of the factors that 

contribute to the survival of society in the process of 

natural selection. Other things being equal the society 

will survive and progress in which the members regulate 

their behaviour by careful recollection of the past 

and strict examination of the present; for the needs 

45 Clifford does not say that such sentences are 
meaningless, though occasionally he rejects quite 
meaningful sentences as meaningless: 'if anybody says 
that the will influences matter, the statement is not 
untrue, but it is nonsense.' (~ody and Mind, op.cit.,2,p.56. 

46 'The Ethics of Belief', op.cit,, 2, p.210. 
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of the whole will be thus more efficiently recognized 

and knowledge of the behaviour demanded by the whole 

disseminated throughout the group. For this d~ssemin­

ation to take place it is necessary that each individual 

should be able to understand what is re~uired of him -

for every individual is involved in contributing to or 

damaging the welfare of society - and as a result man's 

community-membership has e~uipped him with a set of 

general conceptions by means of which he can understand 

and perform his moral obligations. With each stage in 

the process of social evolution these general conceptions 

are increased and refined. 

Clifford's moral indignation at the thought of 

a man's regulating his belief by a rule other than the 

agnostic principle is to be seen against this view of 

the social character of the mind. He writes: 'no one 

man's belief is in any case a ]lt.'i vate matter which con­

cerns himself alone. Our lives are guided by that 

general conception of the course of things which has 

been created by society for social purposes. Our words, 

our phrases, our forms and processes and modes of thought, 

are common property, fashioned and perfected from age 

to age ••• Into this, for good or ill, is woven every 

belief of every man who has speech of his fellows. An 

awful privilege, and an awful responsibility, that we 
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should help to create the world in which posterity 

will live. •47 

v 

In terms of his theory of mind we can restate 

Clifford's account of scientific laws, It is necessary, 

however, to bear in mind the tension in his theory of 

belief which arises from his varying emphases upon its 

physiological and psychological character. Vfuere belief 

in law statements is concerned the physiological emphasis 

is most marked, though it is not consistently carried 

through. 

Clifford's position might be expressed in this 

way. If a person can form beliefs only about that which 

he has experienced, it follows that it is not possible 

to believe that the unif~rmity of nature is theoretically 

exact, since the person never experiences anything 

which would produce this belief within him. He does, 

however, experience certain uniformities in nature, 

and he comes to believe that they exist; these beliefs 

will determine his reactions to situations he has yet 

to meet, though, of course, they are not always appropriate. 

47 ibid., p.l82. 
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In other words the person assumes that which has been 

true in the past will be true in the future, and he 

cannot do otherwise; his mind is so constructed that 

he must always act in response to nervous stimulation 

in accordance with past- stimulation-response patterns, 

or not at alL 'The most general of these stimulation-

response patterns are what the scientist regards as 

belief in practically universal law statements. The 

correct analysis of such beliefs, if belief is a readiness 

to act in a certain way, is that 'if you want so-and-so, 

do so-and-so.• 48 'The most abstract statements or 

prepositions in science are to be regarded', Clifford 

writes, 'as bundles of hypothetical maxims packed into 

a portable shape and size.'49 

The scientific thinker is distinguished from 

the technical thinker in that he is primarily interested 

in seeing how far his hypothetical maxims enable him to 

handle nervous stimulations of an unfamiliar sort. If 

he is able to make the appropriate responses in reaction, 

that is, get what he wants even though the situation is 

different from previous situations in which he has 

wanted the same thing, then he can claim to have discovered 

48 'On the Scientific Basis of Morals', ou.cit., 
2, p.l09. 

49 ibid, 
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that an unfamiliar situation is a manifestation of 

certain previously noted uniformities. In this way, by 

assuming the truth of his law statements or by acting 

as if they are true the scientist is able to increase 

our knowledge of the world. He cannot guarantee, of 

course, the truth or falsity of any empirical claim, 

but, scientific activity is not a quest for certainty 

but for information that can be rationally regarded 

as reliableo 

But what information is it ration to accept? 

That, and only that, Clifford replies, which is justified 

by experiential evidence; 'it is wrong always, everywhere, 

and for anyone', he writes in 'The Ethics of Belief', 

'to believe anything upon insufficient evidence.• 50 But, 

a critic might ask, what evidence does the scientist 

have for believing that his law statements are true? 

Here, of course, Clifford's instrumentalism saves the 

day: from a logical point of view the scientist does 

not believe but assumes the practical truth of his law 

statements as a rule. Psychologically and physiologically 

there is, on Clifford's view, no difference between 

believing a proposition and assuming it as a rule, but 

logically there is an important distinction between the 

50 opocito, 2, 186. 
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types of justification required: a proposition adopted 

as a rule does not have to be shown to be true, but only 

to be a satisfactory regulation for the carrying on of 

the activity. l:here can be no doubt that it pays the 

scientist endeavouring to handle new situations or the 

ordinary person in thinkine; about the future to assume 

that nature is practically uniform. For the scientist 

this principle is not one of the truths of science, but 

only one of the means by which science adds to our 

knowledge of the truth. 

The other main rule by which the game of dis­

covery is played is the agnostic principle. Methodolog­

ically it is prior to the belief in nature's uniformity, 

for it regulates, or should do so, the way in which all 

men, including the scientist, establish and use this 

rule to infer other propositions. However, the reason 

for accepting this rule is not that it pays us to do so, 

but that it is morally obligatory upon us, and, presumably, 

that which is morally obligatory is also rational. 

One problem emerges here: if the agnostic 

principle is morally binding upon us, what then is the 

moral and rational attitude towards propositions which 

have to be received on testimony?: 'Are we to deprive 

ourselves of the help and guidance of that vast body of 

knowledge which,..daily growing upon the world, because 



316 

neither we nor any other person can possibly test a 

hundredth part of it by immediate experiment or obser­

vation, and because it would not be completely proved if 

we did?• 51 Of course not, says Clifford. The agnostic 

principle as applied to the evidential value of testimony 

gives rise to three rules which must be observed in 

forming rational beliefs based on this sort of evidence. 

In assessing testimony we must know whether the testifier 

is veracious; whether he has had an opportunity to know 

the truth; and whether he has the ability to recognize 

the truth. In the case of scientific testimony there is 

little difficulty in seeing that these conditions are 

met. With testimony to miracles and other supernatural 

events the ~uestion tends to be confused. Clifford 

therefore shows how to apply these rules to such cases. 

Cli:fford 's accalysis shows, of course, that 

it is contrary to the agnostic principle to accept 

testimony to supernatural happenings. In this section 

of his work - part 2 of 'The Ethics of Belief' - Clifford 

runs his two views of belief together so that in effect 

he establishes two points: firstly, that it is irrational 

to conjecture that the alleged events took place; 

51 ibid.' p.l88. 
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secondly, that the proposition is unbelievable. Only 

the first point has any connection with the agnostic 

principle. 

To begin he argues that when the rules re­

lating to testimony are applied to religious claims we 

find that the witness generally fails on the second 

requirement, and always on the third. We must always 

regard as highly suspect a claim to have witnessed a 

supernatural event because there are no reasonably sharp 

criteria for distinguishing visions from hallucinations, 

or miraculous events from highly unusual happenings. 

Clifford illustrates the point with Mohammed's claims 

to have received the angel Gabriel in the desert: 'What 

means could he have of knowing that the forms which 

appeared to him to be the angel Gabriel was not an 

hallucination, and his apparent visit to Paradise was 

not a dream?• 52 

If this claim is correct then we ought to 

doubt as well whether the person has the ability to 

recognize truth, since this ability entails that the 

person is able to distinguish a divine from a natural 

act. If the witness fails both the second and third 

requirement it would be immoral and irrational to accept 

his testimony. Clifford, however, advances another 

52 ibid., p.lgl. 
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argument to show why the witness cannot meet the third 

requirement; the point depends on his physiological view 

of belief, and results in the claim that the testimony 

is unbelievable. 

Put generally the argument presumes that the 

witness is unable to show us how to test the truth of 

his claims. But, Clifford argues, if he cannot show 

his claim to be true then we cannot know whether he 

has tested what he claims to be true: consequently we 

are unable to say whether he has the ability to recog­

nize truth, for to believe a proposition is to be able 

to act in ways which test its truth. It is possible, 

of course, that the conditions under which he has arrived 

at the belief have somehow exempted him from the usual 

conditions governing believing, but this does not help 

us in deciding whether he has the necessary ability. 

Unless we can answer this question affirmatively it is 

wrong to believe his testimony. Vi/hat Clifford should 

say is that we cannot believe his testimony, but this 

would be to run in the face of, facts. To avoid this he 

presents his two views of belief side by side in his 

statement of the argument as it concerns a supernatural 

visitor whose testimony in the past has been subsequently 

found to be correct. Despite these successes, Clifford 

argues, we are not justified in believing th£3' 'i, 

unverifiable claims because they are at present unver-
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ifiable. He writes: 'Even if my supposed visitor had 

given me such information, subse~uently verified by me, 

as proved him to have means of knowledge about verifiable 

matters far exceeding my own; this would not justify 

me in believing what he said about matters that are not 

at present capable of verification by man. It would be 

ground for interesting conjecture, and for the hope that 

as the fruit of our patient in~uiry, we might by-and-by 

attain to such a means of verification as should rightly 

turn conjecture into belief, For belief belongs to man, 

and to the guidance of human affairs; no belief is real 

unless it guidre our actions, and those very actions 

supply a test of its truth.'53 

VI 

Given the climat~ of opinion it is not surprising 

that contemporary reactions to Clifford's theory of 

science are mainly concerned with 'The Ethics of Belief', 

As might also be expected his critics, along with Clifford, 

fail to recognize or note that he has two doctrines of 

belief. Wace, Ward, and James, all more or less agree 

that 'The Ethics of Belief' represents the agnostic 

principle as the rule 'shun error',54 and all three more 

53 ibid., pp.l92-3. 
54 w. James, 'The Will to Believe' (1896), The Will 
to BeJieye and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy Lend. 
1908), p.l9. ?) 



or less agree that as a principle it would irrationally 

restrain human life. 55 Surely, they ask, it is necessary 

to act on propositions whose truth we have not and often 

cannot fully test? William James, for example, in 'The 

Will to Believe' (1896), a not quite contemporary reaction, 

points out that in social life we often have to believe 

that which cannot be tested in advance - for instance, 

a person's trustworthiness - and which can only be 

tested by first of all believing. How, he asks, can we 

rationally rule out the possibility that religious 

propositions fall into the same category'? We cannot: 

'I, therefore, for one cannot see my way to accepting 

the agnostic rules for truth seeking, or wilfully agree 

to keep my willing nature out of the game. I cannot 

do so for this plain reason, that a rule of thinking 

which would absolutely prevent me from acknowledging 

certain kinds of truth if those kinds of truth were 

55 H. Wace writes: 'In a word, if we are to be 
guided by the experience of mankind, :B'ai th and not 
Science must determine the practical order of life. 'fhe 
Just according to Prof. Clifford shall live by Doubt, 
But the lesson alike of ordinary life and of the Scriptures 
is that the Just shall live by Faith.' (op.cit., p.48.) 
-liard says: 'I contend then as for a most obvious matter 
of fact, that on a large number of subjects, men arrive 
at a sure, certain personal knowledge of truth, often 
without instituting any kind of 'inquiry', and almost 
universally without going through any 'intellectual 
process' whatever, which thEWdeliberately intend or of 
which they themselves are even aware.' (op.cit., p.536). 



really there would be an irrational rule.• 56 

This type of criticism presumes that Clifford 

means by believing a mental state distinct from the 

mental states of conjecturing, knowing, assuming, and 

so on. In part, of course, this is true, and there is 

much in 'The Ethics of Belief', particularly in his 

discussion of testimony, to support this interpretation. 

However, it is also true that Clifford sometimes writes 

as if there is no vital distinction between believing, 

knowing, thinking and so on. What does he mean by 

belief in 'The Ethics of Belief'? As has already been 

suggested Clifford holds both views together: sometimes 

he stresses one, sometimes the other, and often he 

presents them both side by side. It is unlikely, however, 

despite what he says to the contrary, that Clifford 

thinks of the ethics of' belief in terms of the rule 

'shun error'; a more accurate description, one which 

fits in with his overall view of science, is 'believe 

truth'. Clifford would have no difficulty in seeing the 

distinction James draws between these two rules, but 

he would find it difficult to understand that the dis­

tinction has to be made for the benefit of those who 

might be corrupted by his views. 

56 W. James, op.cit., p.28. 
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Clifford's confusion about the nature of 

belief to which \lace and Ward - not James 51 obli.guely 

draw attention is part of a much wider problem in his 

thought. It reflects the tensions in his theory of 

mind between the psychological and physiological elements. 

Some of the difficulties he faces as a result are 

remarkably like those which Mansel considers in his 

doctrine of negative thoughts. But these difficulties, 

together with the problem of what exactly is meant by 

a belief and action - is belief that which is acted 

upon? or that which leads to action?; if the latter, 

where does the belief end and the action begin and end? -

the question what sort of novelty characterizes the 

situations with which the scientist concerns himself, 

57 While Wace and dard are primarily concerned 
to refute Clifford, and then to present their positive 
views - a task which they performed in many places -
James really deals with Clifford and Huxley in order to 
introduce his view about the conditions which should 
govern belief. :B'or this reason James takes Clifford's 
statement at face value, though he was well aware of 
the various elements which compose Clifford's theory of 
mind and belief; cf. 'The Psycholr,gy of Belief', Mind, 
14, 1889, which forms the basis of ch.21, 'The Perception 
of Reality', The Principles of Psychology (1890). It 
is worth noting that James maintains that beliefs about, 
say, a providential God pass the Bain test: 'I myself 
believe, of course, that the religious hypothesis gives to 
the world an impression which specifically determines 
our reactions, and makes them in large part unlike what 
they would be on a purely naturalistic scheme.' 'The 
Will to Believe', op.cit., p.29 ft.nt.) 
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since in a sense every situation is novel, all remain 

unsettled, 

It would be a mistake, however, to end on a 

critical note. Given the intellectual climate and the 

time at his disposal, Clifford's theory of science is 

a considerable achievement: though it produced problems 

of its own, it suggested means by which the Mozleys 

might be dealt with, and more importantly, it suggested 

that a theory of science should be rooted in a description 

of the way scientific activity actually proceeds. 



THE SCIENCE OF ETHICS 



While these writers [Darwin, Spencer, Stephen] 
dirrer in their account or moral lire, and in 
their derinition or the ethical end, they are 
at one on the question or method. The rerorm 
in ethical method which they, and the 'school' 
constituted by their rollowers, seek in common 
to introduce is, in words, the same as Kant's 
rerorm or metaphysical procedure, namely, to 
make it 'scientiric'. Previous ethical 
theories, they say, have been either 'empirical' 
or 'a priori'. Neither method is the true one. 
Apply t.he principle or Evolution to the 
phenomena of moral life, as it has already been 
applied to the phenomena of physical lire and 
inorganic nature, and the former, equally with 
the latter, will fall into order and system. 
Morality, like Nature, has evolved; and neither 
can be understood except in the light or its 
evolution. 

J. Seth 
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is primarily concerned with the foundations of ethics, 

not the superstructure. The ethical scientist analyses 

and explains the basic moral conceptions used by the 

morally mature adult; he is not concerned with the task 

of applying them in concrete situations. However, while 

he makes no direct contribution to the problems of 

casuistry he can help indirectly by ruling out as 

irrelevant certain types of moral reasonings, such as, 

for example, those based on allegedly revealed laws.8 

Another feature worth noticing is the prominence 

Clifford gives to conscience. Like many of his Christian 

opponents he regards conscience as the primary moral 

fact from the individual's point of view.9 It occupies 

this place because it is largely responsible for the 

individual's awareness of right and wrong as well as 

being the chief motive for right conduct and the activ­

ities of praising and blaming. Not unnaturally Clifford 

commences his account of the science of ethics by study­

ing conscience; however, one of the results of this 

study is that conscience is seen not to be the primary 

8 Clifford more or less takes for granted the 
distinction between the ethical scientist and the casuist, 
but his friend F. Pollock in 'The Casuistry of Common 
Sense• and 'Ethics and Morals' carefully distinguishes 
between a theory of the nature and foundations of morality 
(ethics) and the theory of moralizing or casuistry (morals). 
Cf. his Essais in Jurisprudence and Ethics (Lond. 1882), 
esp. pp.261- 8; and pp.294-95. 

9 cr. P• 



333 

moral fact; objectively, if not subjectively, rightness 

occupies this place. 

Finally, we must note that Clifford's science 

is necessarily sketchy. He believed that he was one of 

the early workers in the field, but it is likely that 

his essays represent only his first pioneering thoughts. 

Certainly his position receives little more than an 

outline treatment and not a very systematic one at that. 

For the historian this obviously poses certain problems: 

it means that he must present Clifford's position as he 

thinks best; it also means that difficulties in his 

theory must be suggested rather than discussed at length. 

It might be thought, considering these limitations, 

that Clifford is not particularly worthwhile studying 

and this might be true were it not for the fact that 

Clifford is a member of a school. Viewed in this way 

Clifford's writings are interesting, despite their limit­

ations, for they help to reveal the diversity and growth 

of agnostic ethical sciences.10 

10 This fact alone probably does not exhaust the 
interest of Clifford's work. I have not investigated 
the matter but I suspect that Clifford's use of Darwin's 
The Descent of Man has resulted in a confusion of their 
moral theories; and it is more than likely that Clifford's 
work on ethics and the nature of science has exercised 
some influence in legal theory through the work of 
Pollock. 
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II 

Conscience, according to Clifford, is one of 

the central facts of the moral life; indeed its position 

is so important that ethics can be defined in terms of 

it. He commences 'The Scientific »asia of Morals' with 

this definition 'By Morals or Ethic I mean the doctrine of 

a special kind of pleasure or displeasure which is felt 

by the human mind in contemplating certain courses of 

conduct, whereby they are felt to be right or wrong, and 

of a special desire to do the right things and avoid the 

wrong ones. The pleasure or displeasure is commonly 

called the moral sense; the corresponding desire might 

be called the moral appetite. These are facts existing 

in the consciousness of every man who need L-b~7 considered 

in this discussion, and sufficiently marked out by their 

names; they need no further definition.• 11 Because of 

the significance of conscience Clifford constructs his 

science by first of all examining conscience and then the 

other essential features of the moral life which are 

related to it. 

In Clifford's account of man conscience has two 

basic functions: it provides the materials for moral 

11 
p.l06. 

'The Scientific Basis of Morals', op.cit., 2, 
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judgments, and it motivates the individual to what he 

believes to be right.behaviour. Both functions result 

from the conscience's being a set of feelings. 12 Because 

the task of conscience is to feel in response to moral 

stimuli it must be distinguished from reason or that 

aspect of the mind which registers, gathers, and repre­

sents the feelings that come in from the various senses. 

In gathering together and representing the mass of 

moral feelings by verbal signs the reason, or set of 

feelings called reason, makes moral judgments; their 

purpose is to make moral act~on easier by considering 

the stimulation and desire of the moment against the 

experience of past moral activity. Clifford writes: 

•conscience is an instinctive desire for those things 

which conduce to the welfare of society; intellect is 

an apparatus for connecting sensations and action, by 

means of a symbolic representation of the external world, 

framed in common and for common purposes by the social 

intercourse of men.• 13 

The second function of conscience arises from 

the fact that to have a feeling is to have a tendency 

or desire or motive to act in response to that which 

12 

13 

On his doctrine of feelings of. P• 

'Cosmic Emotion', op.cit., 2, p.283. 
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causes the feeling. Whatever moral stimulus arouses 

conscience determines us through this feeling to act in 

response to it; the intended action will be what the 

individual considers right in the circumstances, but 

whether the desire will have its way depends on certain 

other factors such as the memory of past experiences of 

a similar sort. However if conscience does not always 

have its way, it always inclines us to do right. Put 

generally, conscience in this aspect is 'the whole aggre­

gate of our feelings about actions as being right or 

wrong regarded as tending to make us do the right actions 

and avoid the wrong ones.•14 

Now this account of conscience raises two 

questions: how are moral feelings distinguished from 

other feelings, and what distinguishes the pleasure of 

moral approval from the pleasures of other types of 

feelings. Clifford answers neither question. The most 

that he is prepared to say is that moral feelings differ 

from (say) intellectual feelings in terms of their 

function, and that the difference is to be explained by 

reference to the ways in which they have developed. 

Beyond this point it is not possible to go: 'We must 

assume that everybody knows what these words mean; the 

14 'Right and Wrong', op.cit., 2, p.l30. 
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feelings they describe may be analysed or accounted for, 

but they cannot be more exactly defined as feelings.• 15 

Starting from what he takes to be the facts 

of everyman's consciousness Clifford asks why has man 

developed a set of moral feelings? He asks why rather 

than how: because he believes .that Darwin has shown in 

The Descent of Man' that man's moral sense and his intellect 

have developed because their development served an end, 

viz., man's survival as a member of society. In order 

to properly understand Clifford's teaching on this 

question we must first of all see what Darwin has to say. 

According to Darwin conscience is a particular 

compound of mental feelings which result from the com­

position of certain instincts and mental features that 

man shares in common with the higher animals. Man's 

social instinct and his reasoning power are the two 

basic constituents of his conscience. Because of his 

social instinct man desires the company of his fellows 

and their well being. This desire for the welfare of 

his kin is progressively strengthened and sharpened by 

the growth of man's intellectual ability. On the one 

hand this growth enables the individual to recall past 

actions and thus to feel shame and remorse for behaviour 

15 
p.107. 

'The Scientific Basis of Morals', op.cit., 2, 
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which has been contrary to the sympathetic promptings 

of his social instinct; on the other it makes possible, 

through the development of language, a more precise 

knowledge of what is entailed in the individual's desire 

to be with his fellows. There is every reason to think, 

Darwin claims, that conscience has developed out of 

these elements into an established feature of the mind 

that inclines man to seek the continuing existence and 

health of his fellows or, what is exactly the same thing, 

the· · general good of their society.16 

This account explains the general character of 

conscience but not why such a faculty should have con­

tinued to exist and develop once it appeared in man. 

The answer to this problem, Darwin says, is to be found 

in the process of natural selection; for the conditions 

which give rise to this process have been present in the 

development of conscience. In primeval times variations 

occured between tribes in the degree to which they could 

command the allegiance of their members. Furthermore, 

conflicts between tribes inevitably oocured because they 

naturally tended to increase in numbers and thus needed 

16 For the argument see The Descent of Man, 
chs. 3 and 4. Darwin's definition of the general good 
is: 'The term, general good, may be defined as the rearing 
of the greatest number of individuals in full vigour and 
health, with all their faculties perfect, under the 
conditions to which they are subjected.'~., p.l21. 
H~ ~ts this definition forward in opposition to John 
M~l s hedonistic utilitarianism; cf.ibid. 
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more food in order to survive. Now in these conflicts, 

other things being equal, the tribe whose members have 

a strong conscience will succeed against tribes whose 

members have a weaker inclination to put the common 

good before their own individual interests; for the 

former will fight as one man against a less united and 

therefore less efficient enemy.17 Add to this the likeli­

~ that mental and moral attributes are transmitted by 

inheritance, then it follows that tribes of men will 

probably develop with ever stronger and more sensitive 

moral senses in their members.18 To sum up: the explan­

ation why conscience as we know it has developed is that 

it was one of the elements making for the success of 

modern man's tribal ancestors in the battle for tribal 

survival. 

Is natural selection still a factor in deter-

17 Darwin writes: 'A tribe including many members 
who from possessing a high degree Lmoral qualities7 ••• 
were always ready to aid one another, and to sacrrfice 
themselves for the common good, would be victorious over 
most other tribes and this would be natural selection. 
At all times throughout the world tribes have supplanted 
other tribes; and as morality is one important element 
in their success, the standard of morality and the number 
of well-endowed men will thus everywhere tend to rise and 
increase.• ibid., p.l32. 

