Australian
: » National
ey University

THESES SIS/LIBRARY TELEPHONE: +61 2 6125 4631
R.G. MENZIES LIBRARY BUILDING NO:2 FACSIMILE: +61 2 6125 4063
THE AUSTRALIAN NATIONAL UNIVERSITY EMAIL: library.theses@anu.edu.au

CANBERRA ACT 0200 AUSTRALIA

USE OF THESES

This copy is supplied for purposes
of private study and research only.
Passages from the thesis may not be
copied or closely paraphrased without the
written consent of the author.



© STUDIES IN NINSTEENTH CENTURY BERGLISH AGNOSTICISM

by

DAVID %, DOCKRILL

A thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of
Philosophy in the Australian Mational University.



(i1)

I alone am responsible for the text of
this thesis and the views maintained
in it.

[N AR BRI BN O O B BN RE N 2N BN B BN O B B



Preface

Chapter

Chapter

Chapter

Chapter

Chapter

Chapter

Chapter

Chaypter

Chapter

Chapter

11

(iii)

Contents

Introductory

T.H. Huxley and the Meaning of
tAgnosticism’

The Origin and Pattern of Nine-
teenth Century Agnosticism

Agnosticism, Positivism,
Empiricism

Lesrned Ignorance

H.L, Mansel (1): The Limits of
Lhought

H,L. Mansel (2): The Limits of
Thought and Christian Belief

The Choragus and Coryphaeus of
Agnosticism

The Nature of Leience

Seience as the Viscovery of
Universal Laws

Science as the iethod of
Discovery

The Science of Ethics

W.K. Clifford and the Scientific

Basis of Worals
Leslle Stephen's 'The Scilence
of BEthics!

49

91

136

194

218

255

282

325

426



(iv)

Chapter 12 Moral CObligation and Responsi-

bilitys Two Difficulties in

the Science of Ethics 468
Chapter 1% Conclusion 494

Bibliography 500



(v)

Preface

This thesls is an essay 1n the history of
ideas. It is an sttempt to characterize in detail some
of the main features of agnosticlism - the intsllectual
movement gathered around T.H. Huxley, H. Spencer, J.
Tyndall, L, Stephen, and W.EK., 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, A Hundred Years of British Philosophy -

and there are good studies of some of the individual

figures - for example, H. Petersen, Huxley: Prophet of

Sclence, N. Annan, Leslle 3tephen, 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 1ts distinctive doctrines, it must also place the
school generally in the context of 1ts 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 necessgary 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.3, Mill, A. Bain, G. Croomnm
Robertson -~ and positivism - R. Congreve, F. Herrison,
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 empirieism, it
did not, like positivism, accept Comte 2s 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 agnosticlsm
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 of his doctrines in recommending their
anti-christian positions. In the next section, 'The
Nature of 8Science', the differences between Clifford
and the other agnostics over the nature of science are
discussed, particularly with reference to the criticlsm
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 thig 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 tasgk 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 Jjoining hands with those
Christian and non~christian crities 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 théf the two are incompatible., Because

of the exitent 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 & 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 agsess causes in such a matter it does not seem unlikely
that the agnostics played some part in producing this

change.
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This thesis was prepared under the supervision
of Professor John Passmore. I am deeply indebted to him
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It is a mistake to suppose that intellectunal
history is valuable only if it reveals for-
gotten masterpieces, just as it is a2 mistake

to suppose that archaeologists are wasting

their time unless they uncover works of art

for exhibition in the great national collections.

W. Kneale.
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tially coineiding 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 hls reasons for claiming that
there are necessary limits to human knowledge also involve
the further aséertion that there is a reality behind
appearances.

Dalgairne was not the only one to neglect or
fail to see the differences between Huxley and Ppencer.

A writer in The Spectator rebuking Ieslie Stephen's account

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

36 H. Spencer, First Principles (1862; 6th Ed.
Lend. 1900), p.84 Spencer also c¢alls this Reality, the
‘Incomprehensible Power' (p.85), 'the Ultimate Cause of
things,' (p.97) and the 'Ultimate Reality lying behind
Appearances' (p.107).

37 H. Spencer, gp.cit., p.57.
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of 'agnosticism’.
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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
critieal attitude towards Christian orthodoxy. ILater in
this chapter the form, or to be more aceurate, the forms,
taken by these tendencies at the hands of the agnostics
will be considered; for the present a brief sketch ef
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 1itt1g more than the product of a vulgar
anti-intellectualism,’ but in more sophisticated circles

it received the support of the major theological and

1 For a discussion of Victorian anti-intelleet-
ualism see W.E. Houghton, The Vig;orian 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 Purope in
the Nineteenth Century. (2 vels., 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 fto 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 Leetures for 1822, The Use and Abuse of

Party Feeling in Matters of Heligion, 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
confliet with the Tractarians see G. Faber, Oxford
Apostles: A Character Study of the Oxford Movement(1933;
Revised Edition, Harmondsworth 1954).
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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

~ in which he stands to us are but imperfectly developed,
though as far perhaps as our present faculties earn com-
prehend them.'3 The most striking use by a noetic of their
belief in the impotenée of human reason in theological
matters i8 found in R.D. Hampden's 1832 Bampton Lectures,

The Scholastic Philosophy Considered in its Relation to

Christian Theolcgy. According to Hampden the limits of

human reason are such that we cannot develop any coherent
or systematic theology since 'about things DPivine we can
know nothing, beyond what God has been pleased to reveal

to us.'4

In theology, theory has the negative rele of
clearing away the hypotheses and docetrines with which

the facts of revelation have been confused or connected;
the true task of theological theorising is to negate 'all

ideas impeorted into religion beyond the express sanction of

3 R. Wahtely, The Use and Abuse of Party Feelin
in Matters of Heligion (1822; 3rd Ed. Lond. 183%5, D.189,
4 R.D. Hampden, The Scholastic Philosophy Con=-
sidered in Its Relation o Christian Theolo 51832;

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
authoritative and scientific character of the creeds of
the Chureh provoked a vigorous reaction from the Tractar-
ians, who held the facts of Scripture and the elaboration
and systematisation of éuch 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, coumld attain to precise answers in questions
of dogma, they also taught a 'strong' doctrine of the im-
pbtence of reason in religious matters. The simple unaided
use of human reason, they argued, will never lead to the
conviction that the fundamental c¢laims of the Christian
faith are true. W.G. Ward, one of the two leading
philosophical thiﬁkers in the movement - the other was