18 Darwin, unlike Spencer (cf. Principles of 
Psychology, 1, p.422,) has reservations about the inher­
itance of moral qualities -why are not senseless customs, 
superstitions, and tastes transmitted (cf. ~·· p.l24) -
but he finds no 'inherent improbability' in the doctrine. 
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mining the moral sense of civilized man? According to 

Darwin, only to a limited extent, and;then it concerns 

t~e individual rather than the race to which he belongs.19 

By process of natural selection the evil and morally weak 

are weeded out and are thus prevented from passing their 

qualities on to plague posterity. In civilised societies 

the forces which work for the further development and 

refinement of man's moral sense are different from those 

which primarily explain its persistence and development in 

early times. They include, according to Darwin, 'the 

approbation of our fellow-men - the strengthening of our 

sympathy by habit - example and imitation - reason -

experience and even self-interest - instruction among 

youth, and religious feelings.• 20 

With this account Clifford is in general though 

not complete agreement. He certainly accepts Darwin's 

explanation of the development of conscience in primeval 

society; in 'Right and Wrong' he summarises chapters two 

and three of !he Descent of Man because they contain 'the 

simplest and clearest and most profound philosophy that 

has ever been written upon this subject.• 21 His summary 

19 

20 

21 

Cf. ibid., pp.l37-38. 

ibid. 

op.cit., 2, p.l66. 
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is: 'In these chapters it appears that just as most 

physical characteristics of organisms have been evolved 

and preserved because they were useful to the individual 

in the struggle for existence against other individuals 

and other species, so this particular feeling has been 

evolved and preserved because it is useful to the tribe 

or community in the struggle for existence against other 

tribes, and against the environment as a whole. The 

function of conscience is the preservation of the tribe 

as a tribe.• 22 

Of the three points of disagreement the first 

is safely described as a difference of style or presen­

tation. In Clifford's hands Darwin's position is more 

sharply defined than it is in the Descent of Man. Un­

doubtedly this di,fference reflects in part a difference 

in aims; one of its consequences, however, is that 

questions which Darwin appears to ignore or leave open 

are firmly answered by Clifford, 23 A more important 

difference concerns the major social unit to which the 

22 ibid., pp.l66-67 

23 For example it is not clear from Darwin's 
discussion whether he thinks that there are any self­
regarding virtues, He points out that with primitive 
peoples other-regarding attitudes are highly esteemed 
and self-regarding attitudes are not praised, though in 
civilized races they are encouraged; (op.cit., pp.ll6-19). 
Clifford on the other hand uses the theory of the evolution 
of the moral sense to show 'that there are no self­
regarding virtues properly so called.' (op.cit., 2, p.l72.) 
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conscience is directed: Darwin speaks of the tribe 

whereas Clifford came to prefer the conception of the 

commune. The third point of difference, which is related 

to the second, is the place of natural selection in 

determining the moral sense of civilized man: Clifford 

believes that it is still the major factor at work. 

Clifford's view of the major unit of. social 

evolution is the result of Darwin's statements and, 

later, the work of Maine and de Laveleye. In his first 

article, 'The Scientific Basis of Morals', which was 

written with one eye on The Descent of Man, Clifford 

follows Darwin. 'The word tribe' he writes, 'is here 

used to mean a group of that size which in the circumstances 

considered is selected for survival or destruction ~ 

group.• 24 In later articles, however, Clifford uses 

'tribe' to name one form of social group rather than the 

major social unit to which conscience is directed. 'It 

is clear•, he claims in 'Right and Wrong', 'that at 

different times men may be divided into groups of greater 

or less extent - tribes, clans, families, nations, 

towns.• 25 

24 
p.112. 

25 

One likely reason for the change is that the 

'The Sciantific Basis of Morals', op.cit., 2, 

op.cit., 2, p.169. 



I 3 4 '-

concept of the tribe is not a very useful one when it 

comes to understanding modern societies, and Clifford, 

unlike Darwin, wants to say that what has determined 

conscience in the past still determines it today. 

Another reason is that Clifford became aware of the 

attempts of Maine and de Laveleye to describe primitive 
iNfO 26 

societies and their development Jrf modern social forms. 

Their view of the commune as the primitive and elementary 

social unit provided Clifford with the more precise 

concept that he needed for his science. Thus he writes 

in 'The Ethics of Religion': 'The labours of students of 

the early history of institutions -notably Sir Henry 

Maine and M. de Laveleye - have disclosed to us an 

element of society which appears to have existed in all 

times and places, and which is the basis of our own 

social structure. The village community, or commune, or 

township, found in tribes of the moat varied race and 

time, has so modified itself as to get adopted in one 

place or another to all the different conditions of 

26 Clifford does not refer to any specific work 
but the following illustrate what he has in mind: 
H.S. Maine, Lectures on the Early History of Institutions 
(Lond. 1875), esp. ch.3; Emile de Laveleye, 'The 
Provincial and Communal Institutions of Belgium and 
Holland' in J.W. Probyn (ed.), Cobden Club Essays: 
Local Government and Taxation (Lond. 1875). 
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human existence.• 27 

According to Maine and de Laveleye the commune 

is at first a nomadic group composed of related families. 

Later, when the commune ceases to be nomadic and settles, 

the basis of membership is no longer kinship but occupancy 

of the common land, From this stage there results by 

development various forms of communitrand village life, 

'The great steps in the scale of transition seem to me•, 

Maine writes, •to be marked by the Joint-Family of the 

Hindoos, by the House-Community of the Southern Sclavon­

ians, and by the true Village-Community as it is found 

first in Russia and next in India,• 28 Further developments 

include the coming together of various communes to form 

ever increasing social groups such as clans, counties, 

and nations. However, in the formation of these larger 

social groups the primitive elements of society remain 

basically unchanged. This, as least, is what de Laveleye 

believes, and from this belief he draws the political 

conclusion - which Clifford appears to accept29 - that 

the larger group, particularly the state, must recognize 

27 

28 

op.cit., 2, p.238. 

H.S. Maine, op.cit,, p.78. 

29 See •The Influence Upon Morality of a Decline 
in Religious Belief', op.cit,, 2, p.250. 
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the freedom of the commune to govern itself. '"The 

Commune"', he wri tea, quoting Royer Collard, '"is like 

the family, prior to the State; the political law finds 

it and does not crea~ it." • 30 

To this view of the character and development 

of societies Clifford adds the belief that social devel-

opment has largely been and will continue to be by means 

of natural selection amongst communes and collections of 

communes. Just as in the past the moral sense of man 

determines and is determined by the process of natural 

selection between communes and collections of communes. 

The clearest statement of this position is found in 

'Right and Wrong' where it is linked with certain utopian 

views about the evolutionary process as a progress. He 

writes: 'If a certain number of clans are struggling for 

existence, that portion of the conscience will be devel­

oped which tends to the preservation of the clan; so, 

if towns or families are struggling, we shall get a 

moral sense adapted to the advantage of the town or the 

family, In this way different portions of the moral 

sense may be developed at different stages of progress. 

Now it is clear that for the purpose of the conscience 

30 de Laveleye, op.cit., p.255. 
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the moral community at any time then will mean a group 

of that size and nature which is being selected for 

survival as a whole. Selection may be going on at the 

same time among many different kinds of groups. And 

ultimately the moral sense will be composed of various 

portions relating to various groups, the function or 

purpose of each portion being the advantage of that group 

to which it relates in the struggle for existence. Thus 

we have a sense of family duty, of municipal duty, of 

national duty, and of duties towards all mankind.'3l 

Having shown why man as we know him has and 

will continue to have a moral sense Clifford next claims 

that this explanation also tells us what form the perfectly 

constructed conscience ought to take. Since conscience 

has continued to exist and develop because it is useful 

to man in society it follows, Clifford believes, that 

the function of conscience will always be to direct man 

to that which serves the well being of society. Whether 

this is Darwin's view is hard to say, but Clifford 

teaches it clearly: 'The function of conscience is the 

preservation of the tribe as a tribe. And we shall 

rightly train our conscience if we learn to approve those 

31 op.cit., 2, pp.l69-70. 
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actions which tend to the advantage of the community in 

the struggle for existence.•32 It does not occur to 

Clifford that this step in his argument needs any defence. 

To sum up; the general truth that emerges 

from the study of the development of everyman's moral 

sense is 'the sole and supreme allegiance of conscience 

to the community.'33 Put another way, this truth, 'the 

first principle of natural ethics•,34 means that the 

feelings which compose conscience are always aroused by 

actions which have some bearing on the continuing existence 

of the social group; and the actions to which it inclines 

the individual always have some significance for the 

continuing well-being of society. Using this principle 

Clifford develops most of the remaining features of his 

ethical science, viz., the nature of right and moral 

responsibility. 

'Right', Clifford teaches, 'is an affair of the 

community and must not be referred to anything else.• 35 

By this he means that statements of what is right or 

~ 1y obligatory are always statements about the type of 

ibid., p.l67. 

ibid., p.l72. 

ill· 
td., P:P'l71 
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conduct and character that make for the continuing 

well-being of society. This view follows directly from 

his account of conscience and the commonsense principle 

that what conscience approves is right and what it 

disapproves wrong. 

This conclusion is of great importance to 

Clifford's science on two accounts: firstly it shows 

that rightness can be studied scientifically; secondly, 

it enables him to claim his theory as the science of 

ethics, because it can now be shown that moral laws are 

amongst the scientific laws which govern the welfare of 

society. Like scientific laws, ethical maxims are 

derived from experience, the experience of community 

needs, on the assumption that what has been true of these 

needs in the past will continue to be true in the future. 

Furthermore, Clifford claims, there is no difficulty in 

seeing that moral laws are hypothetical statements like 

all other scientific generalizations. According to 

Clifford the correct analysis of an ethical maxim is: 

if you wish to remain a member of society then you must 

do this ••• which conduces to the welfare of the group. 

The correctness of this analysis, he argues, is uhown by 

the consequences of moral disobedience: the person is 

punished by being cut off from the fellowship of the 

community -killed, deported, imprisoned, shunned - or, 
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at the very least, he suffers the remorse of conscience 

which makes him feel alienated from his fellows. It is 

true, of course, that moral laws differ from other 

scientific generalizations in that they can be disobeyed, 

but this difference, Clifford believes, leaves their 

scientific status unaffected.3 6 

Now Clifford's presentation of his doctrine 

of right is not limited to these very general remarks 

about its nature and the scientific character of ethical 

maxims. His position is more complex than that. One 

problem in expounding these other aspects of his theory 

is that they are not presented systematically in 

connection with his main claims about rightness. For 

the purpose of exposition we can overcome this difficulty 

by considering these ramifications of his doctrine as 

his answers to three naive objections to his general 

theory of rightness. 

Firstly, Clifford's account suggests that there 

are no eternal and immutable moral laws, since communities 

change and so, presumably, do the moral demands they 

make upon their members. Secondly, the claim that con­

science is the proper means for distinguishing right from 

36 See 'The Scientific Basis of Morals', 
op.cit,, 2, pp.ll9-20. 
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wrong suggests that even within any one community there 

are no generally binding moral rules; for each society 

contains members with many different types of conscience. 

Thirdly, Clifford's account of right is inadequate 

because it has nothing to say about moral laws of an 

inter-community kind. In presenting the answers that 

Clifford provides or might have provided to these objections 

we can come to see how he defended, qualified, and 

applied his position. 

In answer to the first objection Clifford draws 

a distinction between moral laws' being eternal and 

immutable and their being practically constant. He 

happily concedes the first position as incompatible with 

his ethical science, but denies that he must also reject 

the second. The reasons why he wishes to maintain that 

moral laws are fairly constant and common to many societies 

are probably tied up with his beliefs about their 

scientific character and the immorality of religious 

believing. Concerning the former: to admit that ethical 

maxims change with changes in the community might be 

regarded as threatening their scientific status; for 

scientific laws, on Clifford's view, are practically 

universal in their scope, whereas moral laws on this 

admission are not of universal significance. And as it 

is essential to moral science that ethical maxims be 

scientific laws, to cast doubt on their scientific status 
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is to jeopardize the possibility of a science of ethics. 

Another and quite different reason for his view is that 

if it is allowed that moral laws change then it might 

be argued that at certain periods it has been right, 

or at least notwrong, not to use the agnostic principle 

in forming beliefs, especially religious beliefs, and 

this conclusion Clifford cannot tolerate. 

However in arguing that ethical laws remain 

practically constant Clifford does not deny that moral 

systems undergo change. Such changes, he holds, do not 

concern the moral laws but the whole complex of rules and 

precedents which guide the application of the moral law 

to specific situations. It is not at all clear how 

Clifford would go about drawing the line between that 

part of a moral system which remains fairly constant and 

that which undergoes change.37 His general position on 

the constancy of moral laws is well presented in 'The 

Ethics of Religion' where, in arguing against the social 

casastrophism involved in the view that the Roman Catholic 

37 Clifford (op.cit., 2, p.249, ft.nt.2) like 
Darwin (op.cit., p.ll7, ft.nt.31) was influenced by an 
~nymous article on the 'Natural History of Morals', 
North British Review where (cf.p.374) it is argued against 
Buckle that only a part of morality remains constant, 
vis., the basic maxims, and that the rest of the moral 
system undergoes great changes; the whole article is an 
anticipation of the views found in Darwin and Clifford. 
(of. the summary on p.402). 



priesthood has sometimes been a blessing to society,38 

he says: 'It seems more analogous to what we find in 

other fields of enquiry to suppose that there are certain 

broad principles of human life which have been true all 

along; that certain conditions have always been favourable 

to the health of society, and certain other conditions 

always hurtful,,39 

Clifford's answer to the second objection makes 

use of a Thomistic distinction between the correctly 

and incorrectly formed conscience. 40 In any society it 

is obvious that there is going to be a variety of types 

of consciences, and some, perhaps all, need improvement. 

Yet irrespective of any deficiencies that a conscience 

may possess the individual is obliged to heed its prompt­

ings even though it suggests that which is not objectively 

right. 41 To discover what is objectively right we must 

examine the directions of the correctly formed conscience, 

or the one which fulfills its function best. The problem 

is to recognize this moral sense. Clifford's solution is 

38 

39 

Of. 'The Ethics of Religion', op.oit., 2, p.235. 

ibid., p.236. 

40 Pollock points out in the Introduction that 
Clifford knew quite a deal of Thomistic philosophy; 
op.cit., 1, pp.31 and 35. On Aquinas, of, F. Copleston, 
Aquinas (Harmondsworth, 1957), p.220. 

41 (The Scientific Basis of Morals', op.cit., l,p.l07. 



that the best moral sense is the one that consistently 

seeks the welfare of society, but this, as Clifford 

admits, is not a very useful criterion; for the necessary 

information is hard to obtain, at least in any detail. 

'If we choose to learn by the analogy of an individual 

organism,' he writes, •we may see that no permanent or 

final answer can be given, because the organism groWlll 

in consequence of the struggle Lto surviv~7 and develops 

new wants while it is satisfying the old one.• 42 Still 

Clifford has no doubt that a sufficient outline can be 

constructed, and his attempts to show this are valuable 

for the light they :throw on the adequacy of his ethical 

science. 

Clifford draws out what is necessary for the 

welfare of society or what is right in two ways: negatively 

by showing what is not necessary, and positively by 

arguing for two types of right conduct. On the negative 

side Clifford develops his doctrine of right by rejecting 

hedonistic utilitarianism and religious theories of 

right. Against the former he argues that societies 

survive because all their members are working efficiently, 

and not because they are all hapoy. It is probably true 

that societies which survive will increase in general 

42 'Right and Wrong', op.cit., 2, p.l?O. 



happiness, but the happiness is not in fact a necessary 

condition of group survival. 'No doubt', he writes, 

'happiness will in the long run accrue to the community 

as a consequence of right conduct; but the right is 

determined independently of the happiness, and as Plato 

says, it is better to suffer wrong than to do wrong.• 43 

Ethical science rejects religious theories of 

right because they oppose the view that right is an 

affair of the community by identifying or connecting 

right with the will or character of the deity.44 Unlike 

utilitarianism the error in such views is not one which 

will be overcome in a practical way at some future time. 

The reason is that such views of right are invariably 

associated with institutionalized religion with a caste 

of priests possessing sacramental or magical powers. 

Once religion in this sense becomes established in a 

society then morality is undermined; conscience, which 

is best strengthened by the individual's own cultivation 

of it, is weakened and inhibited by priestly interference; 

and right living is threatened by the priests' appeal to 

a revealed morality, since they attach the notion of right 

'to a lifeless code of rules instead of being the 

43 

44 

ibid., p.l73. 

Cf. ibid., pp.l71-72. 
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informing character of a nation.•45 Clifford finds 

support for these views in the recent history of priest­

ridden continental countries where moral and social 

progress is inevitably connected with a strong anti­

clericalism. All told, Clifford concludes, 'I can find 

no evidence that seriously militates against the rule 

that the priest is at all times and in all places the 

enemy of all men - sacerdos semper ubique et omnibus 

inimini cus • • 4 6 

Positively, Clifford develops his account of 

right by showing why the welfare of society always requires 

that the members of the society be veracious and form 

their beliefs by the agnostic principle.47 His arguments 

are an amalgam of commonsense observations and certain 

undeveloped and unsubstantiated views about the nature 

of society. Other things being equal a society in wllich 

men are veracious is likely to be an efficient society 

because its members can trust one another. Similarly a 

society in which men live by the agnostic principle will 

be likely to survive because their method of believing 

45 

46 

'The ethics of Religion•, op.cit., 2, p.227. 

ibid., p.237. 

47 On veraciousness see 'Right and Wrong•, op.cit., 
2, pp.l73-76; on the agnostic principle, 'The Ethics of 
Belief', op.cit., 2, pp.l77-88, 



preserves and increases the civilizing tradition of 

scientific knowledge. '.l:hese observations, however, 
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provide no firm foundation for saying that all men ought 

to be agnostic believers and veracious because it is 

possible, for all we know by observation, that the same 

beneficial effects could be attained if only half of the 

population act as Clifford wishes. To place his claims 

on afirmer footing Clifford supports these empirical 

observations with the doctrine that 'society is an 

organism and man in society is part of an organism ••• 

in so far as some portion of the nature of man is what 

it is for the sake of the whole- society.•48 Now what 

this theory amounts to in detail we cannot say but it 

involves at least these two points: one, that society has 

no favourites: to each man it gives equally the gifts 

,,of the form of conscience and intellect, and from each 

it demands exactly the same service; two, any change in 

those aspects of man's nature which are the gifts of 

society which is not in the direction of the sake of the 

whole is directly opposed to and encourages behaviour 

contrary to the commonweal. Because of the first point 

it follows that if it is necessary for the welfare of 

society that some men be veracious and scientific believers 

48 'Right and Wrong, op.cit., 2, p.l69. 
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then aLl ought to be. The second point provides the 

explanation:· individual acts of deceit:·and credulity are 

wrong because they inevitably influence men to act agsint 

the common welfare. A good example of Clifford's use of 

this latter point occurs in 'The Ethics of Belief' where 

he claims that a credulous belief 'is sinful because it 

is stolen in defience of our duty to mankind. That duty 

is to guard ourselves from such beliefs as from a pesti­

lence, which may shortly master our own body and then 

spread to the rest of the town. What would be thought of 

one who, for the sake of sweet fruit, should deliberately 

run the risk of bringing a plague upon his family and his 

neighbours?• 49 The main problem in this line of reasoning 

is that the social theory which is used to support it 

exists only in embryonic form.5° 

We can now consider the third objection. What 

moral laws, if any, should govern the relations between 

different societies?51 Clifford's answer is not a simple 

49 'The Ethics of Belief', op.cit., 2, p.l84. 

50 It is not unlikely that Clifford was influenced 
By J. Morley's On Compromise (1874) in depicting the evil 
that follows a casual or inconsistent policy in forming 
beliefs. 

51 Of, p. where Sidgwick's presentation of this 
objection is discussed. 



one. One strand in his teaching leads to the conclusion 

that there are only two laws: in cases of conflict 

between communities the members of each are mora1ly 

bound to put down the other society, whilst in cases of 

co-operation or peaceful co-existence the members of 

each society are to act in ways not contrary to the 

welfare of the other community. Now one of the difficulties 

with this view is that in conflicts between barbaric and 

divilized societies the triumph of the former is, said 

to be right; and such a conclusion suggests that Clifford's 

position allows for no international moral laws in the 

accepted sense. To get round this problem Clifford 

relies on a doctrine of social progress. 

According to this doctrine the form of all 

communes and collections of communes is determined by 

the giant social organism of humanity of Man.52 The 

character of each social organism is what it is because 

that character serves the preservation and development 

of Man. Great variation is exhibited in the ways in 

which social organisms further this end, just as there 

is considerable difference between the various types of 

social organisms: 'It is to be noticed that part of the 

52 
. ';'.f 

Of. ch. '3 fr,~rof this work. 
) ' 



nature of a smaller group may be what it is for the 

sake of a larger group to which it belongs: and then we 

may speak of the function of the smaller group. Thus it 

appears probable that the family, in the form in which 

it now exists among us, is determined by the good of 

the nation; and we may say that the function of the 

family is to promote the advantage of the nation or 

l~ger society in some ways. but I do not think it would 

be right to follow A~guste Comte in speaking of the 

function of humanity; because humanity is obviously not 

a part of any larger organism for whose sake it is what 

it is.• 53 One of the consequences of this view is that 

while the history of the communes will not necessarily 

reveal a straightforward pattern of development the 

final result will be in the best interests of humanity. 

Thus while obedience to conscience will sometimes result 

in what appears to be morally odd results the overall 

result of such obedience will serve Man. Or, to put the 

matter somewhat differently and less explicitly, conscience 

is 'the voice of Man ingrained into our hearts commanding 

us to work for Man.•54 And even though the voice of Man 

will always take expression as the voice of a particular 

53 

54 

'Right and Wrong', op.cit., 2, p.l70. 

'Ethics of Religion•, op.cit., 2, p.239. 
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group of men, we must not take this expression as ultimate 

or final, for it is only one form of the voice of Man, 

the god and father of us all. 'From the dim dawn of 

history, and from the inmost depth of every soul, the 

face of our father Man looks out upon us with the fire of 

eternal youth in his eyes, and says, 'Before Jehovah 

was, I am.• 55 In conclusion we can say that Clifford's 

doctrine of right leaves room for some account of inter­

community moral laws, though just how he would develop 

this side of his teaching we cannot say. 

In view of the fact that Clifford is developing 

a science of ethics it would not be unreasonable to 

expect that he will present a theory of good alongside 

his account of conscience and right. On this matter, 

however, Clifford has little to say. One reason for 

this silence, as becomes clear in 'Cosmic Emotion', is 

that he sees no difference between the concepts of good 

and right. In his earliest articles - 'The Scientific 

Basis of Morals', 'Right and Wrong'- good is not mentioned 

at all, though it would not seem unnatural for him to 

follow Darwin and say that the end of right conduct -

'the greatest efficiency of all citizens is such• 56 - is 

55 

56 

~ •• p.243 

'Right and Wrong', op.cit., 2, p.l73. 
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good. 

In 'Cosmic Emotion•, however, Clifford does 

attempt to fill in a few details concerning his view of 

goodness. The explanation why is probably to be found in 

a controversy between Sidgwiok and Pollock over the 

significance of evolutionary theory for moral philosophy. 

In the course of showing that the various forms of evol­

utionary theory throw no light on ethical question, 

Sidgwick argues that Darwin's view of the good society 

leads to the obviously wrong conclusion that •some semi­

barbarous nations must be held to have attained the end 

of human existence more than some of the pioneers and 

patterns of civilization•57 because of their success in 

raising strong healthy barbarians. Obviously, Sidgwick 

concludes, the good society must possess some other 

quality or feature by virtue of which it is said to be 

good and its existence desirable. To Pollock such a 

position is anathema. His view is that 'good' does not 

name a peculiar moral quality or feature which makes 

things intrinsically desirable; rather it is a word which 

is often and properly used to describe anything which 

ministers to the chief ends of the various;. and often 

57 H. Sidgwiek, 'The Theory of Evolution in its 
Application to Practice•, ~. 1, 1876, p.59. 



conflicting forms of nFganic life, viz., their survival. 

'The notion of good', Pollock maintains, 'is itself 

secondary and relative, and presupposes an end already 

set before us. There is not a paramount end which we 

seek because it is good; there are things which we call 

good, and seek accordingly because they make for the 

paramount end.• 58 

Clifford's account of good is a version of 

Pollock's position. Like Pollock he rejects the view that 

'good' is the name of a special moral qaulity or character. 

How the word is used, he claims, is a matter of convention; 

there is no way, and more importantly, there is no 

serious question of showing that one definition is to be 

preferred to another. For his own purposes Clifford 

chooses 'good' to mean any action whioh p~serves and 

furthers the development of organic life. He writes: 

'Of all the changes that I have undergone, the greater 

part must have been changes in the organic direction; 

some in the ppppsite direction, some perhaps neutral. 

But if I could only find out which, I should say that 

those changes which have tended in the direction of greater 

organization were good, and those which tended in the 

opposite direction bad. Here there is no room for proof; 

58 F. Pollock, 'Evolution and Ethics', Mind, 1, 
1876, p.33B. 
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the words 'good' and 'bad' belong to the practical 

reason, and if they are defined, it is by pure choice. 

I choose that definition of them which must on the whole 

cause those people who act upon it to be selected for 

survival. The good action, then, is a mode of action 

which distinguishes organic from inorganic things, and 

which makes an organic thing more organic, or raises it 

in the scale.• 59 This definition, Clifford points out, 

is much wider than the usual one which limits good to 

moral contexts, but the two are not irreconcilable. 

What are generally regarded as morally good actions are 

simply a species of good actions; they are distinguished 

from other species of good actions in terms of their 

cause and the end they serve: conscience produces them 

in order to preserve and further the social group, the 

highest form of organic life. 60 Thus the morally good 

action is what Ulifford calls in his earlier articles 

the right action. The science of ethics is established 

59 •Cosmic Emotion', op.cit., 2, p.274. 

60 Clifford writes: 'The highest of organisms is 
the social organism. To Mr. Herbert Spencer, who has 
done so much for the whole doctrine of evolution and for 
all that is connected with it, we owe the first clear 
and rational statement of this analogy between the 
individual and the social organism, which indee4 is more 
than an analogy, being in many respects a true identity 
of process and structure and function.• ibid., p.281 
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by the scientific investigation of conscience, right, 

the welfare of society (and moral responsibility61 ); 

the conception of good as a distinct moral quality has 

no place in it. 

III 

It is true of all agnostic ethical theories 

that they are deficient in philosophical argument and 

analysis, but in Clifford's work thi$ is true to a much 

greater degree than is the case with either Spencer or 

Stephen. Basically it is this weakness which provides 

t~e material for the one objection - of the two main 

contemporary criticisms - that seriously bothered Clifford. 

This criticism is that Clifford has put forward 

a scientific account of morality which fails to provide 

any help in determining what is a moral law. Bishop 

w.c. Magee made this claim in a Metaphysical Society 

paper entitled 'Hospitals for Incurables Considered from 

a Moral Point of View•, which was in part a response to 

Clifford's 'The Scientific Basis of Morals'. Magee's 

paper so impressed Clifford that when the two papers 

61 For Clifford's views on moral responsibility 
see ch. 
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were published in the Contemporary Aeview62 he appended 

a note pointing out that his account of right is in need 

of development. 

Magee's criticism is made in two ways. Firstly, 

that in cases of moral conflict the right conscience 

cannot be determined simply by polling society since 

there is no reason for regarding the majority decision 

as the true voice of Man: how then can we know whose 

conscience is correct? Secondly, given the fact that 

societies develop and their moral systems change, it is 

quite possible that when one individual disagrees with 

the prevailing view that his conscience testifies to 

what is truly required of men for the sake of the whole. 

'My difficulty (in one sentence)', Magee writes, 'is, 

that whenever society and I differ I cannot possibly be 

sure that I have got the judgment of the tribal self 

which should inform my conscience.• 63 He concludes then 

that Clifford's theory offers no way of deciding 'the 

morality or immorality of Hospitals for Incurables, or, 

62 The two papers together with a paper by F. 
Harrison based on his contributions to the discussion 
at the Metaphysical Society were published together under 
the title 'On the Scientific Basis of Morals', Contemporary 
Review,and Corres}ondence of William Connor Magee (2 
vola., Lond. 1896 , 2, p.24ff, is published under his 
initials in their reverse order- P.O.W. - the P standing 
for his see of Peterborough. 

63 Contemporary Review, 26, 1875, p.668. 



366 

indeed, of anything else.• 64 

Now while Magee's criticism is lightly made and 

refers only to Clifford's first article it is significant 

because it raises one of the most pressing problems in 

Clifford's science. As noted earlier Clifford attempts 

to overcome this type of objection by showing how his 

theory explains the moral character of veraciousness and 

the agnostic principle. His attempt, however, cannot be 

considered successful simply because it F.ests to a large 

extent on undeveloped and unjustified claims about the 

nature of society. It is true that many of Clifford's 

views about social life rest upon the empirical studies 

of qualified investigators, but. their evidence, to take 

one central issue, does not justify the doctrine that the 

commune is an organism. In adding such a theory to the 

claims of Maine and de Laveleye, Clifford is attempting 

to go beyond their material in an effort to explain it. 

That he and his fellow agnostics should attempt this type 

of task by use of the analogy of the organism and the 

process of natural selection is only natural in view of 

Darwin's successes, but in order to justify the use of 

this model, much more the claim that it provides the true 

64 ibid., p.668. Magee was astonished to find 
that his particular example did not impress Tyndall and 
Greg: '••• I read my paper, and Tyndall and Greg calmly 
adopted my reductio ad absurdum, and were for killing the 
old woman!' (J.C. Macdonnell, op.cit., 2, p.23). 
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way of understanding social life, it is necessary that 

it should be shown to be adequate as a model or to be 

a true description of the facts. Clifford fails to meet 

Magee's type of criticism because he fails at this task. 

His concept of the organism as well as the other import-

ant concepts in his social theory - general welfare, 

sake of the whole, humanity - are explained in the 

sketchiest fashion. Sometimes he acknowledges this, 

as in his discussion of general welfare, 65 but for the 

most part he introduces them without bothering to explicate 

them. As a result of this Clifford is unable to show in 

any detail how his social doctrines illuminatei social 
I 

facts. What happens is that he tends to present his 

theory side by side with observations of historians and 

sociologists without explaining how the former plausibly 

and suggestively orders the latter. 

To say that Clifford fails to answer Magee's 

objection because of this weakness is not, of course, to 

say that his doctrines are false or that his approach is 

mistaken. It means that in its present form his science 

is rather inadequate or, put more sympathetically, 'at 

an early stage of science,• 66 This is, however, a pretty 

damning claim against Clifford when we consider that his 

65 

66 

Cf, p. 

'The Scientific Basis of Morals', op.cit.,2,p.l06. 
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aim is to show the scientific basis of morals. 

The other main contemporary criticism of 

Clifford is that in trying to provide a scientific account 

of morality has managed to miss it or ignoreit completely. 

This method of criticizing agnostic ethical theorizings 

most characterizes Sidgwick's analyses, 67 but Magee and 

Seth make much the same sort of point. All three would 

agree with Moore's remark that Clifford substitutes 

sociology for ethics. 68 Naturally they tend to make this 

point, or, more accurately, the collection of points, 

in this line of argument, in different ways. 

Qfthe three Magee is the most tentative because 

he has the least to go on; he suggests that it is a 

problem rather than a serious objection. If Clifford 

completely identifies the goodness of society with its 

perfection or efficiency, how, Magee asks, can he decide 

when an efficient society is good? 'We are at once 

involved - in deciding any practical question of morals -

in the vicious circle of first making tribal perfection a 

test of morality, and then of making morality a test of 

tribal perfection.• 69 Clifford, of course, refuses to 

67 

68 
p.40. 

69 

Cf. p. 

G.E. Moore, Principia Ethica (1903; Camb.l956), 

w.c. Magee, op.cit., p.668. 



369 

accept this as a problem: there is, he claims, no 

question of having to decide whether an efficient society 

is good for the word 'good' when applied to society means 

'efficient•. In other words, Magee is correct in seeing 

that a moral society is identical with an efficient 

society in Clifford's doctrine, but mietaken in believing 

that Clifford regards its goodness as something other 

than its efficiency. 

At this point Sidgwick's and Seth's version of 

the argument can be @rought to bear. If Clifford 

identifies the end of conduct with community efficiency 

and obligation with tribal demands, then, they argue, 

he cannot account for the moral beliefs and feelings of 

the moral adult. The moral man, Sidgwick argues, is 

revolted by the thought that barbaric tribes are morally 

better than civilized communities because they happen to 

be more efficient fighting machines. 70 Again, Clifford's 

account ofooligation is not true to the moral experience 

of the mature Victorian; for in the final analysis the 

reason for being moral is not because society must and 

does punish the immoral or because society trains us up 

to be moral, but because moral laws demand in themselves, 

70 Cf. P• 



and for no other reason, that they be obeyed. The 

conclusion of this line of attack, as it concerns obli­

gation, is summed up by Seth: 'In the treatment of obli­

gation we have the great illustration of our contention 

that to offer Evolution as an explanation of Morality 

is to eliminate its essential character. "Oughtness", 

since it cannot be evolved must be explained away.• 71 

These criticisms leave Clifford (and his agnostic 

colleagues) unmoved. From his point of view his account 

of obligation and the end of conduct takes full care of 

all that is best in Victorian moral beliefs. 

The only way to bestir this indifference is 

to try to show that Clifford has misunderstood the 

phenomena of the moral life, particularly the nature and 

testimony of conscience. 'The truth is', says Sidgwick, 

'that the writers who have most occupied themselves in 

tracing the course of Man's developments have often not 

been practised in that systematic reflection on the 

play of their own moral faculties which is essential to 

clearness of thought in the discussion of ethical 

principles.• 72 But who can claim to be the experts in 

this field? Can Sidgwick show that his description of 

71 J. Seth, 'The -Dvolution of Morality,' Mind, 
14, 1889, p.45. 

72 H. Sidgwick, 'The Theory of Evolution in its 
Application to Practice•, Mind, 1, 1876, p.56. 



371 

conscience is correct and that Clifford's is false? 

Clearly, Clifford believes, he cannot. Yet, it might be 

objected, is not this equally true of Clifford's account 

as well? Here Clifford's answer might be that if he 

cannot conclusively rule out Sidgwick's position, he is 

able to show how moral phenomena can be understood scien­

tifically, and this, in view of the developments of science 

in other previously closed fields, suggests that his 

approach is the sensible one to adopt. 



I was on the whole, disappointed in Spencer's 
Data of Ethics, though, of course, it contains 
much that is acute and suggestive; but 
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considered as the mature fruit of so distinguished 
a philosopher's thought, it seemed to me certainly 
crude and superficial. I have stated some of my 
objections to it in the last number of Mind. 

Henry Sidgwick (1880) 

Have been reading Comte and Spencer with all my 
old admiration for their intellectual force and 
industry and more than my old amazement at their 
fatuous self-confidence. It does not seem to me 
that either of them knows what self-criticism 
means. I wonder if this is a defect inseparable 
from their excellences. Certainly I find my own 
self-criticism an obstacle to energetic and 
spirited work, but on the other hand I feel that 
whatever value my work has is due to it. 

Henry Sidgwick (1885) 
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Chapter Ten 

Herbert Spencer's Rational Utilitarianism 

To move from Clifford to Spencer is to go 

from a brief and largely unknown set of articles to the 

most voluminous and widely discussed of agnostic ethical 

writings. These two features of Spencer's works are not 

unrelated: the extent of his writings is one of the 

reasons why both contemporary and later thinkers have 

paid attention to his theories. 1 Moral philosophy con­

cerned Spencer from the beginning to the end of his 

writing life, and he left many memorials of his interest. 

Social Statics, his first ethical work, appeared in 1850; 

1 For some hostile contemporary reactions see: 
H. Sidgwick, 'Mr. Spencer's Ethical System', Mind, 5, 
1880; A.W. Benn, 'Another View of Mr. Spenceros-Ethics•, 
Mind, 5, 1880; F.W. Maitland, 'Mr. Spencer's Theory of 
Society•, ~. 8, 1883; w. Wallace, 'Ethics and Sociology', 
Mind, 8, 1883; J. Seth, 'The Evolution of Morality•, Mind, 
14, 1889. Sidgwick also criticises Spencer in The 
Methods of Ethics, and at great length in his posthumously 
published Lectures on the Ethics of T.H. Green, Mr. 
Herbert Spencer and J, Martineau (Lond. 1902). Two 
sympathetic reviewers are: A. Bain, 'Critical Notice of 
Herbert Spencer's "Data of Ethics" '• Mind, 4, 1879; 
.!!', Pollock, 'Mr. Spencer's Data of Ethics' in Essays in 
Jurisprudence and Ethics. Some more recent writings take 
Spencer as the representative of nineteenth century 
evolutionary ethics: cf. G.E. Moore, Principia Ethica; 
W. Lillie, An Introduction to Ethics (Lond. 1955). 



during the 1860's he attacked John Mill - in a letter 

published in Bain's influential Mental and Moral Science 

(1868) - and he let it be known that his earlier views 

had undergone a change; in 1879 he published 'The Data 

of Ethics', his most important work in moral philosophy, 

and the first part of The Principles of Ethics, a two 

volume work which he completed in 1893. 

From a philosophical point of view it is 

possible to consider 'The Data of Ethics~ apart from 

Spencer's other writings, but to gain a proper historical 

appreciation of his final (and agnostic) theories it is 

necessary to see this work against the background of 

two earlier books, viz., Social Statics and First Principles 

The former contains the origin of his later theory; the 

latter partly explains why he came to restate his early 

views. 

There are many differences between Social 

Statics and The Principles of Ethics but the most striking 

feature is the continuity between them, a fact which 

Spencer himself acknowledges: 'though Lthe authoE7 

adheres to the leading principles set forth in the follow­

ing pages,• he wrote in an 1864 preface to Social Statics, 

and endorsed in 1877, 'he is not prepared to abide by the 

detailed application of them.• 2 Three of these common 

2 
p.xiii. 

H. Spencer, Social Statics (1850; N.Y. 1886), 
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points are worth noting because they must feature in 

a general account of his later position. fhe first is 

that ethical theory is concerned with the laws that 

govern the production of the happiness of perfect men 

in perfect societies. 3 Secondly, the belief that the 

whole universe including man and society is inevitably 

progressing towards goodness or perfection, and that 

evil or the imperfect working of the parts of the universe 

is 'evanescing•, 4 Thirdly, Spencer teaches that his 

theory complements and corrects all other moral theories -

for example, the expediency philosophy and the moral 

sense view - by showing how the truths embedded in them 

harmonize with one another. 5 Each of these doctrines 

appears in his later theory, though not always in quite 

the same form. 

Besides these resemblances the differences must 

also be noted. Perhaps the most noticeable is the linking 

3 He writes: 'By successive propositions /ethical 
theor~7 must aim to give a systematic statement or those 
conditions under which human beings may harmoniously 
combine; and to this end it requires as its postulate, 
that those human beings be perfect.' (ibid., p.70); 
'Greatest Happiness and Morality are the face and abverse 
of the same fact,' (ibid., p.82.) 

4 The title of ch.2 is 'The Evanescence of Evil', 
Cf, also: •evil perpetually tends to disappear ••• 
Whatever possesses vitality, from the elementary cell up 
to man himself, inclusive, obeys this law.' (ibid., p.74). 

5 Cf, ibid., p.499. 
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in Social Statics of ethics and deistic theology: 'God', 

he claims, 'wills man's happiness• 6 and the inevitable 

progress to perfection is 'the realization of the Divine 

Idea.• 7 It was not long before Spencer rejected deism 

and even though he came to believe in the Unknowable 

as the power behind cosmic evolution this entity has 

no place in The Principles of Ethics. Other important 

differences result from modifications of the views he 

carries over from Social Statics. In the later work 

the evolutionary process exhibited by the universe is 

no longer interpreted as culminating in a morally perfect 

utopia. The process is still a progress but only part 

of nature is moving towards moral perfection; for moral 

goodness is regarded in 'The Data of Ethics' as human 

pleasure produced by the efficient working of man's 

faculties. And whereas he formerly believed that this 

progress will inevitably reach its goal he more or less 

denies in the later work that a perfect state of nature 

will ever be achieved, 8 Again, the plight of imperfect 

6 

7 

ibid, t p.93o 

ibid., p.87. 

8 For example he writes: 'In the private relations 
of men, opportunities for self-sacrifice prompted by 
sympathy, must ever in some degree, though eventually in 
a small degree, be afforded by accidents, diseases, and 
misfortunes in general; since, however near to complete­
ness the adaptation of human nature to the conditions of 



man is recognized in 'The Data of Ethics': Spencer allows 

that ethical theory will accommodate relative ethics -

the rules of conduct for imperfect man - as well as the 

absolute ethics of completely evolved man, 

None of these differences constitute the main 

contrast between the two works: this is provid~d by the 

different methods of investigation, In his later work 

Spencer teaches that ethical phenomena can be correctly 

understood only if we can trace and explain the complete 

course of their development from their non-ethical 

origins to their most advanced state. Without this know-

ledge a correct ethical theory cannot be rationally 

constructed. There is no hint of such a doctrine in 

Social Statics, 

Why did Spencer come· to change and restate his 

ethical theory? Apart from second thoughts and critical 

comments the reason - the main reason - is the metaphysical 

theory he developed during the 1850's and presented in 

First Principles. In this book Spencer sets out the 

general laws which govern all things, and he outlines a 

programme of investigations designed to show how these 

existence at large, physical and social may become,_it can 
never reach completeness.' ('The Data of Ethics' ll879; 
Lond. 19027, p. 219). For 'other pessimistic statements 
see: First Principles (1911), p.413; The Principles of 
Sociology (3 vols., Lond. 1876-1893), 3, p.599. See also 
P.B. Dedawar, 'Onwards from Spencer', Encounter, 21, 1963, 
esp. pp.39-40o 
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laws are exemplified in the roughly distinct classes 

of phenomena which make up the world of experience. 

Good and bad conduct, the subject of ethical enquiry 

are no exceptions; they too must be examined and given 

a place in the synthetic philosophy, The Principles of 

Ethics, volumes nine and ten of the synthetic philosophy, 

are the result of his study and the fulfilment of his 

programme, A brief consideration of his metaphysics 

will preface the w~y for a study of 'The Data of Ethics•, 

,In First Principles Spencer teaches that every 

aspect of the universe is subject to two laws: one is that 

energy or force, the matter of all things, is indestruct­

ible; the other is that the distribution of energy takes 

place according to the law of evolution. From the first 

law he derives the doctrine that force exists in regular 

ways - that there is 'a persistence of relations among 

forces.•9- and therefore that all aspects of the 

phenomenal universe will exhibit uniform ways of oper­

ating or exist according to laws. ~guing from the 

second law Spencer concluded that the laws which deter­

mine the manifestations of force can best be discovered 

by studying the ways in which phenomena have evolved, 

By examining how a particular set of phenomena increas-

9 First Principles, p.l56. 
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ingly develop from the homogeneous and incoherent to 

the heterogeneous and coherent we can discover the forms 

taken by the invariable laws of the universe as they 

apply to this aspect of phenomenal reality. The appli­

cation of this method to the study of good and bad 

conduct is one of the chief features of 'The Data of 

Ethics•. 

II 

One of the problems facing the reader of 'The 

Data of Ethics' is that the aim of the work is not at 

all clear. On the one hand, the preface and initial 

chapter suggest that Spencer's aim, like Clifford's, is 

m show the scientific basis of morality. Spencer claims 

that he feels obliged to reveal it, for without this 

knowledge men will cease to be moral when they cease to 

be Christian, and, what is more, they need this knowledge 

to guide them in correcting the errors of contemporary 

morality. This account of 'The Data of Ethics' is 

clearly presented in the preface explaining the work's 

premature appearance: 'I am the more anxious to indicate 

in outline, if I cannot complete, this final work, 

because the establishment of rules of right conduct on 

a scientific basis is a pressing need. Now that moral 
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injunctions are losing the authority given by their 

supposed sacred origin, the secularization of morals 

is becoming imperative. Few things can happen more 

disastrous than the decay and death of a regulative 

system no longer fit, before another and fitter regu­

lative system has grown up to replace it. Most of those 

who reject the current creed, appear to assume that the 

controlling agency furnished by it may safely be thrown 

aside, and the vacancy left unfilled by any other 

controlling agency. Meanwhile those who defend the 

current creed allege that in the absence of the guidance 

it yields, no guidance can exist: divine commandments 

they think the only possible guides.•10 

On the other hand, examination of 'The Data of 

Ethics' reveals that the work is mainly an attempt to 

discover the nature of good conduct in completely 

evolved man and the laws which govern its occurrence. 

Now Spencer's theory of these matters is a partial ful­

filment of what he promises, for, even though he does 

10 'The Data of Ethics', p.vi. Cf, also The 
Principles of Ethics, 1, pp.l78,557. It is only in his 
discussion of positive and negative beneficence (Parts 
5 and 6) that Spencer believes that he has failed to 
provide practical help for contemporary man: 'The Doctrine 
of Evolution has not furnished guidance to the extent I 
had hoped. Most of the conclusions, drawn empirically, 
are such as right feelings, enlightened by cultivated 
intelligance, have already sufficed to establish.' 
(op.cit., 2, p.v. 
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not stress the point, his doctrines show that moral 

beliefs are not arbitrary but have their place in the 

process of cosmic evolution. To show this, however, 

is only to place existing moral rules upon a very general, r 

basis; it does not help us to know whether an alleged 

moral rule is in fact what it is claimed to be, nor 

does it tell us how we are to face the problem of moral 

change.And this is the type of knowledge Spencer appears 

to promise. Indeed he proceeds in the other parts of 

The Principles of Ethics as if he had provided this 

knowledge in 'The Data of Ethics', but he nowhere presents 

it, and in a couple of places suggests that he cannot 

provide it. 

The same confusion of aims appears in his 

criticism of the utilitarianism of Bentham and the 

Mills in comparison with his own. According to Spencer 

they represent the ethical tradition which has come 

closest to the truth, but until now the insights of this 

tradiiton have been presented in a pre-scientific form. 

These thinkers have formulated generalizations about the 

way in which happiness is maximized but they have not 

shown the laws which govern the production of the greatest 

amount of happiness. '.Cheir utilitarianism is not 

rational or scientific, but empirical. Spencer puts 

the point in these words: 'Acceptance of these general-

izations and the inferences from them does not amount 
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to recognition of causation in the full sense of the 

word. So long as only ~ relation between cause and 

effect in conduct is recognized, and not ~ relation, 

a completely scientific form of knowledge has not been 

reached. At present, utilitarians pay no attention to 

this distinction. Even when it is pointed out, they 

disregard the fact that empirical utilitarianism is 

but a transitional form to be passed through on the way 

to rational utilitarianism.•11 

If we allow that Spencer's rational utilitar­

ianism is correct what practical advantages result? 

If mankind and its environment as we know it closely 

resembles the nature and world of completely evolved 

man, then it might be of some use to know the laws which 

govern the production of the greatest amount of happiness 

for perfect men. But in Spencer's account the nature 

of the resemblance remains vague, and we are forced, as 

Sidgwick points out, 12 to make do with the generalizations 

of empirical utilitarianism. Spencer's ethical science 

appears, despite his claims to the contrary, 13 to be of 

11 

12 

'The Data of Ethics', pp.47•8. 

cf. p. 

13 He quotes from his letter to John Mill (in 
A Bain, Mental and Moral Science, pp.·p, ~ -,~~ that: 'I 
conceive it to be the business of Moral Science to deduce, 
from the laws of life and the conditions of existence, 



little help to contemporary men. 

III 

Spencer's statement of his ethical science is 

in two fairly complex parts. 'J:he first deals with the 

subject matter of ethics; the second,the laws determining 

the existence of good conduct. In the former, the first 

three chapters of 'The Data of Ethics', Spencer attempts 

to show that good conduct is both highly or completely 

evolved and pleasure giving. He does not entertain the 

question whether ethics has a general subject matter; 

the first problem is to show how good purposive actions 

are distinguished from conduct which is non-good. 

Spencer's argument to show the connection 

between good and highly evolved conduct involves three 

steps. The first two lead to the conclusion that to 

understand ethical conduct it is necessary to understand 

the nature of all purposive acts. To reach this point 

he first lays down the methodological principle that 

to properly understand a fact it is necessary to under-

what kinds of action necessarily tend to produce happi­
ness, and what kinds to produce unhappiness. Having done 
this, its deductions are to be recognized as laws of 
conduct; and are to be conformed to irrespective of a 
direct estimation of happiness or misery.' ('The Data 
of Ethics', p.48). 
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stand the whole to which it belongs. Now it is not 

:very clear what is exactly meant by understanding a 

part but it would seem to involve being able to explain 

how and why the part stands to the whole in terms of 

the principles of organization of the whole, In his 

second step Spencer applies this principle to the study 

of ethical conduct, ~ecause conduct, 'the aggregate of 

inter-dependent actions performed by an organism' is 'in 

a sense• 14 an organic whole, it follows that ethical 

conduct can be understood only in terms of the whole of 

human conduct of which it is a part, We cannot, however, 

rest here. Human conduct is a part of much larger 

whole, viz., conduct in general, and thus to understand 

ethical conduct we must first comprehend 'the conduct 

of animate beings in general,,l5 How can this be done? 

The answer accord~ng to Spencer is to be found in study­

ing the evolution of the highest conduct from the lowest; 

for, to put it vaguely, the whole range of the classes 

of purposive actions are linked together by their being 
16 related parts in a process of evolutionary development. 

14 

15 

ibid., p.2. 

ibid., p.4. 

16 Spencer writes (p.4): 'We have to regard the 
conduct now shown us by creatures of all orders, as an 
outcome of the conduct which has brought life of every kind 
to its present height. And this is tantamount to saying 
that our preparatory step must be to study the evolution 
of conduct.' 



The study of this evolutionary process is Spencer's 

third step. 
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For expository purposes Spencer considers the 

evolution of conduct from two points of view. Firstly, 

he examines it as it concerns the individual organism 

per se. His conclusion is that the history of the devel­

opment of conduct from the lower animals to man is 

always marked by an increase in the arganism's ability 

to act successfully in response to its environment. By 

success dpencer means that the conduct of higher or more 

developed organisms is more efficient at prolonging 

their lives than the conduct of less evolved organisms. 