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

a Chrigtian 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. 188%) p.251.
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teachings of the correctly formed conscience: 'If
conscience be not on all moral and religious subjects
paranount, ' 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., “ard, The Ideal of a Christian
Church in €,.C.J. Webb, Religious Thought in the Oxtord
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
Pifteen Sermons Preached Before the University of Oxford
(184%3; New Ed,, Lond. 1887). Xraith, he writes, 'is an
aot of Reason, but of what the world would call weak,
bad, or insufficient Reason;' (p.204) and, 'Paith is a
moral principle' (p.l1l91). The nature and extent of
Newman's scepticism is, however, no easy gquestion; cf.
J.M. Cameron, 'The Night Battle: Newman and Empiricism'
Victorian Studies, 4, 1960; and ¢. Chadwick, The Mind
of the Oxford Movement (Lond. 1960), pp.42-46,

B A fact noted by contemporary historians of

philosophy; see G.H. Lewes, The History of Philosoph
from Thales to Comte (2 vols., 5th ed., Lond. 1880), 2,
pp.754-5; D. Masson, Recent Britigsh Philosophy, p.296.
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According %o 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 belng 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 disbellef in its existence, or the
belief that we can never determine wehther it does exist.
In faft, 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
speculatidns on such matters can only be a 'learned

19 'We are thus taught the salutary lesson',

ignorance.
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,

Discussions on Philosophy, and Iiterature, Education
and University Reform Eﬁdinb. 1852), p.37.
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as necessarily co~extensive with the horizon of our

faith.'l0

J.3. Mill, unlike Hamilton and his chief
English diseciple, H.L. Mansel, does not make the doetrine
of learned igﬁorance 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 f{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.'ll
Confideénce in the achievments and future of
science is another marked feature of intellectual 1life 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.''? bHut while

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

disagreements about the nature and scope of scientific

10 ibid., p.15

11 : Je.S. Mill, A System of Logic; Ratiocinative
and Inductive (1843).  Abridged version of 8th Bdition,
Edited by E. Nagel, John Stuart Mill's Philosophy of
Scientific Method (N.Y. 1950), pp.48-9.

12 W. Whewell, The 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.l3
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, (n 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 onece and for
all, but they provided thé materials on which the agnostics
were to put forward their own naturalistic theory of science.
In geology the conflict reached its profoundest
heighte in the period between 1820 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 Theolo and Social Opinion in Great
‘Britain, 1790-1850 (1951, Harper Torchbook Edn. N.Y. 1959);
and A, Ellegard, Darwin and the General Reader: The
‘Acceptance 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~
Criticad Study of the Principle of Uniformity in Geology,

Biology and Témology (Teiden 1959), chs. 1 and 2.
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time two rival schools of geological thought, the catas-
trophists and the uniformitarians, came into confliet -

over the method to be used in studying the geological
higstory of the earth. The catastrophists, led by William
Bugkland, 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

(183%0~33) provided the main statement of the unifermitarian
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 organie and inorganic creation
are referrible to one uninterrupted succession of

physical events, governed by the laws now in 0peration.'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. What is more, the uniform-
itarians argued, it is quite possible to give a natural-
istie 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, gop.cit., p.126,
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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 sciencss.
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
powef, 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.'15 If not geology,
15 Cited by C.C. Gillisple, op.cit., p.l46.

W. Cannon has challenged the use made of this guotation

by Gillispie (whese 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, '
Vietorian Studies, 4, 196@, p.8 & ft.nt.5.) His point,
however, seems to be refuted by the fact thet 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,
attenpted 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 guotation: his own eitation
of the passage leaves out the section which follows on
'so. transcends the known laws of nature:...', and this
section indicates that Whewell has miraculous creative
acts in mind.

16 ¥For example, Darwin wrote %o 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 Charles Darwin
(1888, Basic Books N.1.1960 2 vols.), VOl.l DP.30L-2;

and Huxley writes: 'As for the "Vestiges", I confess that
the book simply irritated me by the prodigious ignorance
and thoroughly unscientifie habit of mind mani-
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was not lifted until the end of the 1850's when the
appearance of Darwin'é work provided (or so it seemed %o
some) a néturalistic 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 -

18 _ but

for instance, the members of the Victoria Institute
the way was now clear for the dévelopment of a theory of

science completely independent of theoclogical conceptions.

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

OE.cit., 2. p.568.

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

18 The Victoria Institute or Philosophical

Society of Great Britain, which was established in 1866 to
defend Chriftian 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 lransaections of the Vietoria
Institute, or Philosophical Pociety of Great Britain,

2, 1867
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The third tendeney 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 Christién orthodoxies. Three major areas of
criticism can be singled out. Firstly, 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 i1s 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 1is satisfied by
the sufferings of His Son in our stead. The ain of Adam
is first imputed to us; then the righteousness of
Chrigt., The imperfection of human law is transferred to
the Divine; or rather a figment of law which has no
real existence.'19 For Jowett and his colleagues in the
Broad Church party the immediate task was clear: doctrines
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, Lond. 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 Benjamin Jowett,
M.A.: Master of Balliol College, Oxford (2 vols. Lond
1897), 1, pp.253-5, p.251,




63

and their spiritual nature made manifest; others, such
as F.W. Newman, J.A. Froude and Mary Amnn Evans, with
perhaps sounder sense, took another line: since the
essential doctrines of dhristianity are immoral in content,
Christianity is not to be revised but rejected.zo

Secondly, the orthodox view of the accuracy
and authority of the Pible came under fire because of
the various scientifie 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

21 others, such as the Bampton Lecturer

facts of science;
for 18%3, saw the religious and scientific accuracy of

the Pible 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 Orthodexy
in Early Victorien 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. it would bhe 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 Seriptural comminications as are
intended for religious purposes to the determination of
physical gquestions.' (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

22 This latter view,

their pretensions to infallibility.'
the popular theory of the Bible, did not stand up well to
eritical serutiny. Closely related to scientifie eriticisms
of the Bible was the mere 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. Lhe effeect of such
criticism was to cast doubt upon the historicity of the
central events of the life of Israel, the ministry of
Jesus, and the development of the early ch.urch.23
Thirdly, the growth of scientific and techno-
logical lkmowledge 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 supernatural.24 At the theoretical

22 F. Nolan, The Analogy of Hevelation and Science,
p 44+5. Quoted by H.D. McYonald, ldeas of evelation:
An Historical Study A.D,1700 to A.D,1860,(Lond.1959),p.124

23 V.F. Storr, The Development of English Theolo

in the Nineteenth Century 1800~1860 (Lond.l913)Brovides an
account of Piblical 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.1l94;

R. Whately, Essays on Some of the Dangers of the Christian

Faith (2nd Ed. Lond., 1847), p«/8 & p.8b6; J.D. Morell,
op.cit., 2, pp.586-7; J. Tyndall, 'Reflections on Prayer

and Natural Taw' (1861) Fragments of Science (6th Ed.,

Lond. 1879 2 vols.), I.
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level this divoroce between the theoleogical and scient-
ific view of the world is reflected in the conflicts over
the method to be used in the palaetiological sc¢iences,
and later, during the sixties and seventies, in the
confliets 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 ILimits

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

Species (1859), and the collection Egsays 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
secience 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



66

to it. DBecause 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.