Furthermore the conduct of higher animals is more complex 

or elaborate in that it involves a wider variety of 

purposive acts than that of lower animals; for the 

evolution of conduct is always connected with an in­

creasing complexity in the structure of the animal which 

results in a more elaborate functioning or pattern of 

responses to the environment. Thus the higher an 

animal is in the evolutionary scale the more is its 

conduct marked by success in prolonging the life of the 

organism and increases in the range of conscious and 

purposeful actions. 'Estimating life by multiplying 

its length into its breadth,' Spencer writes, 'we must 

say that the augmentation of it which accompanies 



evolution of conduct, results from increase of both 

factors.• 17 
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Now increasing success in self-preservation 

is not the only feature that distinguishes the conduct 

of more highly evolved organisms. Besides considering 

the evolution of conduct from a strictly individual 

viewpoint it is necessary to regard it as it concerns 

the individual as a member of a species. Because it is a 

member of a species, the conduct of the animal is 

inevitably directed at the increase of the life of the 

species, particularly its own offspring, as well as 

self preservation. The self and species or race regarding 

aspects of conduct are closely associated - self preser­

vation depends in fact on the successful maintenance of 

offspring - and they both exhibit a common pattern of 

development: in the more highly evolved species race 

preserving conduct is more successful than that of less 

developed species because it produces and brings to 

maturity offspring with greater length and quality of 

life than the latter. 

Yet, upencer continues, even if the evolution 

of race preserving and self preserving conduct were to 

reach the final point of development the earth would 

17 ibid., p.lo. 
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still be marked by discord. It would not be true that 

'the wolf and the lamb shall feed together, and the lion 

shall eat straw like the ox: and dust shall be the 

serpent's meat.• 18 To inaugurate the messianic kingdom 

conduct must be other-regarding as well as self and 

race preservi.ng. Already, Spencer argues, traces of this 

state can be seen in the peaceable and co-operative 

conduct which is found amongst men. However, the 

presence of aggression within and between societies 

clearly shows that the limit of the evolution of conduct 

has yet to be reached. 

From the claim that what we regard as completely 

right conduct - for example, peaceful and co-operative 

activity- can be attained only when the various aspects 

of conduct have reached the point of highest evolution, 

Spencer argues that the subject matter of ethics is the 

complete behaviour of perfect men. He appears to derive 

this conclusion by arguing that since the subject of 

ethical science is completely right behaviour or the 

right behaviour of perfect men, and since no real dis­

tinction can be drawn between that aspect of conduct 

which is right and that which is non-right, it follows 

that ethics has for its subject-matter the complete 

18 Isaiah, ch.25, v.25. 
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conduct of man at the limit of evolution. The argument 

is rather tenuous but it seems to be one of the lines 

of reasoning by which Spencer links the evolution of 

conduct with ethical conduct. His summary of the argument 

to this point is one of his most explicit remarks on 

this matter: 'Guided by the truth that as the conduct 

with which Ethics deals is part of conduct at large. 

conduct at large must be generally understood before 

this part can be specially understood; and guided by 

the further truth that to understand conduct at large 

we must understand the evolution of conduct; we have 

been led to see that Ethics has for its subject-matter, 

that form which universal conduct assumes during the 

last stage of evolution.• 19 

Spencer's second argument to show the connection 

between highly evolved or completely evolved conduct 

and goodness is based on analysis of the way in which 

'good' and 'bad' are used, The principle on which this 

argument rests is that 'by comparing ia word'~7 meaning 

in different connexions and observing what they have in 

common, we learn the essential meaning of a word.• 20 

Now according to Spencer linguistic examination reveals 

19 

20 

'The Data of Ethics', p.l5. 

ibid., p.l6. 
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that 'good' or 'goodness' always designates that which 

is efficient. In ethical contexts too it is clear 

that actions are called 'good' if they enable the 

person to respond efficiently to environmental demands. 

For instance in the case of certain types of race regard­

ing conduct, 'the expressions good nursing and bad 

nursing, whether they refer to the supply of food, the 

quality and amount of clothing, or the due ministrations 

to infantine wants from hour to hour, tacitly recognizes 

as special ends which ought to be fulfilled the further­

ing of the vital functions, with a view to the general 

end of continuing iife and growth. ' 21 From the general 

point that 'acts are called good or bad according as 

they are well or ill adjusted to ends• 22 Spencer argues 

that conduct is perfectly good in a moral sense only 

when each aspect is completely evolved or perfectly 

efficient; 'so here we see that the conduct called good 

rises to the conduct conceived as best, when it fulfils 

all three classes of ends at the same time,• 23 

Whateve we may think of Spencer's arguments, 

he believes that they justify the view that ethics 

21 

22 

23 

ibid., p.l8. 

ibid., p.l9. 

ibid., p.20. 
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primarily deals with the whole conduct of perfect men; 

those aspects of imperfect men's conduct that are 

called good are only of secondary significance to 

ethical science. He also considers that he has shown 

that perfectly evolved conduct and highly evolved conduct 

are good. 

'rhe other section of "'pencer 's analysis of 

good conduct concerns the identity of good and pleasure­

giving acts. The first of his two arguments to show that 

they are identical is based on the claim that the word 

'good' is always used, and cannot but be used, to desig­

nate either or both the experience of pleasure and its 

cause. Spencer's discussion of this matter is oddly 

placed in what purports to be an argument about the 

worthwhileness of life, or, as he puts it, the problem 

whether 'evolution {fia~7 been a mistake; and especially 

the evolution which improves the adjustment of acts to 

ends in ascending stages of organization,• 24 

According to Spencer, pessimism or optimism 

are the only possible answers to this question, If 

we are to resolve the conflict then we must first look 

for the postulate or basic belief common to them. 

Upon analysis the postulate ts found to be the belief 

24 ill£., p.21. 
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that a surplus of pleasures over pains would make life 

worthwhile. The pessimist, Spencer claims, denies and 

the optimist affirms that life produces such a balance 

or, perhaps, that it will eventually and inevitably 

show a balance. Now since all men, practically speaking, 25 

are either optimists or pessimists it follows that nearly 

all men 'avowedly or tacitly hold that the final 

justification for maintaining life, can only be the 

reception from it of a surplus of pleasurable feeling 

over painful feeling; and', Spencer adds, going beyond 

the immediate argument, 'that goodness or badness can 

be ascribed to acts which subserve life or hinder life, 

only on this supposition.• 26 

His justification of this latter claim turns 

on his analysis of the usage of 'good', According to 

Spencer whatever is said to be good is thus described 

not only because it is efficient but because it is 

pleasant or produces pleasure and is good as a means, 

He writes: 'For on remembering that we call good and 

bad the things which immediately produce agreeable or 

disagreeable sensations, and also the sensations them-

selves -a good wine, a good appetite, a bad smell, a 

bad headache - we see that by referring directly to 

25 
they are 
26 

He allows (p.2'3) that there are exceptions but 
'beyond or beneath argument.• 
ibid., p.2'3. 
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pleasures and pains, these meanings harmonize with 

those which indirectly refer to pleasures and pains.• 27 

In ethical contexts, then, 'good' describes conduct 

which is pleasurable or produces pleasure; for ethics, 

to put the point in ~pencer's words, 'the good is 
28 universally the pleasurable.' 

Spencer provides further support for this 

conclusion by arguing that it is not necessary to conduct 

a detailed linguistic study to see that the word is 

used in this way: it is sufficient to observe the 

absurdities that result when the word is used to describe 

that which is not the experience or cause of pleasure, 

:!!'or example, it is almost impossible to describe situ-

ations as good where a man experiences pain in regaining 

money which he has 1 nt, or where misery is the result 

of noble behaviour. 29 By trying to imagine such situations 

as good we are led to the conclusion that it is 'unquest­

ionable that our ideas of Lgood and bad act~7 really 

originate from our consciousness of the certainty or 

probability that they will produce pleasures or pains 

somewhere.• 30 

27 ~ .. p.23-4 

28 ibid.' p.24. 

29 Of. ibid.' p.25. 

30 ibid. 
• 



Spencer's second argument for the identification 

of goodness and pleasure is that each of the four alter-

native accounts of goodness - each •standard' of goodness 

- 'derives its authority from this ultimate standard.• 31 

'fhere is no need, however, to examine these arguments in 

detan. 32 

31 !ill· 
32 These accounts are: goodness as the perfection 
of individual character; goodness as a feature of certain 
types of motive; goodness as virtuous conduct; goodness 
as a feature of the consequences that result from certain 
action. One example of his analysis suffices to illustrate 
his procedure. Plato and Jonathan Edwards, he claims, 
teach that perfection of character is exactly identical 
with goodness of character. Obviously then goodness 
cannot be defined in terms of the perfection of character; 
if it is to be described at all, ~pencer says, it can 
only be in terms of the ends which the good character 
aims at. Since part of the essential meaning of 
'perfection' is efficiency, it follows that the perfect 
character results in conduct which man possesses at the 
limit of evolution. As such a state of existence and 
.that which leads up to it are justifiable only if the 
life produced by such conduct has a balance of pleasures 
over pains, it follows that 'conduciveness to happiness 
is the ultimate test of perfection in a man's nature.• 
(ibid., p.27) Now if pleasure is the chief standard of 
good, as Spencer sometimes suggests, then this analysis 
establishes the point that perfection of character can 
be used as a standard or criterion of goodness only if it 
is supplemented with the chief standard - in which case 
perfection of character would not be a useful criterion. 
If, however, Spencer is using 'standard' somewhat loosely 
to mean that which is completely identical with good -
note the first step in his analysis - then all that he has 
shown is that conduciveness to pleasure is the chief 
criterion for determining the presence of goodness. On 
this view Plato and Edwards are not presenting a confused 
version of his theory. 
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At this stage in his argument Spencer brings 

together his conclusions about good conduct. Firstly, 

he claims to have shown that what we regard as good 

conduct is always highly or completely evolved conduct. 

Secondly, that conduct is called good when it is or 

results in pleasures or when it results in more pleasures 

than pains. Are there then any grounds for thinking 

that what we regard as good conduct is in fact pleasurable 

or pleasure giving? Is life worthwhile? Surprisingly 

Spencer makes no attempt in Chapter III, where he raises 

the question, to show that optimism is the correct 

theory. He seems to take the point for granted. 33 

'That which in the last chapter we found to be highly­

evolved conduct, is that which, in this chapter, we 

find to be what is called good conduct; and the ideal 

goal to the natural evolution of conduct there recognized, 

we here recognize as the ideal standard of conduct 

ethically considered.' Later, however, in outlining 

33 He writes: 'That which in the last chapter we 
found to be highly-evolved conduct is that which, in this 
chapter, we find to be what is called good conduct; and 
the ideal goal to the natural evolution of donduct there 
recognized, we here recognize as the ideal standard of 
conduct ethically considered,' (ibid., p.36). In his 
'Replies to Criticism of "The Data of Ethics'", Mind,6, 
1881, p.84, Spencer admits the point but denies that he 
is obliged to resolve the problem: 'My motive for com­
paring their views was to show that "There is one postulate 
in which pessimists and optimists agree,"' 
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the laws that determine good conduct Spencer returns 

to the identification of pleasure giving and highly 

evolved conduct, 'the ultimate truth disclosed by 

analysis in a preceding chapter.• 34 The immediate con-

text is the connection between an organism's degree of 

biological evolution and the degree of pleasurable life 

it experiences; Spencer is trying to show that 'sentient 

existence can evolve only on condition that pleasure­

giving acts are life-sustaining acts.'35 

His argument is partly based on the doctrine 

that conscious existence is patterned on and has 

developed out of forms of life which respond to the 

environment by means of a reflex action. This doctrine 

means that when a conscious organism has a feeling it 

has a desire to act in response to it; the type of desire 

and act will depend on the nature of the feeling. If 

it is pleasurable the desire will be to act so as to 

maintain the feeling, but if it is painful the desire 

will be to terminate the feeling. Now if a pleasurable 

feeling is associated with conduct which is harmful to 

the life of the organism it will in time cease to be. 

Sentient existence has not, however, ceased to exist; 

34 

35 

'The Data of Ethics', p.70. 

ibid., p.71. 



rather it has maintained itself and undergone great 

development. 'J:his shows, Spencer concludes, that the 

continuing survival and development of conscious beings 

has taken place because life maintaining conduct is, 

on the whole, pleasurable. 'In other words,' he writes, 

'those races of beings only can have survived in which, 

on the average, agreeable or desired feelings went 

along with activities conducive to the maintenance of 

life, while disagreeable and habitually avoided feelings 

went along with activities directly or indirectly des­

tructive of life.• 36 For some humans at least life is 

worthwhile. 

Finally, what is the precise relation between 

good, pleasure-giving, and highly or perfectly evolved 

conduct? An answer is not easily provided because, 

as G.E. Moore has pointed out,37 Spencer is not a careful 

theorizer. Moore's view is that Spencer is grossly 

inconsistent because he completely identifies good 

conduct with its being highly evolved and at a later 

point with its being pleasurable. To be consistent, 

Moore writes, Spencer should make 'degree of evolution' 

the 'criterion of ethical value.• 38 This criticism is 

36 

37 

38 

ibid,, p.67. 

Principia Ethica, pp.46-7. 

ibid., p. 59. 
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unjustified. Moore has misunderstood Spencer's purpose 

in discussing the evolution of conduct: his aim is to 

show the place of what is regarded as good conduct in 

the evolutionary scale; he is not attempting to argue 

that highly evolved conduct is good simply because it 

is high in the scale of evolution.39 On the other 

point Moore is correct: in Spencer's ethical system 

goodness and pleasure (and pleasure-giving?) are one 

and the same thing; the words 'good' and 'pleasure' 

have exactly the same denotation. 40 

At the most abstract level, the level covered 

by physical laws, the development of conduct will clearly 

have to be in accord with the law of universal evolution. 

Considered more concretely, the laws that govern good 

conduct will overlap with laws that hold in the bio-

logical, psychological, and sociological realms; for 

good conduct is the product of the working together of 

various elements from these different fields, Spencer 

puts it in this way: 'Belonging under one aspect to 

these sciences - physical, biological, psychological, 

sociological, - it can find its ultimate interpretations 

only in those fundamental truths which are common to 

39 

40 

ibid,, pp.48-9. 

ibid., pp.50-l. 
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all of them.• 41 The discovery of these 'ultimate inter-

pretations' provide a scientific account of the way 

in which good conduct develops and a few fragmentary 

indications how men who are not at the limit of evol-

ution might regard their moral problems. 

Spencer proceeds by considering separately 

the bearings of each science upon good conduct. There 

is, however, no need to follow in detail each aspect 

of his discussion; for his important statements are 

mainly found in his treatment of good conduct from the 

psychological and sociological points of view. In terms 

of psychology Spencer explains the nature and development 

of moral motives and the feeling of obligation with 

which they are associated as well as the form that 

moral motives will take at the limit of evolution. 

Sociology enables Spencer to explain how good conduct 

has, is, and will be affected by man's being part of a 

social orgru1ism which is also subject to the law of 

evolutiono 42 

41 'The Data of Ethics', pp.52-;3, 

42 Stated very summarily; physical science enables 
us to understand the evolution of good conduct as part 
of cosmic evolution, because its development is in accord 
with the law of evolution. Biological science reveals 
that ethical conduct is highly developed because it 
ministers to the life of the organism in the most 
efficient way. 
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Psychology, according to Spencer, is the 

study of the relations between the world and the mind. 

More fully, it examines the complex beings which compose 

the universe as causes of feelings, and the nature of 

these feelings and their role in determining the organism's 

response to its environment. Study of the evolutionary 

scale shows that the higher the animal the more complex 

and varied is its psychology. Considered from the 

subject's point of view the higher the degree of evolution 

the greater the amount of consciousness or the awareness 

of feelings. This development commences when the 

reflex action, the relation between stimulation and 

response in pre-conscious animals, ceases to be automatic 

and becomes instead a delayed or conscious reaction, 

Memory, reason, emotion, will, the features which are 

common to human consciousness have resulted by evolu­

tionary development from this simple origin. 

The result of this development is that when 

man is stimulated to the point of awareness he experiences 

a complex set of feelings which prompt him to act in 

certain ways. He cannot ignore these promptings; he 

must act in response to his feelings, though just how 

he will act depends on memory of past experiences and 

reason, as well as his immediate feelings, Past exper­

ience, both of the race and the individual, operates in 
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two ways: at the level of feeling the development of the 

race has resulted in the existence of emotions or the 

ideal representation of past feelings; at a more intell­

ectual level memory retains in ideal form the recollection 

of the actions and their consequences to which feelings 

have prompted the organism. Because of past experience 

feelings which are remembered as leading to actions 

which benefit the organism- generally, the feelings which 

lead to pleasure - will be all,Jwed and encouraged to 

have their way. Their promptings become the motive of 

the person's behaviour. Its selection depends not only 

on memory but on reason as well; the two mental processes 

go together. The expression of the motive in action 

provides the experience of willing, 

;l'he further man proceeds along the evolutionary 

path the more important becomes this process of recoll-

ection, reasoning, and willing. His conduct becomes 

less and less the result of direct responses to immediate 

feelings, and more and more the result of deliberation. 

Now since highly evolved conduct is morally proper it 

follows that good conduct generally results from motives 

or feelings which 'are removed by their complexity and 

their ideality from simple emotions and appetites,• 43 

43 ibid., p.94 
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And this fact explains in part why good conduct often 

consists in acts which forgo the pleasures promised by 

immediate feelings; for past experinece, both of the 

race and the individual, teaches that greater and more 

beneficial pleasures will probably be received if the 

motives which demand immediate gratification are ignored. 

Man can only act in this good way because the evolutionary 

process has provided him with faculties which enable 

him to prefer motives to temporally remote pleasures 

rather than those which lead to the pleasures of the 

moment. 

On the basis of these views Spencer proceeds 

to explain scientifically the nature, origin, and 

future developments of the moral consciousness. 'Without 

explicitly saying so,' he writes, 'we have been here 

tracing the gensis of the moral cnnsciousness. For 

unquestionably the essential trait in the moral conscious­

ness, is the control of some feeling or feelings by some 

other feeling or feelings.•44 

Now to understand the development of moral 

motives, according to Spencer, we must know not only 

how they fit into the general pattern of the evolution 

of psychological phenomena, but the precise conditions 

44 ibid., p.98. 
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which have determined their appearance and development 

within the mind of man. The two chief factors are the 

individual's desire to survive, and the individual's 

membership of a community. In fact no sharp distinction 

can be drawn between them::, to survive the individual 

must be a member of a community. As it turns out, this 

means that to show how these two factors have determined 

the moral consciousness is largely to offer an explan­

ation in terms of man's membership of the social 

organism. 

According to Spencer, the earliest man lived 

almost completely for himself and the demands of the 

moment in a loosely organized family; 'The pre-social 

man, wandering about in families and ruled by such 

sensations and emotions as are caused by the circumstances 

of the moment, though occasionally subject to conflicts 

of motives, meets with comparatively few cases in which 

the advantage of postponing the immediate to the remote 

is forced on his attention; nor has he the intelligence 

requisite for analyzing and generalizing such of these 

cases as occur.• 45 His position in the evolutionary 

scale explains his behaviour: psychologically his aware­

ness of feelings is not developed to the point where 

he can utilize the experience of the past to determine 

45 ibid. 
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the response of the moment; socially he is a pre-social 

animal because he is unable to act in a way which 

considers the needs of others as well as his own, and 

his group life, consequently, does not demand of him 

that he should. The situation, however, is not statio 

for the law of evolution is at work in both the psycho­

logical and social realms. The mind of man develops 

and along with it his primitive social organization 

ceases to be a mere group or collection and becomes a 

social organism. When this latter development occurs 

it is no longer possible for the individual to consider 

his life or to live it apart from society; his behaviour 

is of direct significance for the life of the social 

whole and its life and well being conditions his own 

existence. 

As a result of this relationship changes in 

the social organism will demand and produce changes 

within man. At first, Spencer claims, the social 

organism will be lacking in political and religious 

organization and the early demands of the organism 

will not, therefore, appear in a political or religious 

guise. l!'ear of his fellows and their vengeance explains 

why man at this stage of development acts iru the interest 

of the whole. Later, however, as the social organism 

becomes more complex and varied with the development 

of political and religious institutions, the fear of 
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fellows becomes refined into a feeling of fear of the 

chieftain and the gods of the community, and a dread of 

social disapproval. In the earlier stages of social 

evolution these political, religious, and social re­

straints serve the purpose of social survival by making 

the individual act so as to prefer the needs of the 

whole. This is necessary in view of the struggle for 

survival that must go on between societies. 46 This, 

however, is not the only purpose served by these re­

straints: they also work for harmony and order within 

the organism in times of peace as well as war. 

Where do feelings of moral restraint fit into 

this account of the development of motives? To answer 

this question we must first note the nature of moral 

restraints. Moral motives are not distinguished from 

feelings of political, religious, and social restraints 

in terms of the feelings of obligation or the type of 

action they result in. The distinction between moral 

and non-moral restraints lies in the direction of the 

motive: a moral motive aims simply and solely to produce 

46 Spencer v~ites: 'The three differentiated 
forms of control which grow up along with militant 
organization and action, while enforcing kindred restraints 
and incentives, also enforce on another; and their 
separate and joint disciplines have the common character 
that they involve the sacrifice of immediate special 
benefits to obtain more distant and general benefits.' 
(ibid., pp.l00-01). 
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pleasure or to avoid pain: moral motives refer •not 

to the extrinsic affects of actions but to their intrinsic 

effects•; 47 whereas other feelings of restraint serve 

ends such as social or divine acceptance, Hence, if 

a man resists a murderous desire within himself his 

restraining motive is moral only if it is based on a 

realization of the pain that such an action would cause 

'by the infliction of death-agony on the victim, the 

destruction of all his possibilities of happiness, the 

entailed sufferings to his belongings.• 48 Of course if 

a man resisted the desire through fear of punishment 

his conduct would still be good, but his motive would 

not be moral. 

Given this account of moral motives, it becomes 

clear that man can act from moral motives only when he 

and his society are well up in the evolutionary scale. 

Without a high degree of mental development man could 

not efficiently and successfully represent the pleasures 

and pains caused by his actions. And unless his society 

was fairly stable, which is to say that men are living 

according to the directions of their political, religious, 

and social feelings, man could not gather the experience 

to enable him to represent the probable consequences of 

47 

48 

ivid., p.l03 

ibid. 
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his actions. Moral motives, then, occur after political, 

religious, and social restraints are established. Why 

should they develop at this point? One of the answers 

to this question is found in the faculty of sympathy, 

As man comes closer to the limit of evolution the 

pleasures of others become increasingly pleasurable to 

him, and he is pained to think that his actions cause 

pain to them. 

To explain how moral motives arise is not to 

account for the general feeling of moral obligation, 

How does this come about? Spencer's answer is that the 

general feeling of duty is derived from the feelings of 

specific obligations 'in a manner analogous to that in 

which abstract ideas are generated,' 49 The mind abstracts 

the common element in various moral restraints and 

fixes it in the mind as a particular feeling of general 

moral obligation, 

One question remains: so far Spencer has traced 

the development of moral motives but their future forms 

has yet to be explored. Will feelings of moral obligation 

always be experienced as coercive? Will conflict 

always be one of the chief features of the moral con-

sciousness? According to Spencer the answer is no. 

Already, he claims, one can find men in whom moral motives 

49 ibid., p.l07. 



have a natural and undisputed authority. Such men meet 

their moral obligations without feeling in any way that 

they are oblicsations; they do what is right because 

it is their wish. During the course of evolution few 

men are in this position; most find the feeling of 

moral obligation a burden. The context in which moral 

motivee·develop partially explains this fact: 'Emerging 

as the moral motive does but slowly from amongst the 

political, religious, and social motives, it long part­

icipates in that consciousness of subordination to some 

external agency which is joined with them; and only as it 

becomes distinct and predominant does it lose this 

associated consciousness - only then does the feeling 

of obligation fade.• 50 It will fade away completely 

at the limit of evolution; 'with complete adaptation to 

the social state that element in the moral consciousness 

which is expressed by the word obligation will disappear.• 51 

Already in explaining the psychological features 

of ethical conduct Spencer has been opliged to make 

reference to his sociological doctrines. In chapter 

eight, 'The Sociological View', he uses them to explain 

the forms that good conduct must take because man lives 

in society. His approach to this question rests on three 

50 

51 

ibid., pp.l09-10. 

ibid., p.lll. 



doctrines: firstly, that societies are social organisms 

which develop according to the law of evolution, and 

in which men are mutually dependent parts; secondly, 

that the ultimate end of moral conduct is the continued 

life of the individual; thirdly, that this ultimate 

end can be achieved only by man's living in society. 