1I

The 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 Iimits 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.g., L. Stephen,
'An Agnostic's Apology', op.cit., pp.8-9; é 5 '"The Sources
of Modern Agnosticism', The Month, 45, 1882.  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 1t in the Jourkal of the Transactions of the
Vietoria Institute or Philosophical Society of Great
Britain, 17, 1884; and J.W. Burgon ‘Henry Longueville
Mansel' Lives of Twelve Good Men (2 vols. 5th ed. Lend.
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
/"i.e. Mansel's7 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.199.
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philosophical eriticism of the Christian faith by showing
that philosophical thought is necessarily unable to arrive
at truth in such matters. USoth Ppencer 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

' ignorange 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 néglected or rejected.

Mangel'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 c¢laim that
philosophical thought is impotent in féce 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 ean only lmow 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-
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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 Ikmowledge 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 agnosties.

In his First Principles Herbert Spencer takes

over both sections of Mansel's argument and uses them to
elaborate and explain his c¢laim 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 Examineé the conflieting systems of thought - in his
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 seetion 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 t¢ this question, the second section
of his argument, consists in large part of quotations
and restatements of Mansel's account ¢f the nature and
- 1limits of knowledge. OSpencer, however, does more than
simply repeat Mansel's theories; in one important point
he amends this position. "“hereas Mansel claims that the
neeessary 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 cleareut and
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substantial, his role in the formation of Huxley's theory
ig 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 inconsisfent 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 Dayid Hume. However,
whilst Huxley finds the main inspiration for his theory
outside of the Hamiltonian tradition, the basis upon whioh
he erects his position is the same as Mansel's and
Spencer's, viz., that all our knowledge 1s nowledge

of our own minds or states of consciousness, Unlike

26 Quoted by Lyell in a letter; /E.M,/ Lyell,

- Life, letters and Journals of Sir Charles Iyell (2 vols.,
Lond, 1881), 2, p.32l. Ofe. 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 inte a
radical subjéctivism. Since we can know only our own
states of conseiousness, it follows, he claims, that we
can never know whether these mental states answer to
anything 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 knowiedge. This view of the limits of
knowledge conveniently rules out of court as futile all
speculations about the existence of God, the Unknowmble,
and other metaphysical entities; at the same time it in-
conveniently places the objective existence of nervous
systems, physical objeots and other minds in the same
category. Hor 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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28

exlstence of other minds. 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 convietions 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 Things-in Themselves' Lectures and Essays
(2 vols. Lond.1879) Ed. L. Stephen & P. Pollock, 2.

29 See e.g. H.L., Mansel, Metaphysics or the Philosoph
of Consciousness Phenomenal and RKeal (4th ed. £dinb,.1883.
Originally published as an article on metaphysics 8th Ed.
Encyelopaedia Brittanica 1857), p.33%6 £f.; and H. Spencer
ope.cit., p.69f. & pp.79-80; and H. Spencer, The Principles
of Psychology (2 vols., 2nd Ed., Lond.1l870)2, part 7.

20 Cf, e.g. Huxley's statements quoted on p

note also Stephen's statement: 'Modern men of science have
abandoned it ématerlallsm7 as completely as metaphysicians.
If human knowledge 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 Plainspeaking
(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 the errors of
orthodox religion (a faect not so surprising in view of
the Christian use of the doctrine of the impotence of

31)0 But if the connections hetween their epistem~

reason.
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 rejeeted.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 '4n
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 the 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 striect 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 gquite clear,
saw their theory of the scope and nature of sclence as
the one suggested by the history of science.33 However,
it was the recent developments in secientific thought,
particularly in biology, which provided the main and

immediate encouragement for their view. Darwin's On the

Origin of Species, 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 secience may be described in a few words.

We claim, and we shall wrest from theclogy, 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’,

3] oCit-, 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 agnostiec 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 scientifie account of all aspects of the
universe 1s 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 hoid 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 politiecal, and religious problems
which were formerly solved by a much more summary, if not
more satisfactory method.', Essays on Freethinking and
Plaingpeaking, 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 ite 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 agnostiecs, however, were prepared
to express thelr doctrine of science in these’terms; some
of them were too aware of the diffieculties in face of it.
There are two main objections to this statement of the
‘agnostic doctrine 6f sciences 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, Huxley 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 aot of self-destruction on the part of science.'
Egsays Upon Controverted Questions (Lond. 1892), p.247.
Cited by A. Ellegard, 'Darwinisn Theory and Nineteenth
Century Philosophies of Science,' Journal of the History

of Ideas Vol.1l8, 1857, p.379.
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faith, because by the nature of the case, the truth of
such propositions is not susceptible of prvof. But such
faith is not blind, but reasonable, because it is in-
variably confirmed by experience, and constitutes the
sole trustworthy foundation of all action.'-° The faith
may be reasonably based, but Clifford and Stephen,
particularly the former, were not prepared %o rest their
aceount 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 fo;
the lack of conelusive evidence. For these reasons

37 attempted to

Clifford, and to some extent Stephen,
restate the agnostic view of science in a way which would
preserve the main points of the agnostic accdunt, 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, gp.cit., 1,
p.553., Cf. also J. Tyndall'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 Iyrolese
priest, or his colleague of the Rhone Valley, asked for

an "impossiblility" in praying for good weather'.'Reflections
en 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 secientific
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

58 They are: firstly,

propositions in which it consists.
that we are morally bound to form our beliefs in striet
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 availéble justifies only the belief

that 'nature is practically uniform as far as we are

concerned.'39 but he immediately couples this admission

with the wntention that we are never justified and can

38 W.K. Clifford, op,cit., 2.
39 W.K., Clifford, op.cit., 2, p.210.
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never be Jjustified in either affirming or denying that
'nature is absolutely and universally uniform.' The
third point in his theory is that the only statements
which ean serve as genuine beliefs are those in accord
with our Jjustified belief in nature's uniformity;
statements about events such as miracles, which are
contrary not enly to our experience of nature but are
contrary as well to the statement that 'nature is absolutely
and universally uniform', can never be verified and
consequently ean never determine our behaviour. The
gcientist, therefore, does not have to disturd 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 concern is with that about
which kmowledge and truth can be attained. ‘*What is the
domain of Selence?' 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 othef 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, Pn?Oo
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of agnosticism stems from the agnostic's doctrine of
science, Lhere are two broad points at whiech their

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 reasonér,' Stephen
writes, presenting their position, ‘'holds by the contiﬁuity
and uniformity 6f nature; theology accepts a dualism

which implies catastrophe and the interference of a
radically unknowable factor.'4l When it came to giving
detailed reasons in support of thelr 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. Clirford, and