Now it is clear that this last claim is not 

always true: membership of society does not always 

lengthen and increase the life of the individual. It 

is often necessary, though less and less as society 

continues to evolve, for the individual to limit his 

activities and sometimes risk his life for the sake of 

the organism. If egoism is the correct moral attitude 

how are these altruistic activities to be morally just­

ified?52 From an absolute point of view, Spencer claims, 

they cannot be justified; but we must remember that man 

and society are not yet in the last days, and that in 

the present transitional stage the best moral advice 

52 In his discussion of the relation between 
egoism and altruism (chs.ll-14) it is not always clear 
that he holds that the individual's pleasure is the end 
of conduct. Sometimes he seems to claim that egoism 
is the best means to the end of conduct, viz., the 
greatest happiness of all; for example: 'The conclusion 
forced on us is that the pursuit of individual happiness 
within those limits prescribed by social conditions, is 
the first requisite to the attainment of the greatest 
general happiness.' (ibid., p.l64) Cf. H. Sidgwick, 
'Mr. Spencer's Ethical System', Mind,5,1880, p.220. 
Still his main contention is clear:-
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concerns courses of action which are relatively right 

or least wrong. During the process of evolution man must 

work with the moral principle: all moral decisions 

involve a choice between evils and the lesser should 

obviously be preferred. Applying this principle to the 

problem of the clash between self- and social-welfare 

it is clear, Spencer claims, that society can demand that 

its members ignore their own interests whenever the 

life of the organism is at stake; for it is only by 

restraining and perhaps endangering their lives that 

the members can guarantee the conditions necessary for 

their own future .well-being, It is equally clear, 

Spencer claims, that 'when the aggregate is no longer 

in danger, the final object of pursuit, the welfare of 

the units, no longer needing to be postponed, becomes 

the immediate object of pursuit. ,53 

Once we grant that it is necessary for imperfect 

men in imperfect societies to deliberately limit their 

self-seeking activities in order to secure them, the 

question arises how the individuals are to know what 

precisely they ought to do. Spencer's answer is that 

the existing moral system provides the best guide: since 

'the tendency is LeveE7 towards congruity between 

53 ''l:he Data of Ethics', p.ll6. 
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beliefs and requirements•, 54 'the perplexed and incon­

sistent morality of which each society and each age 

shows us a more or less different one, are severally 

justified as being approximately the best under the 

circumstances.• 55 

To properly appreciate the limited applica­

bility of this advice we must recall that society is 

progressing towards perfection, At the limit of evol­

ution there will be no conflict between the individual's 

egoistic activities and the welfare of the social whole. 

One reason is that the pleasure seeking activities of 

the individual will be satisfied only if other individuals 

are experiencing pleasure; the cause of this state of 

affairs is the complete development of the faculty of 

sympathy. Like other faculties sympathy has developed 

when the men who possessed it experienced more pleasures 

than pains as a result of having it; the faculty, then, 

could occur and develop only when social development had 

reached a point where 'there have ceased to be frequent 

occasions for anything like serious self-sacrifice.• 56 

In the final state there will be no occasion for serious 

54 

55 

56 

ihi£., p.ll7. 

ibid., p.ll8. 

ibid., p.216. 
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self-sacrifice, though there will still be opportunities 

for acting altruistically- for instance, within the 

family circle57 - and man will spontaneously meet these 

oportunities because the thought of the pleasures 

produced will be pleasurable to him. 'In its ultimate 

form, then,' Spencer writes, 'altruism will be the 

achievement of gratification through sympathy with 

those gratifications of others which are mainly produced 

by their activities of all kinds successfully carried 

on - sympathetic gratification which cost the receiver 

nothing, but is a gratis addition to his egoistic 

grati~ications.• 58 

Besides this fact two other things can be 

known about man's conduct in utopia: one is that it 

will be perfectly just; the other, that it will be 

beneficent • Spencer draws the first feature from the 

fact that man is a member of a social organism which 

has the same 'fundamental principles of organization' 

as are found in an 'individual organism.• 59 In the 

57 Cf. ibid,, pp.218-19. This view connects up 
with his claim that the evolutionary progress will not 
reach complete perfection. See ft,nt.8. 

58 ibid., p.220. -----------
59 ibid., pp.l23-24. Unlike Clifford Spencer's 
theory of the social organism is stated at length and the 
resemblance and the difference between it and other types 
of organisms explained: cf. 'The Social Organism' (1860) 
in Essays: Scientific, Political, Speculative, 1; The 
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physical organism the welfare of the whole demands that 

each constituent organ receive due amount of nutrient 

(blood) and efficiently carry out its function. Without 

the nutrient the organ cannot fulfil its function and 

the distribution of blood to the other constituent parts 

is upset and their work hindered to the consequent 

detriment and, perhaps, destruction of the whole. 'It 

follows•, ,Spencer writes, 'that the due balancing of 

respective claims and payments Lof nutrien!7 is requisite, 

directly for the welfare of each organ, and indirectly 

for the welfare of the organism.• 60 

The same principle is true of the social 

organism. In this case there is no common nutrient 

which is distributed to all members, but both the life 

of the individual and the organism is based on the fact 

that a man must receive and give certain things if he and 

his society is to propser. what he must receive is the 

proper reward for his work. If the fisherman, for 

Principles of Sociology, 1, Part 2, chs. 1 and 2. Despite 
his care in stating the doctrine it is open to the 
objection whether there is any evidence to justify the 
assertion that society is organized on organic principles: 
is there, for instance, any evidence to support the 
claim that each member of society is mutually dependent 
upon one another? Some of the problems are taken up in 
my exposition of Stephen's theory in which the concept of 
social organism plays a more central part than it does 
in Spencer's ethical theory. 

60 ~ •• p.l35. 
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example does not receive the benefits of his labour, 

then his life-sustaining activities will be hampered 

and the well being of society will be affected as 

men leave off fishing for more profitable ways of life. 

Of course at the limit of evolution the social organism 

will be thoroughly efficient: each man will therefore 

receive his due. If we enquire into the conditions 

under which such a state of affairs cnuld exist it 

becomes clear, Spencer claims, that each man must faith-

fully fulfil all his contracts. Each man can receive 

his due reward only if other men honour their obligations 

towards him. In other words, men will act towards one 

another in a perfectly just way at the limit of evolution. 

Justice is not, however, the only social characteristic 

of the conduct of perfect men. In utopia man will want 

to be just because his faculty of sympathy will make 

injustice abhorrent to him. And this faculty will 

naturally lead men to seek the good of other men because 

of the pleasure it produces for the others. Beneficence 

as well as justice characterizes the social conduct of 

completely evolved man, for •sympathy is one root of 

both justice and beneficence.• 61 

With this study of the bearing of sociology on 

61 ibid., p.l27. 
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on ethical conduct Spencer concludes his discussion of 

the detailed evolutionary laws which determine good 

conduct. Obviously, as Spencer admits, a knowledge of 

these laws will be of little use to the casuist, for 

though they may help him to understand the place of the 

moral phenomena which hold his attention within the 

evolution of good conduct their main practical bearing 

on moral conduct concerns a state of affairs which is 

yet to be. Ethical science will explain what is the 

case and why it must be so only when there are perfect 

men and societies. 'This final permanent code, Spencer 

writes of his account of the just and beneficent conduct 

of perfect men, 'alone admits of being definitely form-

ulated, and so constituting ethics as a science in 

contrast with empirical ethics.• 62 

How useful is this ethical science? This is a 

~uestion that Spencer takes very seriously because he 

was sensitive to the criticism that his type of ethical 

theory contributes little to the discussion of concrete 

moral problems. 63 Against such a criticism, Spencer 

makes two points. Eirstly, ~uite apart from whatever 

contribution it may make to practical problems, his 

62 ibid., p.l28. 

63 Cf. D. Duncan, fhe Life and Letters of Herbert 
Spencer, p.5e. 
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theory is useful or valuable because it is true. If 

offers an accurate account of perfect moral behaviour, 

just as mechanics offers a true explanation of the motion 

of perfect bodies. Science, he claims, develops by 

ignoring the transient and particular features which 

characterize any particular instance of behaviour 

according to law in the search for truths which hold 

at all times in all places. 'The science of rational 

mechanics is', he writes, 'a science which consists of 

such ideal truths, and has come into existence only by 

their dealing with ideal cases. It remains impossible 

so long as attention is restricted to concrete cases 

preventing all the complications of friction, plasticity, 

and so forth.• 64 The ethical scientists, therefore, 

must ignore many of the concrete problems which generally 

entertain moral theorists. 

Secondly, ethical science is of use in under­

standing and explaining the phenomena of relative ethics 

in the same way as rational mechanics is of use in 

explaining the mechanical systems involved with 'the 

complications of friction, plasticity, and so forth', 

or the way in which a knowledge of physiology makes 

possible a more adequate understanding of pathological 

64 'The Data of Ethics', p.233. 
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conditions. Even though a complete account cannot be 

provided ethical science takes us a long way in under-

standing the morality of imperfect men. Admittedly, 

Spencer continues, there will be situations where absolute 

ethics will be of no use whatever, and we will have to 

rely on empirical utilitarianism or the guidance of 

existing moral systems. In other cases, however, the 

code formulated by ethical science will provide a guide 

to the conduct which from an absolute point of view is 

least wrong. He writes: 'So a system of ideal ethical 

truths, expressing the absolutely right, will be applicable 

to the questions of our transitional state in such ways 

that, allowing for the friction of an incomplete life 

and the imperfection of existing natures, we may ascertain 

with approximate correctness what is the relatively 

right.' 65 

In the other sections of The Principles of Ethics 

Spencer provides man~ illustrations of the way in which 

absolute ethics can guide the conduct of contemporary 

men. In 'Justice' (Part IV), for example, he argues 

that absolute justice amongst men means that each man 

will be free to do as he wishes provided his freedom 

does not hamper the freedom of others, and that each man 

65 ibid., p.234. 
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will receive what he rightfully earns by his free conduct. 

Obviously the conduct of imperfect men during time of 

war will not be in accord with absolute justice, but, 

Spencer argues, the increasing tendency in peaceful 

Britain towards a welfare state in which the rightly 

rich are compelled to aid the justly poor is to be con-

demned as being 'at variance with the fundamental 

principle of a harmonious social life.• 66 At the 

political level, however, 'it is not to be expected 

that among party politicians, eagerly competing with 

one another to gain votes by promising State-aids of 

countless kinds, any attention will be paid to a doctrine 

of State-duties which excludes the great mass of their 

favourite schemes.• 67 

One weakness in Spencer's use of ethical 

science to solve or guide men living under relative 

ethics is that he nowhere discusses the principles by 

which absolute morality can be applied to men in process 

of evolution. If his ethical science is to be of use 

in this way then he must provide a theory of applied 

absolute morality just like the physicist provides a 

theory for the application of rational mechanics to 

66 (Justice, 1891), The Principles of Ethics, 
2, p.225. 

67 
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empirical situations; otherwise the application will 

appear arbitrary. Spencer's failure to relate absolute 

ethics to relative ethics reveals his confusion of aims 

in The Principles of Eth±s, 

IV 

For a present day reader 'The Data of Ethics' 

is likely to possess little intrinsic interest because 

it suffers rather badly from vagueness of statement. 

Key concepts, such as the concept of good, are never 

clearly explicated, and Spencer's arguments are often 

loose and inconclusive. As one would expect his contem­

poraries were not unaware of this weakness but they could 

not ignore the work because of it. What they generally 

did ignore is the mass of empirical and pseudo-empirical 

material that ~pencer presents. For both friend and foe 

alike the aim and general method of the work were its 

most interesting features. As pepresentatives of the 

hostile critics we can consider the criticisms of Sidg­

wick, J. Llewelyn Davies, and, in a later chapter, 

T.H. Huxley. 

Unlike Davies and Huxley, Sidgwick's examination 

of Spencer's doctrine is not concerned so much with the 

extent to which an evolutionary approach to ethical 

questions represents an advance on other moral philos-
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ophies as with the success with which Spencer adds to 

the understanding of moral phenomena, From one point of 

view this may appear unusual because Sidgwick is the 

most persistent late nineteenth century critic of the 

belief that evolutionary theory has any bearing on the 

fundamental questions about the nature of good and right; 

he never tires of making the point that to explain how 

moral beliefs develop is not to show their truth. In 

discussing Spencer's doctrine, however, Sidgwick does 

not dwell on this point: he correctly considers 'The 

Data of Ethics' to be primarily an attempt to expound 

a version of hedonistic utilitarianism by means of 

evolutionary theories rather than an attempt to justify 

the truth of utilitarianism. Sidgwick's distinction 

between explaining and justifying ethical beliefs is, 

as it becomes clear, lost on Spencer, but it explains 

why Sidgwick, in his review of 'The Data of Ethics', 

treats Spencer as;a theorist who more or less takes the 

view that goodness and rightness as Sidgwick understands 

these terms exist. 68 

68 Pollock tries to guard against this inter-
pretation by arguing that Spencer's talk about pleasure 
as goodness does not mean that there is a special ethical 
quality in which pleasure participates, See, 'Mr. 
Spencer's Data of Ethics', op.cit., pp.363-5. 
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Sidgwick finds two main failings in •The 

Data of Ethics'. ~·irstly, he objects that the aim of 

the work is hot clear, Is contemporary morality or the 

ethics of utopia Spencer's main interest? There is, 

Sidgwick claims, signs that the former is, but the 

overall effect of the work suggests the latter. Taken 

on its own this criticism amounts to little more than 

an objection to the vagueness of Spencer's work. What 

Spencer should do is to make clear his precise intentions; 

that is, he 'ought to draw a clearer line between the 

actual and the idea1.• 69 When, however, this criticism 

is taken with the other main point it becomes a more 

damaging objection. If this second point is correct 

then Spencer cannot draw a clear line between the actual 

and ideal because he fails to provide, and Sidwick 

suggests, probably cannot provide a clear and informative 

account of the ideal. 

This criticism turns on what is to be regarded 

as an adequate knowledge of the ideal, Spencer, Sidgwick 

argues, seems prepared to accept a negative conception 

of the ideal as adequate. It is sufficient for his 

purpose to know, for example, that ideally just conduct 

is like actually just conduct without the pains which 

at present almost invariably accompany it, But what 

69 
Mind, 

H. Sidgwick, 'Mr. Spencer's Ethical System', 
5, 1880, p.222. 
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are we told when ideally just conduct is described in 

this way? It cannot be regarded as a positive description 

unless it is accompanied by a detailed account of the 

nature and social life of perfect men; for just behaviour 

could be thought to be painless only on the amsumption 

that there is a radical change in human nature and 

society as we know it. Without some knowledge of these 

changes this description amounts to little more than the 

claim that perfectly just conduct is both like and unlike 

actually just conduct, and while this tells us something 

it does not inform us what perfectly just behaviour is 

in itself, Spencer fails to positively describe ideal 

conduct because he neglects to buttress his account with 

the theories that would enable us to comprehend the 

nature of ideal conduct. And this means, of course, that 

Spencer is not in a position to show clearly or in any 

detail the relations that hold between the ideal and 

the actual. 

Sidgwick surrounds this damning criticism with 

two other objections. Firstly, he suggests that Spencer's 

method of argument in 'The Data of Ethics' provides no 

basis for thinking that Spencer can make good this 

deficienc~. 'Among the meagre generalities that he has 

given us,' Sidgwick writes, 'I can find nothing that is 

in any degree important which is not also in a high 
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degree disputable.• 70 Secondly, he points out that 

even if Spencer's account of the ideal was not open to 

criticism, he still could not claim with justification 

that it can sometimes be used as a guide in the problems 

that beset contemporary life, The world of absolute 

ethics is so different from the present situation that 

it is presumptuous to think that we can take ethical 

rules from the former for use in the latter. 'Even if 

we could construct scientifically Mr. Spencer's ideal 

code,' Sidgwick writes, 'I do not think such a code would 

be of much avail in solving the practical problems of 

actual humanity. For a society in which - to take one 

point only - there is no such thing as punishment, is 

necessarily a society with its essential structure so 

unlike our own, that it would be idle to attempt any 

close imitation of its rules of behaviour.• 71 Whatever 

the alleged deficiencies of empirical utilitarianism, 

Sidgwick concludes, it is still the best approach to 

moral problems for transitional man. 

Spencer, as is to be expected, was quite unmoved 

by this criticism. In sidgwick's criticism, he writes, 

'we have a distinct statement of the opinion that for 

70 

71 

ibid., p.224. 

i£i£., p.226, 
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practical purposes it comes to the same thing whether 

we do or do not entertain an ideal of conduct and of 

society.• 72 Obviously this is a misunderstanding. 

Sidgwick is claiming that ideals can serve as zuides to 

conduct only if we know what the ideal involves, and 

only if it can be applied to the situations we are con-

fronted with. And it is a fair criticism to say that 

Spencer fails to explain adequately the meaning of his 

ideals, and he provides no theory whereby we can apply 

the absolute ethics to the life of partly evolved mankind. 73 

The other main criticism of Spencer questions 

not the success of his ethical system but the general 

correctness of his approach to the problems of philos-

ophical ethics. Davies, a Christian critic who may be 

regarded as an example of this school of opinion, argues 
. . I 

that 0 pencer s theory is not a true science of ethics 

because while it explains how the feeling and notion 

72 H. Spencer, 'Replies to Criticism of "The Data 
of Ethics"', Mind, 6, 1881, p.87. 

73 It must be noted that these criticisms are 
primarily directed at 'The Data of Ethics•, not The 
Principles of Ethics. However, Spencer's completion of 
his ethical theory did nothing to alter Sidgwick•·s criticism: 
the final edition(l902) of 'Ehe Methods of Ethics cf.p.470), 
and his Lectures ••• (see lecture 5) contain much the 
same type of criticism as 'Mr. ~pencer's Ethical System', 
It will be obvious that to clearly establish these 
criticisms it would be necessary to examine what Spencer 
says in his works on biology, psychology, and sociology 
about the near end result of the evolutionary progress. 
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of moral obligation has originated it fails to show why 

this feeling should always be heeded and the moral law 

obeyed. If it is bpencer's aim to expound the nature 

and form of right conduct then it is essential that he 

justify the heteronomy of conscience and law, but this 

cannot be done simply by tracing the conditions under 

which moral phenomena have developed. 'Whilst he confines 

himself to tracing natural evolution,• Davies writes, 

'he has no right to use the terms of duty.'74 

In response to this typical intuitionist 

criticism Spencer gives the usual agnostic reply: the 

final reason why a man ought to act in accord with his 

moral feelings is the fact that he has them and cannot 

act otherwise. No otherreason can be found for moral 

action. The moral motive is the reason for being moral 

just as the hunger motive is the reason for acting 

hungrily. It is possible to trace the origin of these 

motives and the consequences that result from their 

having their way, but it is pointless to ask whether 

there is some non-biological-psychological-sociological 

explanation why they ought to have their way. In the 

case of the hunger motive this is quite clear, and it is 

none the less true of the moral motive. 'rhis is how 

Spencer puts the case to Davies: 'Perhaps he will still 

74 Cited in The Principles of Ethics, 2, p.445. 



425 

ask - Why, having this feeling of obligation should a 

man yield to it? If so, the answer is of the same 

general nature as that which may be given to the question 

Why, having an appetite for food, should a man eat? 

Though, in the normal order, a man eats to satisfy 

hunger, and without definite consciousness of remote 

ends, yet if you demand its justification, he replies 

that, as conducive to health, strength, and ability 

to carry on life and to do his work, the yielding to his 

appetite is needful. And similarly one who performs 

an act which his sense of duty prompts, if asked for his 

reason, may fitly reply that though he yielded to the 

feeling without thought of distant consequences, yet he 

sees that the distant consequences of such conformity 

are, on the average of cases, beneficent not only to 

others but in the long run to himself,• 75 Clearly much 

more needs to be said on this matter, but Spencer seems 

unable to contemplate a more adequate reply, as is also 

evidenced by his reactions to Huxley's presentation of 

a similar criticism in his Romanes Lecture. 76 

75 

76 

ibid., 2, p.450. 

See ch, 12. 



Mr. Stephen's book is an elaborate and 
important - though not, in my opinion, 
a thoroughly successful - attempt to 'lay 
down an ethical doctrine in harmony with 
the doctrine of evolution'. Its merits 
and defects combine to render it a 
difficult boolt to review: as its chief 
merit appears to me to be its sustained 
vigorous thoughtfulness, its abundance of 
pertinent and pointed observations and 
reflections, ••• while on the other I find 
it wanting in clearness of method and 
systematic arrangement, both as regards the 
conduct of particular arguments and the 
organisation of the whole set of discussions 
which it contains. 

H. Sidgwick 

Mr. Stephen's theory is ••• interesting as 
pressing to its logical issues the biological 
view of morality implied in the theories of 
both his predecessors [Darwin and Spencer], 
and also as recognizing and facing, with 
great candour, the difficulties of that view. 

J. Seth 
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Chapter Eleven 

Leslie ~tephen's 'The Science of Ethics' 

In ethical theorizing :stephen had two advantages 

over Clifford and ~pencer. One is that he knew in detail 

the history of modern British philosophy; the other is 

that his attempt 'to lay down an ethical doctrine in 

harmony with the doctrine of evolution• 1 came after 

the attempts of Clifford and Spelccer. As one would 

expect ·rhe 0cience of Ethics (1882) shows the benefit 

of these advantages. It is a careful and elaborate work, 

and by virtue of these qualities it ranks as the best 

agnostic treatment of ethical questions, 

Stephen is quite aware that his book owes 

much to the work of his contempo:rarie~, both agnostic 

and otherwise. At first, he says, he was a disciple 

of John Mill - 'the Gamaliel at whose feet I sat' -

1 L. Stephen, '.I:he Science of Ethics, p.v11• 
Of. also L. Stephen, '>:>idgwick's Methods of Ethics', 
l!'razer' s Magazine, 91, 1875. His History of English 
Thought in the Eighteenth Century (1876) and his 
The English Utilitarians (1900) contain many comments 
bearing on his ethical views; however it is probably 
best to have read The Science of Ethics before considering 
what he has to say on other philosophers. His Social 
Rights and Duties (2 vols., Lond.l896) contains many of 
his shorter pieces on ethics. 
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but the work of Darwin and Spencer during the 1860's 

led him to think that an historical approach to ethics 

along evolutionary lines was needed if utilitarianism 

was to be made scientific. Of his transition from 

Saul to Paul he writes: 'So far as ethical problems 

were concerned, I at first regarded Mr. Darwin's prin­

ciples rather as providing a new armoury where with to 

encounter certain plausible objections of the so-called 

Intuitionists, than as implying any reconstruction of 

the tuilitarian doctrine itself. Gradually, however, 

I came to think that a deeper change would be necessary, 

and I believe that this conviction came to me from a 

study of Mr. Herbert Spencer's works.• 2 These are, 

of course, the main influences. Others that he mentions 

are Hume, Bentham, James Mill, Lewes, amongst the 

'writers belonging to what I may call my own schoo1• 3 

as well as the chief contemporary critic of this school, 

Henry Sidgwick. fo this list we cru1 add Fitzjames 

Stephen and W.K. Clifford, whose essays he edited. It 

is not at all unlikely that his brother's trenchant 

criticisms of John Mill's ethic in Liberty, Equality, 

Fraternity (1873) strengthened his own rejection, 4 nor 

2 

3 

4 

ibid., p.vi. 

ibid., p.vii 

J.F. Stephen, Liberty, Equality, Fraternity 
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that his application of the theory of evolution to 

social phenomena was influenced by 0lifford's vigorous 

and simple use of Darwin's Descent of Man as a basis 

for a science of ethics. 

because he is so heavily indebted to other 

writers Stephen describes The Science of Ethics as 

lacking in any positive originality of doctrine: 'I 

do not believe ••• ', he writes, 'that there is a single 

original thought in the book from beginning to end. •5 

'J.'his is perhaps too extreme, but in a general sense it 

is accurate. Most of Stephen's doctrines are t.m be 

found scattered amongst his intellectual creditors, 

particularly his fellow agnostics, 6 ilut his work is 

not simply Clifford stated at length or Spencer presented 

(Lond. 1873) 'liiir. Mill's system is violated not only by 
every system of theology which concerns itself with 
morals, and by every known system of positive morality, 
but by the constitution of human nature itself.' (pp.l2-l3) 
He also suggests that if happiness was as precise 'an 
idea as bodily health' (p.267) it could be measured, 
but it is not, Leslie takes up the notion of health 
as a measure of happiness. 

5 L. Stephen, op,cit., p.vii. 

6 There are marke.d echoes of their statements: 
e.g. his arglment to establish a connection between 
health and happiness comes straight from Spencer; and 
this definition of conscience could almost come straight 
from Clifford: 'The conscience is the utterance of the 
public spirit of the race, ordering us to obey the 
primary conditions of its welfare, and it acts not the 
less forcibly though we may not understand the source 
of its authority or the end at which it is aiming. ' 
(ibid., pp;350-l). 
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carefully. What distinguishes his book is his careful 

and thorough attempt to combine views similar to those 

found in these writers in art independent and critical 

fashion. This independence of treatment cannot be shown 

in a summary, but it is possible to summarily illustrate 

the relation between the ethical sciences of Clifford, 

Spencer, and Stephen. 