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

no a priori way of ruling out the possibility of miraculous

42

happenings. Accepting this point, the agnostics devoted

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

42 W.E, Clifford, 'The aims and Instruments of
Scientifie Thought', op,cit., 1; J.B. Mozley, Eight
Lectures on Miracles Bampton Lectures, 1865. (8th ed,
Tond, 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 Leetures but only succeeded in harassing
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their efforts to showlng that there are no adequate &

posteriorl grounds for asserting that any miracles have
43

taken place. '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 5in,' 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 canp;

see, €.8., H.L, Mensel's 'On Miracles as Evidences of
Christiantiy,' EBd. W, Thomson, Aids to Faith (1861,

3rd ed., 1870); C.A., Heurtley, ‘HMiracles', Replies %o
'Essays and Reviews', (Oxford and Lond., 1862); G. Warrington
Can we Believe in Miracles? (Lond. n.d.); J.J. ILias,

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, cane to
the fore in the 1870's. DPuring this decade, particularly
in the meetings of the Metaphysical Society, (Cf. A.W.
Brown, op.cit., p.70) the agnostics and their eritics
dispensed with questions of the a priori possibility of
miracles and turned to questions of the nature of evidexnce,
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 guestion
which has to be decided on this subject and which seriously
demands our attention, is the question of evidence - whether
certain allegéd miracles have taken place or not.' op.ecit.,
p.xxiii. On this matter the Christian opponents of '
agnosticism were well aware that the following of the
agnogtics' 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 @iaimgih&t theseevents did oeccur... Some;
Christian afologists therefore attempted to develop their
own theory of method and evidence with respect to religious
matters. The most important of these attempts are:

Je Venn, On Some of the Characieristics of Belief, Hulsean
ILectures, 16869, (Lond.l870); dJ.H. Newman, An Bssay in Aid
of a Grammar of Assent(1870; N.Y.1955); A.F.J. Hort,

The Way, The Truth and The Life, Hulsean Lectures 1871,
{Ist ed., Lond, 1893; 2nd ed. Lond. 1908); H. Wace, The
Foundations of Baith Bampton Leetures 1879 (Lond. 1879);
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to my mind, the fatal objection to both these suppositions
Ki.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 tc 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 occurfence of miracles: there is no evidence and
there can be no evidence to justify our believing that a

45 Huxley's presentation of the

miracle has occurred.
agnostic mse 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 prineiple that the more inecredible an alleged

event is, then the more impeccable must be the evidence

Jd.B. Mozley, 'Evidence,' Lectures and Qther Theological
Bapers (Lond. 1883),

44 T.4. Huxley, 'An Episcopal Trilogy,' Collected
Essays vol.5, p.l35.
45 W.K. Clifford, 'The Ethics of Belief,' op.cit.,

2.
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for its happening; if we oeperate on this prineciple, he

contends, it is clear that we are not entitled to believe
than any miracles have occurred. How we might apply this
principle to eobtain such ambitious results, Huxley does
not explain in any detail; he rests content in pointing
to the reasons why we should not accept the testimoeny 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 thls 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. i#urthermore,
men are held morally responsible by both God and man for
their obedience to the dictates of consclence 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.158~-61, Collected Essays:Volume 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 Christiamn
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
sees W. Whewell, The Elements of Morality, Excluding
Polity (2 vols., Lond.l845), esp. 1, p.38, and 2, Bk.4;
T.R. Birks, First Principles of Moral Science (Lond.1873),
esp. lects. 1,4,9,12; H.L. Mansel, 'Of the Real in :
Morality' in Metaphysies...; idem., 'On Utility as a Ground
of Moral Obligation' in Letters, Tectures and Reviews
(Lond.1873) ed. H. Chandler; on the testimony of eonsclence
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 agnostiec 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 ethies,

48 For instance:

reveal tremendous differences of cpinion.
Spencer and Stephen maintain that the survival of the
gocial organism or society involves in some way the

happiness of its cénstituent 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 Scientifiec
Ground of their Distinetion' (1875), op.cit., 2; H.
opencer, The Principles of Ethies (2 vols., Lond.1879-92);
L, Stephen, The Science of Ethics (1882).
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Lecture for 189349 = but he wholeheartedl y 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 Ethies (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.'50
Secondly, the agnostics maintain with almost
complete unanimity that men are morally responsible for
their behaviouf becanuse they do not pﬁssess free will.
A deterministic view of man is not only suggested by
physiology: it is required by ordinary beliefs about
51

moral action.

From the Christian standpoint these claims threat-

49 Collected Essays: Vol,.9.

50 Letter to Norton, 1877, in F.W. Maitland,

The Iife and Letters of Teslie Stephen, p.300; cf. also:

W.X., Clifford, "The Ethice of Religion' (1877), and 'The

Influence upon lorality of a Decline in Religious Belief'

(1877), op.cit., 2; preface to 'The Date of Ethics'
(1879), Part 1 of Spencer's, The Principles of Ethics.

51 Cf.: J. Tyndall, 'Science and Men' (1877),
op.c¢it., 25 T.H., Huxley, '... Animals are Automata ...',

Collected Essays: Vol.l, and Hume, Part 1, ch.10 in
Collected Essavs: 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.
111

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 thesé 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 Noeties and Tractarians, Millites and Hamiltonians,

who teach doe¢trines of learned ignorance: August Comte,

-whose Cours de philosophie positive appeared in 1854 as
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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 1s true that
developments in geology and bielogy 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

152 And discussions of the nature of

other has to show.
science are dominated by Mill's logic of scientific
investigation and Whewell's history and philosophy of
sclence.

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 183%7-1887, 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 ILife and Tetters 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. ¥rom on high it appears that the
course of agnosticism follows a fairly logical and
planmned development; from the ground it becomes clear
that the coherence is spontaneous rather 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
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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 critices who
persistently claimed that moral phenomena are part of

nature that falls outside the range of science.
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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, wnits of the sort which the historian
of ideas seeks to discriminate. They commonly
constitute, rather, compounds to which his
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 resclvable into simpler
elements, often very strangely combined and
derivative from a variety of dissimilar motives
and historic influences.

A.Q, Lovejoy.



92

Chapter Three

Agnosticism, 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 1o be lkmown
as agnosticism, viz., the theory of ignorance, then 1t
might_well be considered as one expression of a wide
nineteenth century intellectual tendency. Again, if
attention is centred on agnostic beliefs about scilence,
it might be wise to consider them in connection with
empiricists such as J.S5. 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. Suckle,
W.R. Greg, Matthew Arncld, W.R. Cassels (the author of

Suvernatural Religiocn), 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 i1t becomes clear that the =gnostics constitute
a class of thinkers quite distinct from the positivists =
Comte's disciples -~ on the one hand, and the empiricists

- Mill's men -~ cn the other. This fact has not, of



93

course, been ignored by historians of the period, though
they, like many mid-Victorians, have not often been
concerned to discriminate sharply betweenn the three
movementsol 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). WMetz goes a long way towards
providing an account of the differences.