Briefly, Stephen's science falls midway between 

Spencer's and Clifford's. His ethical system resembles 

Spencer's in that it is an attempt to make hedonistic 

utilitarianism scientific, but like Clifford's his science 

is mainly concerned with the general features of moral 

systems, past, present, and future, and not the ethics 

of utopia. This is not to say that there are no traces 

of utopian hopes in Stephen's work: like Clifford he 

looks to the future to resolve some of the difficulties 

of the present - in his case, the correlation of right 

behaviour with happiness - but optiruistic hopes play a 

small part in his theory. 7 On the general aim of ethical 

science Stephen differs from both Clifford and ~pencer. 

Whereas Clifford says that a successful ethical theory 

shows that moral laws are the laws of social well being, 

and Spencer, the code of perfect men, Stephen claims 

7 Gf. ibid., pp.443-6. -- . 



431 

that it shows that moral dispositions are demanded and 

created by the race in order that it and its members 

may survive contentedly. Finally, like Clifford, Stephen 

puts the demands of the race or society before the 

welfare of the individual: thus, despite his psychological 

hedonism, he believes that altruism and not egoism, 

as Spencer claims, is the basis of all right behaviour 

that is morally motivated. In the next two sections 

we will examine how and why Ste.)hen develops these 

various doctrines. 

II 

According to Stephen the main aim of The 

Science of Ethics is 'to discover the scientific form 

of morality, or, in other words, to discover what is 

the general characteristic, so far as science can 

grasp it, of the moral sentiments,• 8 In explaining 

and carrying out this aim 0tephen engages in a wide 

variety of theoretical activities. A lot of time is 

spent in presenting and analysing material drawn from 

psychology and historical sociology to illustrate and 

support his claims about the nature, fw:ction, and 

8 ibid., p.35. 
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development of morality; he also carefully attends to 

explaining the -basic conceptions of his ethical science -

for example, the nature of science, the nature of the 

race or social tissue - ru1d their bearing upon ethical 

phenomena; thirdly, he applies his ethiceal science and 

becomes a scientific moralist in attempting to work 

out an 'ideal code of morality• 9 for modern European 

man, Compared with other agnostic works the second 

is the most novel aspect of Stephen's work; for his 

colleagues tend to treat such questions lightly. Because 

of this interest we will trea'c this side of Stephen's 

work in the next section, and devote this section to a 

brief exposition of the main features of his ethical 

doctrine, as far as is possible, apart from these other 

matters. 

The first of the two basic doctrines upon 

which Stephen builds his ethic is that pleasure or 

happiness is the end of humru1 conduct, and that the word 

'good' refers, and can only refer, to anything which 

ministers to that end. Neither part of this doctrine 

is defended by Stephen; he takes both propositions to 

be mere or less self-evident. Conduct, he writes, 'is 

determined by feelings; we flee from pain; we seek 

9 ibid., p.573. 
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pleasure; life is a continuous struggle to minimise 

sufferings and lay a firm grasp upon happiness; "good" 

means everything which favours happiness, and "bad" 

everything that is conducive to misery; nor can any 

other intelligable meaning be assigned to the words,•10 

This does not mem1, however, that immediate pleasure 

is the ain1 of every desire, or that every happy state 

is good; a truly happy life is possible only if and 

because a man often embraces pain and flees the pleasure 

of youthful and elderly lusts. ·This fact immediately 

poses a problem: how are evil pleasures to be singled 

out from those which minister to and constitute the 

end of life? A study simply of the mass of complex 

and often conflicting views that men have on this subject 

cannot provide the answer, The only way to reduce this 

complexity to order is to find out what other feature 

is associated with the pleasures that increase the 

individual's happiness. 

In most cases this feature is the health of 

the individual, a conception more easily grasped and 

applied than that of the individual's happiness. Broadly 

speaking the two features must go together; for if the 

individual is to survive, the happiness he craves must 

10 ibid,, p.42. 
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be associated with acts which tend to be beneficial. 

Thus, Stephen claims, 'we may certainly say, in general 

terms, that there is a close connection between health 

and happiness as between disease and misery, and that 

the anomalies which present themselves in attempting 

to generalise this theory might be cleared up by a 

more accurate investigation.•11 If, however, the con-

ception of health provides a clear and fair guide to 

the objects that &~ individual ought to desire to secure 

his end, it fails to provide any guidance as to what 

the individual is morally obliged to desire. What sort 

of pleasures are morally good or contribute to the 

moral end? To answer this type of problem Stephen 

introduces his theory of the race. 

fhis theory is the second of Stephen's two 

basic doctrines. It is the view that the race is an 

entity distinct from its members but dependent upon 

them; it exists in and through them, though its existence 

is not simply to be identified with theirs. Of this 

entity Stephen says: 'It is ••• necessary to speak of 

society as an organism or an organic growth which has 

in some sense a life of its own. And this, it is to 

be repeated, implies no mystical or non-natural sense, 

11 ibid., p.SO; of. p.83. 
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Society is not an organism with a single centre of 

consciousness. It is not something which has any 

existence apart from the existence of individual members. 

But the name marks the essential fact, that althQugh 

at any time the properties of the constituted whole are 

the product of the constitutive units, those units have 

gained their properties in virtue of belonging to this 

whole.• 12 Stephen's argument to establish the existence 

of the race starts from the fact that individuals are 

shaped by their social environment and the claim that 

the members of a race are so related to one another 

that changes within one man or the effects of such 

changes can be transmit-ted to all other members of 

the race. 

One of the consequences of this view is that 

while the individual is the vehicle of the race, he is 

able to influence it by influencing the other members. 

According to Stephen the influence of the individual 

can even extend to the conditions which make for the 

survival of the race in the process of natural selection 

between races, This can be readily seen, for example, 

in the way that courageous men often prosper the whole 

of society by their activities; and while it may be 

12 ibid., pp.lll~l2. 
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more difficult to note the ill ef:fects often produced 

by a lack of courage the dangerous influence of cowardice 

may be equally widespread. The same can be shown with 

the other virtues as well: temperance, truthfulness, 

justice, benevolence. The races which succeed in 

maintaining and developing themselves in the struggle 

for survival are those in which a large number of their 

members foster these virtues. Generally speaking, 

virtuous men are a condition of the race's vitality. 

Since these virtues are commonly regarded 

as morally good- 'these four classes of excellence ••• 

seem to constitute all that is meant by the general 

moral law• 13 - we are able to see that what is morally 

good is that which prospers the health of the race. 

'Briefly, then, we may say that morality is a statement 

of the conditions of social welfare; and morality, as 

distinguished from prudence, refers to those conditions 

which imply a direct action upon the social union.• 14 

Now once we know that moral goodness is that 

which contributes to the vitality of the race we are 

able to say that the pleasures which the individual 

morally ought to desire are those which contribute to 

13 

14 

ibid., p.217. 

ibid. 
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this end. More precisely, the individual ought to find 

pleasure in the conduct covered by the virtues. But 

is this possible? Can virtuous conduct always be 

pleasurable? Ste--,hen denies, of course, that it is, 

but he claims that for the average member of society 

virtuous behaviour is more likely to secure his health 

and happiness than is immoral conduct. So just as the 

individual's health provides a roughly accurate guide 

to the things which will maximize his hapniness, so 

too the vitality of the race, as indicated by the 
a 

virtues, is/reasonably accurate guide, other things 

being equal, to the way each individual can best secure 

his health and happiness. But if this means that a 

person must be prepared to sacrifice his health for 

the sake of the race, then the problem is to explain 

how he can if by nature he always seeks his own 

happiness. Or, as Ste]Jhen puts it: if psychological 

hedonism is true, ru1d if 'virtue is a condition of 

social welfare,' then why 'should I be virtuous?• 15 

Stephen's answer to this question turns on 

his account of sympathy. 'fhis faculty enables a man 

to desire the pleasure of other men even though it may lead 

him to experience no selfish pleasure or even pain. 'l'o 

15 



reconcile this ability with his psychological hedonism 

Stephen takes this doctrine in the weakest possible 

sense: what is meant by saying that hapniness or the 

desire for happiness is the overriding motive is that 

human conduct is always motivated by feeling. In the 

case of many altruistic acts the feeling is the sym-

pathetic feeling of the thought of pleasure that will 

be gained in others as a result of the act; it is not 

true that the individual always gains pleasure himself 

in desiring the pleasure of others. 'Your pain is not 

painful to me because I infer that some other consequences 

will result to me,' as is maintained, Stephen says, by 

those who claim that altruistic actions are one form 

of self seeking behaviour, 'but because the thought 

of your pain is itself painfu1.• 16 It is not my pain 

at the thought of your pain that motivates me, but 

your pain itself (as represented in my consciousness). 

This is, of course, an odd, perhaps impossible, position 

for a psychological hedonist to take, but Stephen is 

driven to it in order to account for what he takes to 

be moral conduct. •so far as I sympathise with you•, 

he claims, 'I annex your consciousness. I act as though 

my nerves could somehow be made continuous with yours 

16 ibid., p.242. 
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in such a way that a blow which fell upon your frame 

would convey a sensation to my brain.• 17 

Now since the faculty of sympathy enables the 

individual to almost literally feel with others, so 

that it almost becomes true to say that my sympathetic 

actions are motivated by~ feelings, it is of no great 

significance that Stephen 'cannot prove that it is always 

prudent to act rightly or that it is always happiest 

to be virtuous. ' 18 Ji'or the moral man the happiness of 

his fellows is his happiness, even though he must on 

occasions sacrifice his o~m selfish pleasures or even 

his life in ... securing their good. Thus, t>tephen claims, 

virtuous conduct is possible even though it does not 

always secure the individual's greatest happiness; 't4e 

admission ••• does not diminish the intrinsic motives 

tovirtue, inasmuch as those motives are not really based 

upon prudence.• 19 

Stated briefly this is the essence of Stephen's 

ethical doctrine; and it is upon this basis that he 

establishes his science of ethics. 

17 

18 

19 

~ •• p.237. 

ibid., p.434. 

ibid. 
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Once it is seen that morality is one of the 

conditions of social vitality then we know at least 

one general feature of ethical phenomena. Historical 

study of the ways in which morality has fulfilled this 

function tells us more about this general characteristic. 

The most striking result of such a study is that the 

races which have survived victoriously in the process 

of social evolution - to fail in the struggle"4 evolution 
~ 

is not necessarily to go out of existence - are those 

in which the sanctions for moral behaviour became more 

and more internal and less and less externaL 'l'he 

highest type of man in a civilized race acts virtuously 

not because he is afraid to do otherwise but because 

his character naturally leads him to right behaviour. 

The fittest societies today are those in which the 

moral law has been internalized in the character cf 

its members; but the existence of moral instincts or 

conscience in men today is not their own doing but the 
• 

gift of the race working through its past members in 

the struggle to survive. 20 'I~o thus explain how morality 

functions so as to further the health and happiness of 

20 It is only because social evolution has 
reached this point, Stephen claims, that we are able 
to see what is common to the vast complexity of moral 
rules, and are then able to state a science of ethics. 
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the race, and thereby the health and happiness of the 

individual, is to provide a detailed account of 'the 

general characteristic, so far as science can grasp 

it, of the moral sentiments.• 21 This account, Stephen 

maintains justifies the claim that his theory of 

morality is a science of ethics. 

III 

To thus summarize this side of Stephen's 

position is to do scant justice to the complexity of 

arguments and illustrations with which he states and 

maintains his doctrine. However, it will be clear that 

in substance, if not in treatment, his doctrines bear 

strong resemblance to aspects of the works of Clifford 

and Spencer. The same cannot be said quite so firmly 

of his disucssion of the nature of ethical science, 

the conception of the race, and the character of the 

moral sanction. Here Ste-chen' s thought is most clearly 

independent of the work of his fellow ag.aostics, though 

not in the sense that their views have exercised no 

influence upon him. 

To take the first matter: Stephen teaches 

that a scientific theory is distinguished by two features, 

21 ibid.' p.35. 
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and that his ethical theory has them both. Firstly, a 

scientific theory is completely independent of meta­

physical doctrines; science, he says, is the region, 

'where all metaphysical tenets are indifferent.• 22 

Secondly, it can be tested by appeal to experience. 

Neither of these claims is developed at length and con-

sequently, they are not very clear, but one of the 

first points that emerge is that Stephen does not think 

that these two claims are just different ways of saying 

the one thing. He raises the problem of the demarcation 

between science and metaphysics but claims that he need 

not solve it. 'However that line may be drawn,' he 

writes, 'we may admit that, in the case of the physical 

science at least, we cru1 obtain knowledge which, within 

its own sphere, is entirely independent of the meta­

physicians' theories.• 23 

In interpreting the first criterion we are 

faced with two problems: one is that Stephen seems to 

distinguish metaphysiciruis into two groups, the 'good' 

and the 'bad'; the other is that he nowhere attempts to 

explain in detail what he means by independence. On 

the first point, the difference Stephen notices between 

22 

23 

ibid., p.7. 

ibid.' p. 5. 
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metaphysicians is roughly speaking the distinction that 

Strawson draws between the descriptive and revisionary 

metaphysicians. 24 The 'good' metaphysician is the one 

who attempts to describe the basic concepts which man 

uses to order his ex11erience: "fhe metaphysician, as I 

take it, has a locus standi only so far as he can throw 

light upon the general conditions of'belief, or again, 

upon the nature of certain ultimate distinctions, such 

as that of object and subject, taken for granted in 

the scientific statement.• 25 Stephen cannot claim that 

his ethical position is independent of this type of 

metaphysical consideration; for in his discussion of 

the charge that a science of ethics is impossible because 

there are no laws governing good conduct he argues that 

there must be, otherwise good conduct would not be a 

determinate thing and thus could not be an object of 

thought. ~he other type of metaphysical activity attempts 

to revise our understanding of the world by telling us 

of the alleged reality that lies behind the universe 

of experience; its practitioners are the ontologists, 

particularly the philosophical theists. 26 Presumably 

24 

25 

26 

P.F. Strawson, Individuals (Land. 1959), pp.9-ll. 

L. Stephen, op.ci t., p.45l. 

Cf. ibid. 
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it is this .type of metaphysics for which there is no 

need nor place in science. 

What is meant by the claim that science is 

independent of metaphysics? 'There are at least two 

ways of interpreting the claim, but both run into 

difficulties. In its most extreme form the statement 

can be viewed as meanin,; that the formation, interpre­

tation, and discussion of scientific theories can be 

carried on independently of any metaphysical consider­

ations. To discuss this claim we would have to know 

much more about the nature of science and metaphysics 

than the information which Stephen gives to us. However, 

we can note that historically the division between 

science and metaphysics has not been of this order. 

Secondly, it is not true of ::lte·hen's own science of 

ethics. Acceptance of his views will depend on how one 

answers the q_uestion whether there are any entities, 

such as the race, which are never directly observed but 

which can only be inferred from other beings in whom 

they exist ~Dd manifest themselves. On the face of it 

this is a metaphysical problem which cannot be settled 

simply by appealing to the facts of experience; put 

crudely, the q_uestion does not concern the facts but the 

inferences that can be drawn from them. 

The other way in which bteuhen can mean that 
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science is independent is that there is no connection 

between scientific and metaphysical beliefs such that 

the truth or falsity of one has a direct bearing on the 

truth or falsity of the other. ']~hat this is part, at 

least, of his view comes out in his claim that the 

scientist's independence of metaphysics is illustrated 

by the geometer's indifference to theories of the nature 

of space: 'Space . , according to some thinkers has only 

a phenomenal reality; if so, the truths of the geometer 

are only ap···licable to phenomena. dpace, as we know 

it may perhaps be only one of various possible kinds 

of space. If so, the doctrines of geometry can only be 

regarded as certain for that kind of space with which 

we are conversant. The geometer postulates space, and 

(it may be) one particular kind of space; but the 

validity of his reasoning, so long as that postulate 

is granted remains unaffected.• 27 

But what is meant by this particular claim? 

Has Stephen shown that it amounts to anything more than 

that metaphysical theories attempt to describe what is 

·beyond experience and scientific theories describe the 

world of ]Jhenomena and therefore the truth of the former 

cannot, unlike the latter, be tested by experience? 

27 ibid., p.4. 
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If this is all that is meant then how does the first 
~}! 

criteri~ of a scientific theory differ from the second? 

Obviously, in view of ~tephen's earlier remarks, the 

two are not the same, and the independence of science 

from metaphysics is more than a matter of definition. 

But what else is included in the conception is not ex­

plained by Stephen. It is indicative, perhaps, of his 

awareness of the problems involved in drawing·out the 

conception of independence that Stephen leaves off the 

discussion once he thinks he has established the general 

point. Vfuile, however, we can sympathize with his 

problem it is clear that he cannot establish this point 

without first of all presenting a more detailed account 

of the nature of scientific and metaphysical thought. 

Whether such a study would convince us that 'independence' 

is the best way to describe the relation of the two is 

another matter. 
""'' Stephen's second criterifo."of scientific 

statements is expressed in various ways. Sometimes he 

presents it in a positivistic fashion: 'SciBntific 

knowledge meru"s simply that part of knowledge which is 

de~initive and capable of accurate expression.• 28 

-"'; f\ 

Whether there is more than one criteria of definitive 

28 ibid., p.7. 
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and accurate expression is not clear, but Stephen holds 

that the capability of being tested by experience is 

the most important measure of a statement's having a 

clear and distinct meaning or scientific character. 

H is to Stephen's credit that in taking this 

position he pays some attention to the variety of 

activities that come under the concept of testing. This 

complexity leads him to distinguish between empirical 

statements in terms of the degree to which they can be 

considered scientific: the measure is the extent to 

which the statement is in principle falsifiable. 'rhe 

completely scientific statement is the one the conditions 

of whose falsification can be seen at a glance and which 

is, therefore, in principle most easily falsifiable. 

'All men are mortal', for example, is a completely 

scientific statement because it is clear from the pro­

position what would count against its truth. The 

majority of scientific propositions are not like this; 

the conditions of their falsification cannot be known 

immediately we comprehend their meaning; to distinguish 

them from the other sort of propositions Stephen calls 

them approximately scientific. Stephen describes the 

distinction in these words: scientific knowledge 'is 

merely the crystallized core of th2 vague mass of in­

definable and inaccurate knowledge •. It reaches the 

highest and most strictly scientific stage when it admits 
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_'}__!"" 

of being stated in precise propositions of unconditioned 

validity. By unconditional, I mean, of course, that 

the conditions under which it holds are given in the 

proposition itself. • • • But this unconditionali~y and 

precision represent an ideal which is seldom if ever 

realized; and propositions are generally called scien­

tific which ma.tce some approximation to this quality. 

'fhey are approximately scientific when they are precise 

enough to afford a generally reliable rule and require 

conditions which are generally fulfilled, or, in other 

words, when they do not fully reveal and formulate a 

"law of nature", but make some approximation to that 

completeness of statement.• 29 

Another important distinction between scien­

tific statements is the degree to which they can in 

fact be tested. 'The accepted test of true scientific 

knowledge is a power of prediction•, 30 but, Stephen 

points out, it is not always possible for us to test 

the power in ways that fully satisfy us. In some cases 

we can test the proposition with a high degree of 

precision; for example, statements about planetary 

motions, and statements that can be tested in controlled 

29 

30 

ibid,, p:o.?-8. 

ibid.' p.ll. 
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experiments. We do not have to worry overmuch about 

the influence of extraneous factors. This, however, 

is not the case with propositions whose predictive 

power cannot be tested in controlled situations: here we 

have always to bear in mind the possibility that the 

results of the test are not being determined by the 

factors we are considering. Predictions made in these 

circumstances must always be regarded as conditional; 

we must believe that no extraneous factors have operated, 

We cannot, therefore, be as certain about the results 

of such predictive tests as we can about those conducted 

in experimentally controlled situations, but this in 

no way affects their scientific character. 'I do not 

refuse the name of science', Stephen writes, •to the 

general proposition which enables us to make this con­

ditional prediction. On the contrary they form the 

great mass of scientific knowledge.'3l 

It is obvious that these distinctions are 

the beginninc; of an attempt to theorize about the nature 

of science snd scientific knowledge, but Stephen does 

not proceed ~~y further with them or bother in detail 

to justify the points he has made. The explanation is 

that he makes these distinctions not as part of a 

31 ibid., p.l3. 
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general attempt to theorize about science, but simply 

to show in what sense his ethical theory may be described 

as scientific. In terms of these distinctions his 

ethical theory is approximately scientific, and its 

truth is shown, though not established, by its power 

in making conditional predictions about moral phenomena. 

It cannot help but be approximately scientific because 

it cuts across the fields of sociological and psycho­

logical phenomena where the best \theories tend to be 

'a collection of unverified guesses and vague general­

izations,,32 At most the science of ethics can provide 

a series of general statements which are true of the 

great mass of men in society; it cannot account precisely 

for the development and function of each individual's 

moral disposition, but it can explain how and why these 

dispositions have appeared in the great bulk of the 

race. However, if it cannot tell us what is exactly 

required of each man in the way of moral character and 

behaviour if the race is to survive, it can tell us 

what is generally required, and this general statement 

can be tested by appeal to the facts. Again, if Stephen's 

theory is correct it should be possible for him to show 

32 ibid., p.lO. 
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why moral systems differ so strikingly from race to race 

and at different periods in the one race's history. 

There are, of course, many ways in which the explanatory 

or predictive power of his theory can be tested, but 

Stephen is well aware that the complexity of the phen-

omena concerned make the various tests extremely diffi­

cult to carry out. He is sure, however, that the con-

ditional predictions that can be made in terms of his 

theory provide strong confirmation of its truth. 

Now it is just this capacity of Stephen's 

theory to explain the development and variety of moral 

phenomena that Sidgwick claims is doubtful. In his 

review of The Science of Ethics he writes: 'It is only 

in ithe triba±7 period that I can regard the natural 

selection of social "tissue" as a really important factor 

in the development of morality. I do not see, for 

instance, how any of the important changes that have 

taken place in the morality of civilized Europe during 

the last twenty centuries can be properly attributed 

to this cause,,33 Sidgwick does not, of course, try to 

show this by considering the important changes and 

seEing whether Stephen's science can account for them; 

the reason is that he doubts whether the concepts 

33 H. ::Sidgwick, 'Critical Notice: ;rhe Science of 
Ethics by Leslie Stephen', Mind, 7, 1882, p.577. 
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Stephen uses to understand the evolutionary development 

of morality can be applied in any precise way to social 

phenomena. In particular this objection applies to 

Stephen's theory of the race as a social organism or 

tissue. 

As we have already noted the social organism 

is the term generally used by the agnostics to describe 

the basic unit of social evolution. In those sections 

of his work where he is concerned to state his general 

position Stephen follows suit. For example, in chapter 

one he maintains that the order underlying the complexity 

of human behaviour in any one society can be understood 

only be regarding society as an organism with structural 

laws of its own: 'A full realisation of this truth, 

which is of course a very old truth in substance, a 

perception that society is not a mere ag(';regate but an 

organic growth, that it forms a whole, the laws of 

whose growth can be studied apart from those of the 

individual atom,s, supplies the most characteristic 

postulate of modern speculation,, •• 34 

Two problems are posed by this statement: 

what is a society?, and, what does it mean to describe 

it as a social organism? Stephen's main discussion of 

34 L. Stephen, op.cit., p.31. 
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these problems (chapter three 'Social Motives') leads 

him to q_ualify his earlier and more general statements. 

One q_ualification is that the word 'society' when used 

to describe that va1ich undergoes social evolution means 

race - caucasian, negroid, chinese - and not some smaller 

unit as it might and probably is sometimes meant to 

suggest. Secondly, Stephen claims that it is misleading 

to describe the basic unit of social evolution as an 

organism: social tissue, he says, is a more adeq_uate 

term. 

Stephen's main reason for taking the race as 

the unit of social evolution is that any smaller grouping 

fails to do justice to the facts. If, for example, the 

state is regarded as the unit, and social development 

as the result of natural selection between states, then, 

we might at first be led to the conclusion that the 

vital state is the one with the strongest army. But 

such a view of civilized states is plainly inadeq_uate: 

war between states as the means to survival 'is no 

longer the case in any moderately civilized state of 

the world.• 35 The factors which lead to the growth 

and maintenance of the modern state are much more complex: 

'To state the case fully, we should req_uire to know many 

35 ibid., p.l24. 
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other properties of equal importance, and directly 

dependent upon an entirely different set of conditions, 

such as the industrial capacity of the race, its geo­

graphical position, and so forth.• 36 However, in order 

to understand many of these features which determine 

the vitality of the state we are forced to consider it 

as part of a much wider grouping, the race. It is only 

because the race is what it is that the members of a 

particular state can, for instance, utilize their 

cohntry's natural endowments to make their nation strong 

and vital. More generally, the vitality of the race is 

a necessary condition of the vitality of the state; 

and it is only through the success of the race in the 

struggle for survival that the members can hope to 

maintain and develop their nation. 

Stephen brings forward two types of evidence 

for this claim. .l!'irstly, the influence of society (or 

race) in shaping man's nature. '.Chere is no reason, 

Stephen claims, to assume that man's innate capacities 

have changed over the years,37 but the difference between 

say the ancient Greeks or Britons and the modern English­

man is tremendous. The explanation of the difference 

36 

37 

ibid., p.l25. 

ibid., p.l02. 
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can only be found in the different social influences 

to which the individual is exposed. T~e child inherits 

from his society (race) the language, the knowledge, 

the attitudes, the skills which distinguish him as a 

man from the men of other races past and present. 'The 

activity of the individual', Stephen writes, 'is essen-

tially conditioned, not merely by his individual organ-

ization, but by the social medium. His predecessors 

have created a new world, The physical basis may be 

the same, but the man develops under a set of influences, 

which profoundly affect his intellect, his emotions, 

and his activities.' 38 'rhe relationship is not only 

one way: the individual influences the race as well 

as being influenced by it. The activities of each 

individual have some bearing upon the activities that 

go to make up the workings of society. 'If millions 

can live in a region which formerly supported a few 

thousands, it is becauseEBch of the millions has millions 

of co-operators. If I can devote myself to write an 

ethical treatise, it i.s because thousands of people 

all over the world are working to provide me with food 

and clothes, and a variety of intellectual and material 

products.• 39 

38 

39 

ibid., pp.l07-8. 

ibid., p.l08. 
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The second type of evidence is provided by 

what happens when one part of a race develops a feature 

which enables it to succeed more efficiently in the 

process of natural selection. Once a significant vari­

ation occurs within part of a race it is invariably 

disseminated throughout -t;he whole, so that the race is 

better enabled to survive. Stephen suggests, though 

he fails to show in detail, that this is what happened 

with the development of artillery in Europe. Of this 

development he says: 'The invention by one ,(indi vidua;]) 

is ••• in certain respects an invention by all, though 

the laws according to which it spreads will of course 

be highly complex.' 40 The dissemination, which occurs 

in part by a process of natural selection between the 

different sections of the race, does not take place all 

at once, but eventually the race per se embraces the 

new discovery and its benefits; and just as 'a new dis­

covery spreads through the social tissue as a fermentation 

spreads through a continuous fluid•, 41 so too does any 

significant change within a part of the race that works 

for its vitality. If, therefore, we are to understand 

the general conditions of social maintenance and develop-

ment we must go beyond such smaller social units as 

40 

41 

ibid., p.l22. 
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villages or nations and consider them as part of a much 

larger 'society', viz., the race. 

Strange as it may seem this is the evidence 

upon which Stephen rests his theory of the race as the 

basic unit of social evolution. ]urthermore this evidence, 

when linked together, provides him with what he takes 

to be the two features which characterize the race 

gua race. 'The unity which we attribute to it', he says, 
1':-> 

'consents in this that every individual is dependent upon 

his neighbours, and thus every modification arising in 

one part is capable of being propagated directly in 

every other part.•4 2 

On the face of it Stephen's evidence fails to 

justify his theory o~ the nature and importance of the 

race. At most it shows that the activities carried on 

within social groupings such as a to;vn or state depend 

and have depended upon the activities of other and 

sometimes larger groupings. It is a far cry from the 

conclusion to the claim that there is a living bond 

between each member of the same stock which is expressed 

by their dependence each upon the other and their ability 

to change in accordance with the demands of the stock. 

Not only does Stephen fail to justify such a claim, he 

also, and this is more important, fails to expound it 

42 ibid., p.l20. 
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ade~uately. In what sense can each member of the 

caucasian race be said to be dependen-1; upon every other 

member? If dependence is taken loosely to mean any 

human relation which affects the individual's way of 

life as well as the relations that affect these relations -

as Stechen's point about the myriads of people who make 

possible his ethical theorizing suggests - then there 

appears to be no reason for saying that the individual 

depends only upon the members of his race. But if de­

pendence is not understood in this vague way, then what 

can it mean i±' it is to cover the social relation that 

holds between each and every member of the race? 

A similar problem occurs with the claim that 

in the race 'any modification arising in one part is 

propagated throughout the whole system•. 43 Evidence for 

this claim is lackine; but the question is whether this is 

an oversight or whether the claim is so vague that it 

Fould be difficult to know what evidence could be re-

garded as confirming it. Even if the transmission of 

the modification is interpreted in the broadest (and 

vaguest) sense as the transmission of the benefit of the 

modification there still remains the problem of saying 

what it is that experiences the benefit. What is meant 

43 ibid., p.l23. 
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by the race? It cannot be defined, and Stephen has no 

wish to do so, as all the members of a common stock either 

now or in the future because it is difficult to attach 

any consistent meaning to that which is the benefit of 

§11 members of a race. If, however, the benefit of the 

race is identified with the benefit of some of its 

members, then the problem is to show how this is possible. 

'l'o be a little more precise, two problems arise: one is 

that if the race is something which cannot be identified 

with all its members, then what is it?; the other is, 

how are we to decide when the benefit of a section of a 

common stock indicates that the race has benefited? 

Stephen has many things to say which bear on the formu­

lation of these problems - for instance, the claim that 

the race is a social tissue - but on the precise points 

at issue, viz., what is the empirical content of his 

view of the race and the evidence which supports it, he 

is unfortunately silent. 

vnce Stephen assumes that the race has a social 

unity he pays more attention to the empirical implications 

of the doctrine. 'l'he most important thing to note is 

the complexity within this unity. This complexity, he 

argues, is of such a sort that it is obviously false to 

think of the members of the race being marhsalled to­

gether for a common purpose in the way that the complex 

parts of an animal organism are ordered together for a 
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common purpose. 1Y10r this reason it is a mistake to think 

of the race in terms of the analogy o:Z' an organism; 

tissue is more adequate because it suggests that the 

members of the race are united one with another without 

loss of their independence of action, and, it also 

possesses some of the biol:;cical associations that cling 

to the word 'organism'. The analogy is spelt out in the 

following way: 'The tissue is built up of men, as the 

tissue of physiology is said to be built up of cells. 

Every society is composed of such tissue; and the social 

tissue can no more exist apart from such associations 

than the physiological tissue exist apart from the organs 

of living animals. The distinction does not corres:r,;ond 

to things se1;arate as concrete phenomena, nor can it 

be compared to the distinction between a coat and the 

cloth of which it is made; i'or unorganized social tissue 

does not exist, and the tissue develops new properties 

accordin,::, to the mode in which it is arranged. 'l'hus, 

if you will, the distinction may be regarded as merely 

a logical device, and yet, wit£; out taking into account 

in some form or other the facts which it is intended to 

describe, it seems impossible to give an adequate accomct 

of the processes which we have to consider.• 44 In terms 

44 ibid., p.l20. 
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of this analogy it is possible to fit in other asnects 

of the life of the race. The states, for instance, are 

simply well established formations or gatherings of 

tissue; its formation, as that of other social organs 

within the tissue of the race 'is determined by the 

special circumstances in which it is placed, the physical 

geography of its habitat and so forth, but which do not 

so break it up into distinct fragments as to destroy 

its continuity.• 45 

While this analogy may be frui tf'ul in bringing 

together some of the various types of social life that 

occur within the race the problem remains whether its 

use is justified. I have already argued that Stephen 

cannot claim to have shown that there is a race in the 

sense his theory reoLuires, and that it is ,'riot all clear 

what the social unity could be, or what the thing is 

that the analogy of the social tissue is supposed to 

render more intelligible. Now if these points are correct 

then Stephen's attempt to build a science of ethics around 

the claim that morality is one of the conditions that 

maintain the race in the struggle for existence is seriously 

jeopardized. 'The difficulty of determining the units• 46 

45 

46 

ibid., p.l26. 

ibid.' p.l20. 
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of social evolution defeats Stephen and destroys the 

claims of his ethical science. 

Whereas the problems o:t' Stephen • s doctrine of 

social evolution seem to me the most obvious objections 

to his science, other critics find it in his discussion 

of the reasons for being moral. l!'ollowing Sidgwick 

these critics clai that the scientific approach to 

ethics47 is unable to offer a complete account of moral 

obligation; Stephen was well aware of this objection 

and in 'Sidgwick's Methods of Ethics' (1875) he attempted 

to show why he thought the charge to be baseless. 48 His 

discussion of the moral sanction in The Science of Ethics 

is a more sophisticated version of his earlier claim. 

Like his fellow agnostics Ste'-'hen understands 

the sanction of morality as the cause of moral behaviour. 

'fo ask why be virtuous is to ask how men come to act 

morally, and the answer is the existence of moral ;,wtives 

which direct men to right conduct: 'If, for example, 

47 .r.A. Irving, 'Evolution and Ethics', Queens 
Quarterly, 55, 1948, pp.458-463; N. ffiU1an, Leslie Stephen, 
ch.7, 'The Moral Society', esp. pp.216-18, 

48 He w-rites: 'By "ought" I mean obedience to the 
moral law; by the moral law I mean that body of rules the 
observance of which secures the greatest sum of happiness. 
To say, then that a man ought to desire the general 
happinessrprompts a man to obey the rules which secure 
the general happiness. A.~d I am unable to find any other 
meaning in the words'. (Sidgwick's 'Methods of Ethics', 
l!'razer' s Magazine, 91, 1875, p. 322. 

! ' 
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virtue means all such conduct as promotes happiness, the 

motives to virtuous conduct must be all such motives 

as impel a mm1 to aim at increasing the sum of happiness, 

These motives constitute the sru1etion. •49 

Now one of the objections to this view of the 

sanction of moral behaviour is that if the existence 

of the moral motive is the only reason for being moral, 

then there is no reason why the man without a moral 

motive should be moral. Stephen meets this difficulty 

by distinguishing between the cause and reason, the 

sanction and the justification of moral behaviour. The 

existence of the sanction explains why men are moral; 

the justification of moral behaviour or the theory of 

motives explains the true character of moral motives 

and conduct. In terms of this theory it can be shown 

to the murderer who lacks the right motive why it is 

wicked to kill: 'It is capable proof - scientific proof, 

if you will - that murder is wrong - "wrong" as opposed 

to the rules actually accepted and regarded with reverence 

in every civilized society; and wrong, again, as being 

opposed to that underlying moral code to which actual 

morality is an approximation, and which expresses the 

conditions of social welfare. I may, therefore, prove 

49 The Science of Ethics, p.396. 
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to the murderer that he is acting wickedly.•5° 

It is a sign, perhaps, of Stephen's desire to 

show that his theory provides an adequate account of 

moral phenomena that he fails to spell out clearly the 

implications of this claim. In proving to the murderer 

that his act is wicked because it damages the race, 

Stephen is not providing him with a reason why he 

ought not to kill but with the reason by murderous acts 

are wicked, and this is quite a different thing. 

Stephen does not believe that it is possible to show 

why a man ought not to kill or why he o-llght to seek the 

well being of the race if this means demonstrating that 

the situations covered by these laws have a simple moral 

feature distinct from the physical and mental phenomena 

with which it is associated, and because of which it is 

to be desired or sought. 'l'he main reason he gives is 

that attempts to prove the existence of this moral feature 

invariably drag ethics into the wasteland of metaphysics; 51 

50 ibid., p • .ci-43. 

51 But compare his views in 1875: 'How then, should 
I "prove" utilitarianism? Happiness is the end; 
observance of the law is the means. 1 can prove that 
the end exists ••• If you ask me to prove anything more, 
I admit my incapacity; but r add that I cannot see what 
more there is to be proved.' (Sidgwick's Methods of 
Ethics', Frazer's Iviagazine, 91, 18'75, p.322.) 



ru1d it is possible to account for moral phenomena 

without doing this. Stephen would have to admit his 

account is contrary to the fairly common belief that 

moral laws are or should be capable of justicifation 

in the sense he rejects. He does not bring out this 

fact but rather points out that his proof of the vlickedness 

of murder is sufficient for the man with some moral 

sensibility. I:f the explanation is truly believed and 

thus becomes part of the person's character then it 

will act as a motive in restraining the man from future 

evil acts: 'though the proof will be throvn1 away if he 

is a moral idiot, that is, entirely without the capacity 

upon which morality is founded, the proof is one which 

must always affect his character, if we suppose the 

truth to be assimilated, and not the verbal formula to 

be merely learnt by rote.• 52 In other words the moral 

life is not threatened because the oDly 'ought' that 

science knows refers to one of the relationships that 

actually holds between individuals and the race. 

To Sidgwick ru1d later critics this account of 

the reasons for being moral are inadequate. According 

to them the question why be virtuous is not answered 

either by explaining how a man is moral or by showing, 

52 The Science of Ethics, p.443. 
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in Stephen's fashion, why moral motives are moral. 

Stephen has left this central problem untouched: 'when 

Mr. Ste:9hen maintains', Sidgwick writes, 'that it is 

capable of "scientific proof" to a murderer that murder 

is "wrong as being opposed to that underlying moral code 

wi::lich expresses the conditions of social weLfare," I 

must again answer that it may doubtless be scientifically 

proved that murder is not generally conducive to the 

preservation of social tissue, but that if it can be 

scientifically proved that the murderer ought to adopt 

the preservation of social tissue as his ul tilimte end, 

the proof must be different in kind from any reasoning 

that Mr. Stephen has used; and I am unable to conjecture 

how he would set a bout constructing it. '53 'I:hese remarks 

are undoubtedly cri ti.cal but it is best to see them as 

a statement of a position over and against Stephen's 

rather than as a precise criticism of his theory. 54 If 

we consider them strictly as a critical comment then 

it can be said that it misinterprets what Stephen says. 

Of course Sidgwick cru1 reply to such a charge by 

claiming that analysis of Stephen's position shows that 

53 

54 
Sidgwick: 
require a 
Maitland, 

H. Sidgwick, op.cit., p.585. 

A point which Stephen suggests in a letter to 
'Most of the points at issue between us would 
treatise inst~ad of a letter ••• ' (F.W. 
'I:he Life and Letters of Leslie Stephen, p. 351.) 
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he is faced with this problem, but t)l.e truth of this 

reply is far from evident; after all Stephen b1ew what 

Sidgwick would say on this particular matter and he 

has taken ste"s to protect himself from this type of 

criticism. Just how well is a rather large q_uestion. 



I believe that the real basis of the whole 
controversy against the prevalent Materialism 
of the present day lies in the question of 
the HUman Will. Once that the will of Man 
is free; arid no Philosophy, say what it may 
of fixed laws, can ever really upset the 
truths dictated by man's religious instincts. 
This is why I look on the philosophy of such 
people as Mr. Mill as so utterly mischievous; 
because the question of Free will or No free 
will, is really the question of Belief or 
~elief ••••• If I am a thing subject to 
purely material laws, the sooner I go the 
way of other things the better. If I am 
merely a part of the Universe, I am content 
to be resoived, as soon as may be, into the 
gases which pervade the Universe. My free 
will is the only thing which makes me better 
than a gas. 

H.L. Mansel 
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Chapter •rwelve 

Moral Obligation and Responsibility: Two 
Difficulties in the Science of Ethics 

46~ 

These two matters are described as difficulties 

not because Clifford, Spencer, and Stephen viewed them 

as such, but because many of their contemporaries believed 

that they could not be accounted for in scientific terms. 

We have already noted how the holders of this view 

attacked the agnostics' doctrine of moral obligation, 

and there would be no need to repeat the story but for 

the fact that the objection was also made from within 

the agnostic camp. Fairly late in the day Huxley made 

common cause with the moral intuitionists; his disaffection 

from the agnostic position is pretty clearly stated in 

•Ethics and Evolution', the Romanes Lecture for 1893.1 

Huxley's rejection of the view that an evolu­

tionary science of ethics can provide a complete account 

of morality is in two sections. The first, and most 

1 Collected Essats: Vol.9 (Lond.l895). As 
Leonard Huxley suggestsLife and Letters of Thomas Henry 
Huxley, 2, p.352) it becomes clear in view of this 
Lecture why Huxley limited his earlier writings on ethics -
e.g. 'Science and Morals' (1886), op.cit. -;showing that a 
scientific study of morality does not involve a denial 
of moral phenomena; there are intimations of his Lecture 
in some of his earlier works, e.g., 'Natural Right and 
Political Rights (1890), Collected Essays: Vol.l. Cf. 
also Huxley's letter to Romanes in L. Huxley, op.cit., 
2, p.350 



4 7 u 

widely noted, is that success in the evolutionary process 

requires the moral attitude of a gladiator in an arena, 

for it is a process of unrestrained and brutal competition; 

'the practice of that which is ethically best - what we 

call goodness or virtue - involves a course of conduct 

which, in all respects, is opposed to that which leads 

to success in the cosmic struggle for existence.• 2 What 

is sometimes said to be social evolution is not part of 

the evolutionary process but a checking of it.3 

The second criticism is the typical intuitionist 

objection.4 ~ven if we ignore the fact that evil as well 

as good is a supposed product of cosmic evolution, the 

knowledge that goodness has been evolved provides no 

reason why we ought to desire it: 'Cosmic evolution may 

2 Collected Essays: Vol.9, pp.81-2. 

3 Cf. ibid., p.81, and 'Evolution and Ethics: 
Prolegomena' (1894), op.cit., pp.37-40. 

4 That Huxley makes this criticism is sometimes 
overlooked, partly because the first criticism receives 
the most stress. See J.A • .Lrving, •Evolution and Ethics•, 
Queens Quarterly, 55, 1948, pp.450,463; and N. Annan, 
Leslie Stephen, pp.211-12, 217: both writers fail to 
understand what Huxley is about and they lump him with 
Spencer and Stephen as a propounder of evolutionary ethics! 
H. Peterson, Huxley: Pro~het of Science, p.285; Julian 
Huxley, Evolution and Et ics 1893-1943 (Lond.l947), p.l; 
and A.N. Prior, Logic and the Basis of Ethics (Oxford 1949), 
pp.45, 107, all realize Huxley's purpose. Prior (p.l07) 
points out that Huxley together with Sidgwick and Whately 
is one of the nineteenth centttry critics of the naturalistic 
fallacy. 
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teach us how the good and evil tendencies of man may 

have come about; but, in itself, it is incompetent to 

furnish any better reason why what we call good is 

preferable to what we call evil than we had before.'5 

Ethical science has to accept the fact of moral obligation 

even though the scientists cannot explain it or analyse 

it into non-moral components. It is true that ethical 

scientists provide 'more or less sound arguments• 6 to 

explain how the feeling of moral obligation has arisen, 

but, Huxley insists, to explain the feeling is not to 

explain the fact ofooligation, any more that the explan­

ation of the feeling of beauty explains the beautiful. 

'Some day ••• •, he writes, 'we shall arrive at an under-

standing of the evolution of the aesthetic faculty; but 

all the understanding in the world will neither increase 

nor diminish the force of the intuition that this is 

beautiful and that is ugly.• 7 

Now the reactions of Spencer and Stephen to 

these criticisms were a mixture of annoyance and disbelief. 

5 

6 

7 

T.H. Huxley, op.cit., p.80 

ibid., p.79. 

op.cit., p.80. 
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On the one hand they were justifiably annoyed at his 

treatment of their doctrines, in particular the doctrine 

of social evolution; on the other they baulked at what 

followed if Huxley was deliberately denying the possi­

bility of a science of ethics. Privately, as one of his 

letters shows, Spencer was able to face the facts: 

'Practically his view is a surrender of the general 

doctrine of evolution in so far as its higher applications 

are concerned, and is pervaded by the ridiculous assumption 

that, in ita application to the organic world, it is 

limited to the struggle for existence among individuals 

under its ferocious aspects, and has nothing to do with 

the development of social organisation, or the modification 

of the human mind that takes place in the course of that 

organisation.... The position he takes, that we have 

to struggle against or correct the cosmic process, involves 

the assumption that there exists something in us Which 

is not a product of one cosmic process, and is practically 

a going back to the old theological notions, which put 

Man and Nature in antithesis.• 8 Publicly, he tells another 

story: less than six weeks after he wrote the letter he 

published a note in The Athenaeum stating that since 

8 D. Duncan, The Life and Letters of Herbert 
Spencer, p.336. 
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Huxley and he agreed on so many points concerning 

evolution 'it is impossible that Prof. Huxley can have 

meant to place the ethical views he holds in opposition 

to the ethical views I hold,'9 

Stephen's reply, 'Ethics and the Struggle for 

Existence' (1894), is a more worthwhile contribution to 

the debate. Like Spencer he objects to Huxley's por-

trayal of cosmic evolution as a vicious war in which 

co-operation is unknown and success always rests upon 

cruelty, Such a view, he claims, ignores the fact that 

co-operation is as necessary a feature of the process as 

is conflict, and, moreover, it falsely depicts the 

process in terms drawn from human experience, 'There is 

not only a conflict,' Stephen writes, 'but a system of 

tacit alliances. One species is necessary to the existence 

of others, though the multiplication of some implies also 

the dying out of particular rivals. The conflict implies 

no cruelty,,, and the alliance no good-will.• 10 There is 

9 'Evolutionary Ethics•, The Athenaeum,Aug.5, 1893, 
p.l94. This was in reply to an article 'Prof. Huxley on 
Evolution and Ethics', July 22, 1893, in which the reviewer 
makes practically the same point about the theological 
affinities of Huxley's views (see p.ll9) as Spencer does 
in the letter quoted above! 

10 'Ethics and the Struggle for Existence' (1894?) 
in Social Rights and Duties (2 vols., Lond.l896), 1, p.232. 
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no reason to think that the evolutionary process could 

not produce men who must act in a moral fashion. Huxley, 

in a letter to Stephen, appears to accept the possibility,11 

but, as his 'Prolegomena' to 'Evolution and Ethics' makes 

clear, he refuses to accept the theory of social evolution 

by which Spencer and Stephen fill out this possibility.12 

To understand Stephen's reply to Huxley's second 

objection we must remember his view that any belief which 

cannot be publicly verified is to be regarded, more or 

less, as a metaphysical proposition. Now the intuitionist 

view of goodness or rightness is for Stephen a metaphysical 

doctrine because it cannot be shown by any public test 

that such a thing exists: those who hold the view are 

forced to say that it can be recognised but not shown 

(in any conclusive way at least.) If an agnostic were 

to hold such a position then he would not only be maintain­

ing a metaphysical ethic: he would be going back on the 

agnostic view that, as Huxley put it in 1866, 'there is 

11 Huxley wrote in 1894: 'I don't see there is any 
real difference between us. You are charitable enough to 
overlook the general immorality of the cosmos on the score 
of its having begotten morality in one small part of its 
domain.' (L. Huxley, op.cit., 2, p.382). This remark 
makes one wonder if Huxley understood what Stephen's 
ethical position really is. 

12 Cf, ft.nt.3. 
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but one kind of knowledge and but one method of acquiring 

it. '13 

Because Stephen finds it hard to believe that 

Huxley is consciously making such a move, he suggests 

that he has failed to grasp the difference between a 

scientific and metaphysical theory of ethics and has 

unwittingly stumbled into the metaphysician's camp. Con­

sequently he briefly repeats the distinction for Huxley's 

benefit. A scientific account of ethics neither attempts 

to explain away goodness nor to offer any reason why 

such a thing exists. It simply accepts the fact that 

there are goods and tries to show how they have been 

brought about: 'It "explains" certain phenomena, in the 

sense of showing their connection with previous phenomena, 

but does not show why the phenomena should present them­

selves at a11.• 14 If we attempt to explain why these 

things must be as opposed to how they come to be, or if 

we attempt to give a special status to moral knowledge 

then we have left the realm and method of science for 

those of metaphysics. And Huxley is surely aware that 

there is no point in following the fanciful pursuits of 

13 T.H 9 Huxley, 'On the Advisableness of Improving 
Natural Knowledge', Collected Essays: Vol.l, p.41. 

14 L. Stephen, op.cit., 2, p.229. 
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the metaphysicians; for 'if we agree, as Huxley would 

have agreed, that Hume's doctrine is true, if we cannot 

know a single fact except from experience, we are limited 

in moral questions, as in all others to elaborating and 

analysing our experience, and can never properly transcend 

it •• l5 

It seems clear, however, that Huxley did not 

think he was forsaking Hume, and he was unaffected by 

the charge that he was being inconsistent. 'Don't you 

know', he lightheartedly wroted to a friend, 'that I am 

become a reactionary and secret friend of the clerics.•16 

One can sympathise with the agnostics' reluctance to 

believe this, even as a half truth. But, whether or not 

Huxley fully understood the implications of his criticisms, 

their reactions, as the 'Prologue' shows, did not lead 

him to qualify his position, though it is true that the 

second criticism is not mentioned in this addition. 

What is the significance of Huxley's lecture? 

From the contemporary point of view and in terms of the 

history of the agnostic movement it is of considerable 

interest; for Huxley's criticisms suggest, as Spencer 

and Stephen clearly saw, that the aims of the movement 

15 

16 

ibid., p.226. 

L. Huxley, op.cit., 2, p.359. 
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had been mistaken in certain respects. 17 And the mis­

take, given the context in which agnosticism developed, 

was not of a mean order. Whatever his motives Huxley 

had indeed become a reactionary and friend of clerics. 