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 an authoritarian state in which freedom was
not to be tolerated, ¥ill publicly disassociated himself
from Comte’s work in the articles collected in Auguste

Comte and Positivism (1865). MNill'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. This 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 =zccount of his doctrines,
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Comte's Philosophy of the Sciences (1853)a2 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 EBEnglish interest in Comte
mainly centred on the four leading doctrines of the

Cours de vhilosophie pogitive. The first doctrine of

which is the empiricist theory that all knowledge is
restricted to phenomena. In the final stage of its
development Comte writes, '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,
Heasoning and observation duly combined are the means

of this knowledge,,'4 This view, as Mill points out, is
not peculiarly Comte's: it i1s 'the general property of

5

the age';” but even so it is a feature of hils work that

2 G.H., Lewes, Comte's Philosophy of the Sciences
(185%); Lond.1887). Cf. M. Packe, The Life of John
Stuart Mill (Lond. 1954), p.291.

2 Cf., R.K. Webb, Harriet Martineau (Lond.196C),p.30%,

4 A, Comte, The Positive Philosophy of A. Comte
(2 vols., Lond, 1853), 1, D.2s

5 J.S. Mill, Augsuste Comte and Positivism (1865;
Ann Arbor 1961), p.&80.
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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 Theological, or fictitious; the Meta-
physical, or abstract; and the Scientific, or positive.'
Exactly what Comte means by this, as the agnostics were
o polint out, is not clear; for while the law is supposed
to describe the way human thought has developed from the
animism of primitive man throughjthe substantial forms
of medieval man to the phenomenalism of modern man,
1t 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. MNost
notably, the field of social life has escaped scientific
investigation; theories of society are, to date, either

of the theological or metapvhysical sort.

6 A. Comte, ov.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 bvranch of inves-
tigation is the complexity of the facts to be investigated.
Fach of the main sciences, Comte argues, can be clagsified
in such a way as to show the dependence of one science

upon another according to the complexlty of the phencomena

LR g{ﬁ :4!;259;2- Lo af b, F ATy

it investigates: those, which deaiﬁwfth 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:
mathenatics, astronomy, physics, chemistry, blology,
sociology. Primarily this classification is logical

rather than historical, but despite a few 'minor defects’
the history of science generally confirms it. 'In the

mnain ,..', 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 ana
restricted, though all were, since the earliest times
enlarging simultaneously.'7

The main purpose of the Cours de philosophie

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

of the three stages and the accuracy of the classification

7 ibpid., 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 soclal 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

Comte's social physics or sociolegy depends
on two points: the first is that humanity in all its
inter-related manifestations i1s subject to law; the
gecond, that these laws reveal not only how the existing
order of soc¢ial facts held together, but the way in which
they change. Social science, he says, ‘contemplates
each phenomenon in its harmony with co-existing phenomena,
and its comnections with the foregoing and the following
state of human development: it endeavours to discover,
from both points of view, the general relations which
connect all socisl 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
9

‘gituation, and the whole of the preceding movement.'

The point of contemplating humapity as ‘'a vast

and eternal social unit'lo is not simply to gain knowledge,
8 ibid., p.7.
9 ipid., 2,.p.95.

10 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

11 1p this is admitted

mechanism rests upon QOvinions.
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 hiuself, 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 socioclogical laws.
The law of progress exemplified in the growth of mind
and the sciences can now be conscicusly applied by man
to bring about the social state to which‘the development
of humanity has inevitsbly led.

From the course of this development Comte
deduces the éupremacy of sociology over all the other
sciences. ©Since the basic law of mind resulis in the

establishment of scoiology as the final science 1%

11 ibid., 1, ©.15.
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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 ... &8s so many necessary results of a series
of determinate phases, proper to our mental evolution,
personal and collective, taking place according to
invariable laws, staticel 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 writings, such as <the Systéme de politique

positive (1851-1854), in which his early theory is made
to support a political and social theory of the most
authoritarian and anti-~iiberal 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, v».503%.
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Athe third stage man's mind and social 1life will be
completely ordered; the social anarchy which results
.from political and intellectual freedom will be non-
existent because freedom will be suppressed. The
supreme principle of organization is the moral principle
of altruism: live for others, where others ultimately
means the whole organism of humanity, past, present,
and future. Altruism cannct, however, be practised
simply by wishing: a man must feel for others, be one
with humenity, and this feeling can only be brought
about in the positive state, as it has been in more
primitive conditions, bj the work of religion - in this
cagse, the religion of humanity. for Comte such a
religion is not only thlogy 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.l3
*Others may laugh,’' says Mill of Comte'’s later
speculations, 'but we would far rather weep at the

14

melancholy decadence of a great intellect. There were,

13 Cf. J.S. Mill, Auguste Comte and Positivism,
pi.2, 'lLater Speculations of M., Comite'. Comte's complete
positivieom had been attacked well before Mill's hook:

Cf. /~ 7 ‘'Auguste Comte. Positivism!, North British
Review, 21, 1854,

14 ibid., p.199.
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however, other reactions. Those who formed the fnglish
positivist movement found in Comte's later speculations
the logical development of his early work and the proof
of his greatness, This group c¢laimed and got for itself
the name of 'positiviet', and their activities forced
thinkers like Lewes, Mill, Morley, Spencer, Huxley, to
say where they stood with regard to Comte.l5 The posi-
tivists were Comte's official representatives, and their
labours are the second main source of Comtist influence
in England.

Positivism as a movement began towards the end
of the 1850's when Richard Congreve resigned his orders

and his Oxford fellowship to establish a society to

preach Comte's theories and to practice the religion of

15 J.8,. Miil, €ibid., p.6) defines positivism as
the view that man can only know vhenomena; see also his
Autobilography (Lond.!wss ), »n.=27s. G.H. Lewes, 'Auguste

Comte', fortnightly Leview, %, 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. TLewes has no hesitation in eclaiming Spencer
as a positivists: cf. The History of Philosophy, 2,
PP.757-58, The positivists of Congreve's sort did not
view Lewes' positivism kindly: cf. P. Harrlson, "Mr.,
Lewes' Problems of Life and Mind', Fotoewess e e 18, 7677
Harrison did not regard Marian Evans as a true p051t1v1st'
cf. 'Eeminiscences of George Eliot® (1901), Memories
and Thoughts (Tond. 1906), pp.158-59. J. Morley, like
Mill and Lewes, claims that he is a positivist but not a
Comtists: cf. P.W. Knickerbocker, Free Minds: John Morley
and His Friends (Camb. Mass. 1943}, pp.52-5; B.M. Everett,
The Party of Humanity: The Portnightly Review and its
Contributors 1865-1874 (Chapel Hill 19%9), ch.3, ‘'Morley

and the Positivists!
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humanityol6 The other key members are ¥, Harrison,

J.H. Bridges, E.5. Beesley, all former students of
Congreve, and J.C. Morison, another 0xford men. TIrom
about 1860 onwards to attack Comte was to attack this
group. JIntellectually their achievements resemble those
of other contemporary groups of religious men with their
background. They provided translations of Comte's
writings, they gave numerous expositions of his theories,
and they encouraged or engaged in scholarly work partic-
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.lB, They were much

16 Cf. i, Congreve's first positive church sermon,
*The New Religion in its Attitude towards the 014d' (1859)
in his fissays: Political, Social, and Religious (Lond.l1874).

17 J.H. Bridges, for example, edited Roger Bacon's
Oous Majus; cf. also The New Calendar of Great Men (Lond.
1892) ed. F. Harrison, in which the English positivists
wrote briefly on those whom Comte thought ought to be
commemorated. For examples of their exgository work:

E. Congreve, op.cit., F. Harrison, The VYreed of a Tayman
(Lond. 1907); Jd.H. Bridges, BEssays and Addresses (Lond.
1907); J.H. Bridges, Illustrations of Positivism (Lond.
1915) ed. G. Jones. See also A, Harrison, rederie
Harrison, Lond. 1926); S. Liveing, A Nineteenth .Century
Teagher: John Henry Bridges (Lond. 1926) with introd. by
P, Geddes.

18 P. Geddes in S. ILiveing, gp.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
confliets over the nature of orthodoxy -~ e.g. how far
4id Comte's authority extend? - and policy differences

over the nature of their work and Worshipogo

‘ When the agnosties 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 Fortnightly Review reveals this; and it is more than

likely that this experience brought home to Huxley the

need to provide a name for his position.

19 ibid., 0.94.

20 Congreve was wltra orthodox and liturgical, and
a8 split occurred in 1878 between him and Harrison and
Bridges: cf. K. Metz, op.cit., pp.1l80-82; J.C, Morison's
The vervice of hian (1883) is a very unorthodox positivist
work; cf. ¥. Harrison, 'James Cotter Morison: In Memoriam!'
in Rationalist Press ed. (Lond. 1903).




105

The dispute commenced gquite innocently: the
Archbishop of York, W. Thomson, in an address entitled
'On the Limits of Philosophical Inguiry' 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 Yhysical DBasis
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, Comte 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 Posifive
Philosophy has led me I find 1little or nothing of any
scientific value, and a great deal which is as thoroughly
antagonistic to the very essence of science as anything
in ultramontane Catholicism. In fact) he concludes,

'M. Comte's philosophy in practice might be compendiously
described as Catholicism minus Christianity.'?T There
were two replies to this from the positivist canp:

Harrison's 'The Positivist Problem', and Congreve's ‘'Hr.

21 T.H. Huxley, 'On the Fhysical Basis of Life’
(1868}, Collected Essays: Vol.l, p.156.
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Huxley on M. Comte'. DBoth replies stress, in the midst
of strenuous expositions of Comte's doctrine, that gen-
erally those who criticise him have not read nis works,
and are unaware that positivism is the system that binds
together all that is best in modern thought and 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)., Ifirstly, 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 might also hawe added that he
had reviewed Harriet Martineau's translation for the

Westminster Heview in 1854, He then points out in some

detail what is wrong with Comte's position as well as
its virtues. OUn both points Huxley more or less repre-
sents the position of the other agnostics.

Firstly he rejects the basis upon which Comte

22 5 P, Harrison, 'The Positivist Problem', Fortnightly
Review, 6, 1869, p.471l. For Congreve's reply see op.cit.

23 T.H, Huxley, 'The Scientific Aspect of
Positivism', Fortnightly Review, %, 1883, p.653%.
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rests his position, wviz., the law of the three stages
and the classification of the sciences. <There 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., BEvery 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
mast go through each stage, and that each stage of devel-
opment should exclude the other. DBut, 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.
For 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 thelr substance to

anthropomorphism, and are M. Comte's particular aversions -
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metaphysical entities.'

'‘But, as the ages lengthen, the borders of
Physicism increase. The territories of the bastards
are annexed to science; and even Theology, in the purer
forms, has ceased to be anthropomorphic, however she may
tzlk. Anthropomorphism has taken stand in its last
fortress = man himself., DBut science clogely invests

24

the walls;’'. bpencer's First Principles and Tyndall's

Belfast Address present roughly similar, though more
elaborate accounts. of the historical relatlons between
science, metaphysics, and religion.

Naturally the agnostics believed that the
development of scientific knowledge takes place under
1éw, but which law? Speuncer suggests in the first edition

of ¥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 fregquency
with which it is presented, its conspciuousness, and the
complexity of the phenomena involved. But, if we take

these influences into account, it can ke shown that the

24 ibid., p.664.




109
history of scientific knowledge exemplifies this law.25
Leslie Btephen 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 'Fewman's Theory of Belief': 'The evc¢lutionist
holds that, in the struggle for existence, the truest
ovpinion 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

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

25 This argument is printed as '0f laws in General,
and the Order of Their Discovery' in his Recent Dis-
cussions in Science, Philosophy, and HMorals (¥N.Y¥. 1871).

26 L. Stephen, 'Newman's Theory of Belief',
An Asnostic's Avpology, p.2%9. SBtephen stresses the
difficulties in tracing the evolution of opinion in
'The Religion of All Sensible Men', op.cit., p.344




110

errors,27 In this article Spencer makes the point that
historically the sciences did no% 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 scmetimes cause
the development of each other by producing problems

which must await the growth of some other science. This,
he argues, is what we should expect if scientific know=
ledge developrs out of commonsense 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;" 1t is not, as he would
have us believe, that, neglecting minor imperfections

a2 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 Clasgification 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 gs 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 Mill's are in politics and
social reformf To believe, as Comte does, that there
will ever come a day when the conclusions of scientists
will be beyond question, is to completely misunderstand
the scientific mind and the history of its achievements:
*A1]1 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.185.
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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
1s the impossibility of refuting it.‘29
Eqﬁally abhog;nt to the agnosgtics is the claim,
which the English positivists strongly insist upon,
that scientific work should be reéulated 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 humanityaso
The agnostics oppose this not simply because it ignores
the applied results that come out of pure research, but
because 1t denies the very impulse of science, the
unconditioned love of truth. The positivists, Tyndall
writes, 'decry and denounce scientific theories; they
gcorn 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 itrue natural philosopher

derives inspiration and unifying power is essentially

29 T.,H. Huxley, op.cit., p.669.
30 Congreve writes in 'Mr. Huxley and M. Comte’

that the scientists 'fear encroachment, or any tampering
with, their sclentific independence, their pursuit of
truth ... The moral and social system known as Positivism
claims to select the subject which should be studiedo...’