Philosophically the work is not quite so 

interesting, for Huxley is simply repeating criticisms 

that Sidgwick and others had been making during the course 

of the movement. The argument between Huxley and his 

fellow agnostics is, however, worth noting because it 

is marked on their part by the same curious lack of 

straightforwardness which is noticeable in their earlier 

attempts to refute criticism of a scientific theory of 

obligation. Often they proceed as if there is nothing 

to be said for opposed views; and they tend to believe 

that their critics can be answered by the exposition of 

their theories of moral obligation. At no point do 

they openly acknowledge that what they take to be the 

fact of moral obligation is very different from what 

Sidgwick, Seth, and Davies believe it to be, or that 

the views of these thinkers attempt to account for certain 

commonsense assumptions - such as the belief that there 

17 On Contemporary interest see ;- 7 'Prof. 
Huxley on Evolution and Ethics', The Atnenaeum, July 22, 
1893; H. Peterson, op.cit., pp.283-5. 
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agnostic view must be regarded as false or confused. 
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As they wished to show that their moral doctrines ad­

equately account for commonsense moral beliefs it is, 

perhaps, natural that they did not stress some of the 

differences between their theories and common belief. 

However it is also likely that they were unaware of the 

complexity of the issues involved in trying to establish 

a positive theory of moral obligation. But whatever 

the reason their ethical claims would have been streng­

thened if they had tackled some of these problems head 

on instead of ignoring or slipping past them. 

II 

While most of the agnostics were insensitive 

to or failed to see the point of the claim that the 

scientific account of moral obligation does not square 

with commonsense beliefs, they were acutely sensitive 

to the charge that a scientific account of moral behaviour 

is impossible because it would have to deny the ordinary 

view that a moral action is one which results from an 

uncaused act of will. This claim, Clifford says, is 'the 

most formidable objection that has been made to a scientific 
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treatment of ethics,•18 Not all the agnostics would 

put the matter in exactly these terms - indeed, Spencer 

treats the problem very casually19 - but all are aware 

of it, and most of them attempt to show why the charge 

can be dismissed. In trying to show why it can be, the 

agnostics are not only aiming to defend the scientific 

study of moral action, which is Clifford's and Stephen's 

main concern in their ethical writings, they are also 

attempting to destroy that part of the case for miracles 

which says that they cannot be rejected or regarded 

as highly improbable simply because they are not subject 

to law, since we experience the same freedom from law in 

every moral act. 20 

Basically, the agnostic discussion of moral 

responsibility centres around two points. One is that 

the doctrine of free will contributes nothing to an 

understanding cf moral responsibility; the other is that 

18 'Right and Wrong', Lectures and Essays, 2, p.l48. 

19 Cf. The Principles of Psychology, 1, pp.500-03. 
He is hardly concerned with the question of moral 
responsibility, 

20 For example, Mansel writes: 'Deny the existence 
of a free will in man; and neither the possibility of 
miracles, nor any other question of religion or morality, 
is worth contending about. Admit the existence of a free 
will in man; and we have the experience of a power, 
analogous, however inferior, to that which is supposed to 
operate in the production of a miraele, and forming the 
basis of a legitimate argument from the less to the 
greater.' ('on Miracles' in Aids to Faith /ed:7 w. Thomson, 
p.l9)· - -
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analysis of what people ordinarily believe about moral 

responsibility shows that the commonsense view is com­

patible with and, indeed, requires a determinist view 

of human behaviour. For our purposes the former point 

can be neglected since it mainly consists in showing 

what many indeterminists - especially the followers of 

Hamilton- were prepared to admit, viz., that free will 

is inconceivable, and its existence is incompatible with 

the common belief in the connection between character 

and act. Despite these difficulties Hamilton and Mansel 

teach that we must believe in the existence of free will 

or give up our belief in moral acts. 21 'fhe agnostic's 

second point consists in showing that this is a false 

dilemma. 

It ought to be noted before we consider their 

individual contributions that in each case the method of 

procedure is unsatisfactory. None of them ever stops to 

show what is meant by the vulgar notion of responsibility; 

they each assume, with the partial exception of Clifford, 

that the notion of responsibility is pretty clear cut, 

21 Hamilton writes: 'As equally unthinkable, the 
two i1.e. freedom and fat~7counter, the two one-sided scheme: 
are thus theoretically balanced, But practically, our 
Qoncsiousness of the moral law, which, without a moral 
liberty in man, would be a mendacious imperative, gives 
a decisive preponderance to the doctrine of freedom. We 
are free in act, if we are accountable for our actions.' 
('Conditions of the Thinkable', Discussions on Philosophy 
etc., p.597). 
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with the result that it is never quite clear what is 

involved in showing the compatibility of determinism and 

moral responsibility. If they had paid more attention 

to (say) Sidgwick's and Bradley's analysfs of moral acts, 

then they might have been able to present a better set 

of defences for their claim. 22 As it is their discussions, 

especially Tyndall's and Huxley's, pose problems rather 

than settle them, 

In the writings of Tyndall and Huxley our 

attempts to assess moral responsibility are largely 

taken to be questions about whether a person is to be 

blamed or punished, The answer, they teach, is primarily 

to be found in discovering whether the physical act 

infringes the moral code, 'tyndall, the publicist's 

publicist, presents the simplest and most implausible 

version of this view in an argument to show that the dis­

pute between determinists and indeterminists is irrelevant 

to the actual application of the concept of moral respon­

sibility. His position is that a man is morally responsible 

for any act Which transgresses the moral code irrespective 

of the motives which cause the transgression, Thus, he 

argues, the determinist is unmoved by the criminal's plea 

22 Cf, H. Hidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, Bk.l, 
ch.5; F.H. Bradley, Ethical Studies (Oxford 1876), Essay 1. 
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that he ought not to be held morally responsible for 

his acts since he could not help himself. His reply to 

such a claim is that the law has been broken: 'with a 

view to our own safety and purification we are determined 

that you and such as you shall not enjoy liberty of evil 

action in our midst.• 23 And, though the advocate of free 

will might not agree with the determinist's reasons for 

punishing the criminal, he will agree that he ought to 

be punished; 'Practically, then, as Bishop Butler pre­

dicted we act as the world acted when it supposed the 

evil-deeds of its criminals to be the products of free­

will.•24 

Obviously the problem cannot be settled or 

shelved quite so easily. The indeterminist will object 

that Tyndall's account of moral (and legal) responsibility 

is not true to the facts, A morally wicked act is not 

simply an act which offends the moral code; it must be 

one that is freely performed as well. And, the indeter­

minist will argue, the only sort of freedom that will 

square with ordinary beliefs on the matter is the will's 

freedom from being caused. 

23 'Science and Man' (1877), Fragments of Science 
2, p.365. 

24 ibid,, p.366. 
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Now Huxley's account of moral responsibility 

takes note of this type of criticism, but he denies that 

it provides any support for the indeterminist position. 

It is true that a person cannot act in a responsible 

fashion unless he is free, but the freedom required by 

morality and the law is the freedom from·' external con­

straint, not freedom from causation. 'An agent is free', 

Huxley says,'when there is nothing to prevent him from 

doing that which he desires to do.• 25 Secondly, Huxley 

takes note that 'a person is held responsible only for 

those acts which are preceded by a certain intention• 26, 

but he denies, as he must because of his epiphenomenalism, 27 

that to say that a volition is a necessary condition of 

responsible act means that it is a necessary causal 

condition of the act. Instead he takes the view that the 

moral code defines an offensive act as one done willingly, 

and that we attempt to find out whether the act was 

preceded by a volition in order to describe, and not to 

25 'On the Hypothesis that Animals are Automata ••• •, 
Collected Essays: Vol.l, p.240. 

26 Hume, Collected Essays: Vol.6, p.222 

27 For instance: 'our mental conditions are simply 
the symbols in consciousness of the change which takes 
place automatically in the organism; and that, to take 
an extreme illustration, the feeling we call volition is 
not the cause of a voluntary act, but the symbol of the 
state of the brain which is the immediate cause of the 
act' (',,.Animals are Automata ••• •, loc.cit., p.240~. 
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explain, how the act was performed. 'A man's moral 

responsibility for his acts has, in fact, nothing to do 

with the causation of these acts, but depends on the 

frame of mind which accompanies them.• 28 

Clearly this is a more sophisticated doctrine 

of responsibility than Tyndall's, but it too is a theory 

developed for the law courts. Huxley makes no attempt 

to explain how other features associated with responsible 

acts, such as praise, exhortation and remorse, fit into 

this account. And, given his epiphenomenalism it is 

difficult to see how he could find a place for them, 

since activities such as praising, verbal blaming, and 

exhorting are presumably based on the assumption that 

mental conditions can have some influence in determining 

actions. 

When we turn to what Stephen and Clifford say 

we find a more thoroughgoing and sensitive attempt to 

square ordinary views of moral responsibility with deter­

minism. In particular Stephen's discussion stands out 

because of its length and his awareness that interest 

in moral responsibility is not limited to questions about 

accountability. Unfortunately, however, Stephen's 

Hume, loc.cit,, pp.22-23. 



attempted comprehensive discussion of moral responsibility 

is not the most successful agnostic treatment of the 

question, largely because he fails to treat one point 

at a time. Instead of showing by detailed analysis that 

our ordinary beliefs about moral responsibility are com­

patible with determinism, Stephen oscillates between 

attempts to establish this point and the related but 

separate claim that belief in free will as a cause of 

moral acts is incompatible with a belief in the person's 

accountability for those acts. Of course any thorough 

discussion of this matter would have to investigate both 

these matters, but Stephen tends to take them together 

with the result that he fails to get very far with ei~her 

of them. One unintended consequence of his method is 

that his harmonization of determinism and moral respon­

sibility, once it is extracted from his discussion, 

appears almost as dogmatic as that found in Tyndall and 

Huxley. 

There are two parts to Stephen's treatment of 

the relation between determinism and moral responsibmlity. 

In the first he makes three points to show that common 

conceptions of moral responsibility are compatible with 

and require a deterministic view of moral conduct, Firstly, 

he contends that the freedom which we ordinarily regard 

as a necessary condition of moral action is simply the 
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absence of coercion or external constraint. This type of 

freedom is the only one that Stephen seems to think is 

commonly thought to be necessary for a moral act. 'I 

assume freedom, in the sense of freedom from external 

force,• he writes, 'wherever I assume merit, because the 

internal force accounts and must account for all that 

part of the phenomenon for which the external force does 

not account.• 29 Secondly, our ordinary way of determining 

moral responsibility depends upon the belief that people 

must act in character; that there is a necessary connection 

between the type of person a man is and the type of acts 

he performs. For example, when we find a saintly person 

with his throat cut we tend not to assume that he is 

morally responsible for what has happened, since we 

realize that the 'more saintly' a man is 'the smaller 

is the possibility•3° that he would freely kill himself. 

And, as is not unnatural, - the third point - our common 

belief in the necessary connection between character and 

conduct is embedded in our language about moral character 

and moral acts. Thus, Stephen claims, •to say that a 

man is benevolent means that he will always be benevolent; 

to say that an action is benevolent means that it proves 

29 

30 

'rhe Science of Ethics, p. 281. 

ibid., p.282. 
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the man to be benevolent.•31 

The second part of his discussion attempts to 

defend his claim that the only freedom necessary for a 

responsible act is the freedom from coercion. Stephen 

feels bound to consider this problem again because the 

claims of Hamilton and Mansel about the necessity of 

another sort of freedom as well strike a sensitive chord 

within him. 'Though', he writes, 'I am far from admitting 

this LRamilton- Manse!7 assertion, I think that it is 

true in this as in many other cases, that each party to 

the controversy is most effective when assailing the 

positions of its antagonist.•32 

According to Stephen the mistake of the Hamilton­

Mansel school is that they take the statement that the 

cause of a moral act is caused to mean that the cause of 

a moral act is coerced or forced. If this were a true 

analysis, then they would be quite right in concluding 

that determinism is incompatible with the commonsense 

view of moral acts. But for this analysis to be correct 

the determinist must be regarded as claiming that the 

determinants of adult character are causing the character 

now at this moment; for only then would it be proper to 

describe the cause of moral actions as coerced because 

it is caused, The determinist, however, certainly does 

31 

32 

ibid. 

ibid.' p.285. 



not say this. What he asserts is that the causes o~ 

the character of the moral adult have acted and made 

his character what it is today; he shows the effects of 

their influence, but it is not an influence which is 

continually being produced. Stephen illustrates his 

contention in this way: 'We might (though the language 

would be somewhat strained) call the child • • • the 

"cause" o~ the man. But ~or the child the man would 

not exist. But there is not a child plus a man, in which 

case there might be a coercion of the man by the child, 

The child and man form a continuous whole, with properties 

slowly varying according to its character and the ex-

ternal circumstances,,33 Once we see that the ~orce 

of the Hamiltonian claim rests upon this misunderstanding 

of the determinist position then we have removed the 

major objection to the view that determinism is incom­

patible with moral responsibility. 

But is it as simple as this? One can easily 

imagine Mansel objecting that Stephen has misinterpreted 

his position. The objection, he might say, is not that 

the causes of the cause of moral acts are external con-

straints upon present action, but that i~ there are such 

causes then their existence robs any act caused by 

33 ibid., p.289 
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character of moral significance just as surely as coercion 

does. If Stephen is to satisfactorily refUte this claim 

he must show that the vulgar notion of responsibility 

does not involve, on the Hamiltonian claim, a belief in 

uncaused acts of will. 

It is to Clifford's credit that he realized, 

probably as a result of Sidgwick's 'admirable book, "The 

Methods of Ethics"•, 34 that a detailed study of the language 

of moral responsibility is necessary to support the scien­

tific case. At the same time he had no illusions about 

this being an easy task: 'Words in common use, such as 

Lconscience and responsibilit~7 have their meanings 

practically fixed before difficult controversies arise; 

but after the controversy has arisen each party gives 

that slight tinge to the meaning which best suits its 

own view of the question. Thus it appears to each that 

the common language obviously supports their own view, 

and that the opponents are using words in a new meaning 

and wresting them from their proper sense.• 35 Nevertheless 

Clifford believes that his tinge brings out most clearly 

what is implied in ordinary talk about moral responsibility, 

34 

35 

Like Stephen, Clifford maintains that moral 

'Right and Wrong', Lectures and Essays, 2, p.l6l. 

ibid., p.l49. 
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actions are caused in some sense by a person's character, 

and that this belief is contained in the ordinary language 

of moral responsibility. Unfortunately he fails to show 

this, but he approaches the matter in the right way. 

If, he argues, we examine ordinary talk about physical 

and moral responsibility we find that in both cases we 

generally say that a •man is responsible for that part 

of an event which was undertermined when he was left out 

of account, and which becomes determinate when he was 

taken account of.• 36 With this statement the indeterminist 

might well agree were it not for the interpretation 

which Clifford gives it. For he claims that in accepting 

this statement we also accept the view that 'when we 

ask the practical question, "who is responsible for 

so-and-so?" we want to find out who is to be got at in 

order that so-and-so may be altered,,37 

Now if this is what is ordinarily meant by 

asking who is morally responsible, then our common beliefs 

about the responsibilities of others are incompatible 

with the belief that uncaused volitions are the significant 

causes of responsible acts; for there is, on Clifford's 

view, no way of getting at a person's free will in order 

~6 

37 

ibid., p.l50. 

ibid., p.l51. 
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to stop or encourage the willing of these acts. 38 However, 

since willing is a necessary causal condition of a moral 

act, this cause must be a part of our character, a part 

which, like the rest, is capable in principle of being 

changed or influenced by external forces. If we wish 

further evidence that our beliefs about moral respon­

sibility are based on such a view, then we have only to 

examine the process of moral education, for 'if the acts 

for which we hold people responsible do not depend on 

the character, what is the use of trying to alter the 

character?'39 

To complete his case Clifford shows how deter-

minism accounts for moral action. There are, he says, 

three necessary conditions of a moral act. 'fhe first 

two are quite usual: the act should not be compelled by 

external circumstances, and the person should have an 

awareness of right and wrong. To these the indeterminist 

will add that the act must be voluntary by which he means 

preceded by an uncaused act of will. Alone amongst the 

agnostics, Clifford admits that a moral act must be vol­

untary or chosen, but he denies that we can account for 

38 Clifford says of acts of free will: 'There is 
something wholly capricious and disorderly, belongint to 
that moment only.' (ibid., p.l48). 

39 ibid., p.l59. 
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this voluntariness by bringing in free will. According 

to Clifford the voluntary character of a moral act can 

best be noted by making the following the third condition 

of a moral act: 'the action L:iii.ust b~7 one in regard to 

the doing or not doing of which conscience might be a 

sufficient motive.•4° 

Now to understand why Clifford regards this 

third condition in this way we must recall his psycho­

logical-physiological view of mind. According to this 

doctrine what we regard as voluntary or willed acts 

result from motives which are consciously entertained 

by the mind. There are a variety of ways in which this 

is done. In the simplest case a voluntary act is one 

which is not instinctive; in more complicated situations 

the act sometimes results from a conflict between motives 

in which one motive naturally prevails; in the case of a 

moral act the motive which prevails in this struggle is 

not one which merely happens to succeed but one which is 

deliberately chosen and thus helped to prevail by 'the 

deeper motive choosing self which is called Reason, and 

the Will, and the Ego.• 41 It is not sufficient for 

moral actions that the act should have been deliberately 

40 

41 

ibid., p.l52. 

ibid., p.l57 



493 

performed, as the second and third conditions make 

clear, The person must have a conscience, and the con­

science must have been operative in the determination of 

the act; that is, the conscience must have been a motivating 

force, and the act will result from the ego's supporting 

or suppressing this motive, 

As it stands Clifford's argument that his 

deterministic theory of man is not incompatible w~th 

but re~uired by belief in moral responsibility can hardly 

be regarded as ade~uate. In judging it, however, we 

must bear in mind that it was not intended to be anything 

but a brief statement. Considered against the background 

of other agnostic efforts in this field, it provides an 

unhappy commentary on the ability of his colleagues to 

handle what they rightly considered to be for many a 

serious problem; for brief as Clifford's treatment is, 

it is the most careful and rounded of agnostic contributions 

to this issue. 
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Chanter Thirteen 

Conclusion 

The conflict between Huxley and the other 

agnostics over evolution and ethics illustrates the 

failure of vision which accompanied the agnostic move­

ment in its latter days. The agnostics were tired and 

old, and more importantly, they found themselves living 

in a world in which they and their cause were no longer 

relevant. Leslie Stephen captured the depression which 

resulted from combination age and remoteness when he 

wrote in 1892: 'Lights which once cheered me have gone 

out all too rapidly; and, to say nothing of individuals, 

I have also lived long enough to watch the decay of 

once flourishing beliefs. I can remember, only too 

vividly, the confident hope with which many young men, 

whom I regarded as the destined leaders of progress, 

affirmed that the doctrine which they advocated were 

going forth conquering and to conquer, and though 1 may 

still think that those doctrines had a permanent value, 

and were far from deserving the reproaches now often 

levelled at them, I must admit that we greatly exaggerated 

our omniscience. I am often tempted, I confess, to draw 

the rather melancholy moral that some of my young friends 

may be destined to disillusionment, and may be driven 
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some thirty years hence to adm:i.t that the present con­

fidence was a little in excess.• 1 

At the philosophical level there are several 

reasons why the agnostics became somewhat remote figures. 

It is partly explained by the fact that philosophy was 

becoming more and more a professional activity carried 

on within universities and professional associations, 

This, as well as the fact that the dominant university 

philosophers - Bradley, Bosanquet, Caird, Sidftick, 

Ward -were opposed to agnosticism,is, however, only 

part of the story. Even with such strong opposition the 

agnostics would have made headway if they had been more 

competent philosophers. Generally speaking they lack 

keen philosophical awareness, and at a time when standards 

of philosophizing were being set more and more by pro-

fessional phil sophers, this lack told against them. 

'.rhis failing is all the more apparent in their ethical 

writings because of their extent. Whatever might be the 

value of the descriptive material contained in their 

ethical works it is clear that their grasp of the philo-

sophical problems involved in moral philosophy is rather 

weak. And the same can be said for most of the other 

1 ''I~he Aims of Ethical Societies' (1892), 
Social Rights and Duties, 1, p.38. 
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aspects of agnosticism that we have considered. There 

are of course exceptions - Clifford's work on the nature 

of science shows considerable independence - but gener-

ally agnosticism failed as a strictly philosophical 

movement. 

Agnosticism, however, did not fail to make an 

iHlpression on contemporary philosophers, Bradley and 

Caird took note of a571ostic doctrines, and Sidwick, 

Ward, Alexander, and James developed or strengthened 

their positions in reaction to agnostic theories. 2 The 

agnostics could not, however, rejoice at judgments such 

as the one James made of dpencer: 'He left a Spencer~ 

,s name to other times, linked with one virtue and a 

thousand crimes. 'rhe one virtue is his belief in the 

universality of evolution - the 1000 crimes are his 

5000 pages of absolute incompetence to work it out in 

detail.' 3 

Apart from their influence upon philosophical 

circles the agnostics exercised a wide influence upon 

2 Of, J.A. Passmore, 'Darwin's Impact on British 
Metaphysics', Victorian Studies, 3, 1958-1960; J, Ward, 
Naturalism and Agnosticism, Essays in Philosophy (Camb. 
1927), pp.55-56, and 'Can Ji'aith Remove Mountains' (1879); 
S. Alexander, Moral Order and Progress (1889) acknowledges 
a debt to Stephen's Science of Ethics. 

3 Cited E.G, Boring, A History of Exuerimental 
Psychology, p.243. 
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educated opinion. In part this was a deliberate policy: 

they were anxious to publicize their views and took 

every advantage of public opportunieies. In part it 

resulted from the periodical position: until the 

mid-seventies they had no option but to publish in 

general reviews such as the Contemporary, Fortnightly, 

Frazer's and so on. 

Positively, as James suggests, the most important 

role the agnostics played in influencing opinion was in 

gaining the wide acceptance of evolution as a general 

explanatory concept. Clifford, for example, drew 

attention in 1877 to the increasing tendency to consider 

things from an evolutionary viewpoint. 'It is probable', 

he writes, 'that the doctrine of evolution fills a 

somewhat larger space in our attention than belongs to 

its ultimate influence. In the next century, perhaps, 

men will not think so much about it; they will be paying 

a new attention to some new thing. But', he continues, 

'it will have seized upon their minds, and will dominate 

all their thoughts to an extent that we cannot as yet 

conceive.• 4 Clifford was, of course, right. Evolutionary 

theories, though not always of the sort that agnostics 

would approve of, became the order of the day in meta-

4 'Cosmic Emotion', Lectures and Essa-rs, 2, 
pp.273-4. 
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physics, ethics, theology, ru1d so on.5 

A second general influence exercised by the 

agnostics concerned the :relation of science and religion. 

Through their support the belief that science ru1.d 

Christianity are irreconcilably opposed gained wide 

acceptance. ·J:he success they had in propagating their 

view can be partially measured by the extent to which 

orthodox Christians were prepared to trim their sails 

to science. l!'or example if Aids to }l'aith (1861) is 

compared with Lux Mundi (1889) the difference is quite 

striking, Both works were produced by distinguished 

High Church Anglicans as restatements of the faith to 

meet cu:frent needs. In the :former the claims of science 

against faith are corrected; in the latter, the faith 

is restated to harmonize with science: in 1861 Adam 

and Eve are defended; Darwin is extolled in 1889. 

Aubrey Moore, for instance, writes in Lux Mundi: 'The 

one absolutely impossible conception of God in the present 

day, is that which represents Him as an occasional 

visitor: science had pushed the deist's God farther ru1d 

5 See R. Metz, A Hundred Years of British 
Philosophy, ch.3, 'The Evolutionary Naturalist School'; 
J.A. Passmore, One Hur1dred Years of Philosophy (references 
to evolution) J. Huxley, Evolution and Ethics (Introduction; 



499 

farther away, and at the moment when it seemed as if 

He would be thrust out altogetlner, Darwinism appeared, 

and under the guise of a foe did the work of a friend, 

It has conferred upon philosophy and religion an inest­

imable benefit, by showing us that we must choose 

between two alternatives. Either God is everywhere 

present in nature, or He is nowhere. He cannot be 

here and not there.• 6 Lux J\ilundi became the text book 

of the catholic wing of the Church for the next thirty 

years. 

Probably the most important aspect of agnosticism 

is the effect it had in helping to change current 

attitudes about science and religion. 'rhe agnostics, 

however, were not primarily publicists. They aimed to 

change men's beliefs by showing the truth of their 

o~~. At this level they were not quite so successful, 

but there can be no doubting the intensity of their 

aim and purpose in pursuing it, 

6 A. Moore, 'rhe Doctrine of God' , Lux Mundi 
(1889; 12th ed. Lond. 1891) ed. C. Gore, p,73. On this 
movement see A,1I. Ramsey, Prom Gore to Temple(Lond. 1960) 
ch.1, 'Lux Mundi •, 
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