(09.0it., pa2720)
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ideal, 't

Politically and religiously the agnostics also
reject Comte'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 later speculations
he is well aware that 'the spirit of meddling systemat-
isation and regulation ... animates ... the "Philosorphic

. - 32
Positive" ' as wellaj

On the political side the agnostics
had no agreed policy: Spencer is a rampant individualist
who sees the withering away of the state as one of the

end producés of social evolution, while Clifford and
stephen support theories of the supremacy of society

over the individuel that are compatible witn a mild
socialism. As a rule, however, the agnostics are not
deeply concerned to theorize about politics or to take

an active part. <This 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' (187¢), Fragments of
Science, 2, p.454, Cf. also T,H. Huxley, 'On the Advisa=-
bignégs .of Improving Natural Knowledge', (1866),
Collected Essays: Vol.l; W.K. Clifford, 'Cosmic Emotion',
Lectures and Fssays, 2.

32 T.H. Huxley, 'The Scientific Aspects of
Positivism', Yfortnightly 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, while the

beliefs are mainly postwdetermined.‘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 expressiouns,

which were particularly stressed by Gongrevé; but more

importantly they believed that the alleged necessity

a'such a religion rests upon a mistaken analysis of the

moral situation. If right belief 1s a necessary condition

of right action, and if religion is necessary to motivaze

the person to moral action, then the inevitable decay

of Catholicism (or Protestantism in England) will

result in moral anarchy. But, the agnostics usually

gay, 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

3% H. Spencer, 'Reasons for Dissenting from the
Philosophy of M. Comte', op.cit., p.125. Cf. also: L.
Stephen, ‘'Science and Politics' (18%2), Social Rights

and Duties (2 vols., Lond.1896), 1.
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34 Iven amongst the agnostics

sentiment or an -ism.'
Clifford's anti-christian feeling is extreme, but gener-
ally they agree that moral character or'feelings 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 oI thelr contemporaries, Christien and non-christian,
found hard to accept, the older agnostics -~ Huxley,
Spencer, {yndall - had the advantage that they had never
experienced a crisis of faith: they had no Christian
faith to lose; their moral beliefs and practice had
never been intimately connected with orthodox doctrines
and worshipo35 They did not feel tempted to search for
a religion; they did not believe that religibn in the
usual sense is necessary for a good life. Eowever,
Spencer, Tyndall, and Clifford, who was a committed
Christian in his youth, attempt to explain what is vital

in religion, and not only to reveal the failings of its

34 'The Influence Upon Korality of a Decline in
Religious Belief' (1877), Lectures and Essays, 2, p.249.
0f 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., Lond.
1904), 1, p.151. A.S. Eve, C.H., Creasley, Life and Work
of John Tyndall (Lond.l945), pp.25-7.




116

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. OSpencer's doctrine of the Unknowable is a rather
near Christian intellectual expression of this feeling;

36

Tyndall more or less accepts it. Clifford, however,
could not follow this line: Tfor him cosmic emotion is
not so precisely or feistically defined. iHe quotes the
lines

Two things I contemplate with ceaseless awe; 37
The stars of Heaven and Man's Sense of law.

but his wonder is produced by the mystery of the universe
which lies %ggﬁéé the universe we know, and the moral
character that has been thrown up by the ongoing evol~
ution of Mar. Huxley and Stephen, it appears, were not
attracted by such religions.

| These points -the law of the three stages, the
classification of the sciences, the anti-scilentific
character of Comte's writings - cover the major areas
of disagreement bvetween the aghostics and the positivisis.

Disagreement, however, is not the only feature of the

relationship between them, They were well aware that

36 Cf. e.g. 'Matter and force! (1867), I'ragments
of Science, 2, p.7%.

37 'Cosmic Emotion, Lectures and Essavs, 2, ».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 Tounder of sociology.38
Huxley's appreciation of this side of Comte's work is
more apparent in his 1854 review than his 1869 articles.
'The mere M, Comte is an astronomer and s mathematician,
the better he comes out in his subordinate parts; the
more he is an historian and a politician, the worse. Yet
his Social Physies is, notwithstanding, the most wvaluable
part of his book. Add why? Simply because it was the
part most neededo'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 1t was,

as Sidgwick points out, a debt they tended to overlook.4o

38 Jd.B. Mill, Auguste Comte and Positivism, p.1l23.
39 /T.H. Huxle¥7, *Comte's Positive Philosophy',
Westainster Review, N.S5,6, 1854, p.190. In general this

review 1s favourable though critical. Cf. also 'The
Scientific Aspect of Positivism', Fortnightly Review, 5,
1869, ©1.670.

40 H. Sidgwick, fCritical ¥otion; The Science of
Ethics by Leslie wtephen', Mind, 7, 188%5 p.58%,
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§hy 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
Togic, 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. ©Buch an influence is not,
of course, unimpertant, 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 connected with the development of
agnostic thought should lump the agnostics and the

positivists together.4l After all the agnostic movement

41 Cf: J. Rickaby, 'Man the Measure of All Things':
Protagoras the the Positivists™ (p.1%8) and ‘*Auguste

Comte and His Philosophy' (pp.387,389), The Month, H.S5.

1, 1870; J. McCosh, Christianity and Positivism {(Lond.
1875), p.lé67. £, ¥lint gives a very accurate account of
positivism in Anti-Theistic Theories (1877; 8th ed., Lond.
1012), p.505; J. Tulloch, iiodern Ineories in Philosophy
and Heligion acknowledges the independence of the
agnostics from Comte but claims that Comte and the English
positivists best represent naturalism in England (pp.viie
viii) but later (pp.227-228) he admits that agnosticism
is the more characterisitic name for English naturalism.
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had to produce its own literature, and it was not until
the early seventies that the main features of agnosticism
were clearly and publicly outlined, whereas the posit-
ivist position, in its initial statement was available
for consultation from the early fifties. (This 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
surprising that they stressed, not incorrectly, the

differences between positivism and agnosticism.

While the contrast between positivism and
agnosticism is clear, that between agnosticism and
empiricism is less marked. The 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 intulition or con-
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sciousness, independently of observation and experience.'42
In applying this pfinciple in metaphysics, religion,
the theory of sclence, ethics, the agnostics often come
to different conclusions from J.S. Mill, the chief
figure of émpirieism. This, of course, would not put
them cutside of the empiricist movement. As Bain's
article 'The Empiricist 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 camé to be stated. In their early caréers it
is safe to assume that the agnostics were - with,
pernaps, Ppencer's exception - to varying degrees con-

vinced Millites. 'I can testify from personal obser—

42 J.3. Mill, Autobiography (Lond., 1873), p.225.

4% A, Bain, 'The Zmpiricist Position', Mind, 14,
1889; See A. Bain, Autobiogravhy (Lond. 1904), p.355.
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vation', Stephen wrote in 1900 of ¥ill's System of Logic,

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

A
H4 As far as the theory

claimed to be genuine ILiberals.'
of science and ethics was concerned ¥Mill'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 empiriéism 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 scilence. ©pencer, though not a sclientist and
Huxley were deeply involved in science, particularly the
palaeteological sciences., What they most wanted was
evidence that all pheniomena could be investigated by manj;
they had little doubt That the method of investigation

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

44 L. Btephen, The English Utilitarians (1900; 3
vols., in 1, ¥.Y. 1950), 3, p.76. CFf. also T.h. Huxley,
"My, ﬁalfour g Attack on Agnostlclsm' Apnendlx,,ﬁii~
gee- 1, Eacke,~w-.01t., Up1451 34o 2 L
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did noct show that all phenomena could be investigated.
Darwin's work provided the evidence which Huxley in
particular regquired, and, in Spencer'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 writings of his
which brought Mill's vogue to a climax', Morely wrote
in 1906, ‘appeared at the very moment when there broke
upon the scene those overwhelming Ffloods of evolutionary
speculation, which secem 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 extension of the historical method,
understood as a tracing of evolutionary development,
to all phenomena. Whereas Mill, 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 Teacher' (1906), The VWorks
of Tord Morley, (Lond.1921), 15, p.l2.

47 gf, J.S5. Mill, 'Coleridge' (1840), The Philos~-

ophy of John Stuart Mill (¥.Y., 1961) ed. M. Cohen, esp.
p.84ff; '0f the Inverse Deductive, or Historical Method',
bk.5, ch.,8 in John Stuart Mill's Philosophy of Scientific
Method ed. E. Nagel. OUn the relation of Mill and Comte see
besides Auguste Comte and Pogitivism, Autobiogranhy, p»p.l6l-
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its use in psychology, sociology, ethics, as well as
the physical sciences. The agnostics do not always
agree on the range of phenomena that undergo evolutionary
development - éjpencer alone maintains cosmic evolution48 -
nor do they accept a common view of evolutionary cevelop-
ment - whether it means as “pencer teaches that phenomena
are always in a process of becoming more and more diver-
gified 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 proyver understanding of
vhenomena.

Working with this principle the agnostics
took up positions in opposition to Mill and Bain. For

example, they claim that the conflict between empiricism

£6, 209-~245; A Bain, John Stuart Kill (ITond.l882), ».70C.

A modern acccocunt: J.R. Mueller, John Stuart Mill and French
Thought (Urbana 1956), ch.4, 'The Influence of Auguste
Comte'; Mill's c¢laims are shown toc be more or less

accurate (cf.p.129). On the differences between the
evolutionary view of the historical method and the empir-
ical see L. Stephen, op.cit., 3, ch.5, 'Historical Method’,
€E8P- pp9373-750

48 Spencer never tried to show how evolution
operated in inorganic phenomena, an omission which drew
hostile criticism. BSee D. Duncan, The ILife and Tetters
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 reaslized that the knowledge which each
individuel 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 understocd
it is no difficult matter to see why certain beliefs

are held with such intensity: they have been derived

and tested in the experience of the race; it is not
necessary to deny tke conviction of their truth nor to
try to explain it in terms of the individual's experience.

Thus Spencer writes in The FPrinciples of Psychology:

'The universal lew that, other things equal, the cohesion
of psychical states 16 proportionate to the frequency

with which they have followed one another in experience,
supplies an explanation of the so-called 'forms of
thought', as scon 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
devalopmeht of mind depends on the evidence of the

evolution of the nervous system, Spencer and the other

49 H. Spencer, The Principles of Psychology (1855;
2nd ed. 2 vols., Lond.l870-1872), 1, p.66.
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agnostics criticise Mill and Bain for their failure to

develop a ﬁggﬁﬁéiééiZéiay 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 faect not needing to be taken into account.'50
A more striking difference between the agnostics

and Mill appears in their account of ethics. Acccecrding

to the agneostics 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

consclence 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 PFPather Man who is within us; the accumulated
instincet of the race is poured into each one of us,
and overflows us, as if the ocean were poured into a
cup.';51 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.'S2
This way of reconciling the claims of intui-
tionist ethics with an empirical account of moral
phenomena is not the only advantage that follcws 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 scciety 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 1s necessary to view societies as organic

Pl AThe Influence Upon Morality of a Decline in
Religious Belief', Lectures and FEssays, 2, p.249.

52 'On the Scientific Basis of Morals', op.cit.,
2y Pel20.
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wholes, rather than as piles of individuwals. Mill, the
agnostics believed, is basically opprosed to such an
organic view; for it is contrary to the sharp line he

draws between the individual and society in his On

Liberty.>>

A third point of contrast between agnostic
ethics and Mill's position turns on the possibility of
a science of ethies. In the Logic Mill places morality
emongst 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
gciences 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
betweén factual and value judgments are made in Utili-

56

tarianism. The 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.’! Tt is possible, they claim, to have
a dcience 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 1s 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 ibid., p.356,.
56 Hor example: 'Questions of ultimate ends are

not amenable to direct proof.' (Utilitarianism in The
Philosophy of John Stuart Mill ed. M. Cohen, p.3%27).

57 The agnostics were not inclined to put the
matter gquite so bluntly. Huxley notably disagreed with
this view. OCf. 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 control.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 agrument, 'differ here, like other
men. Hume %took the side of barreﬁ?ss; Mill inclined to

the other side, although in a very gualified form.'59

58 J.S. Mill, Theism (1874; N.Y. 1¢57) ed., H.
Taylor, p.8l.

59 A, Bain, 'The Bmpiricist Position', ¥ind, 14,
1889, p.399., In John Stuart Mill (p.1%3) Bain says that
this view was completely unexpected, and his claims are
‘concessions to the existing theology.' (p.136). Cf.
also J. Morley, 'Mr. Mill's Three Essays' (i) ‘'ii),
Fortnightly Review 16, 1874 and 17, 1875, esp. p.637;
W.K. Clifford, 'Hisht and Wrong: The Scientific Ground
of Their Distinction', op.cit., 2, p.176; W.G. Ward,
'"Philosophy of the Theistic Controversy', The Philosophy
of Theism (2 vols.,, Lond.1l884) ed. W. Ward, 2, pp.l106-T.
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To the agnostics these contrasts highlight
important differences between empiricism and agnosticismn.
from the empiricist point of view they probably indicated -
at least until the lamte seventies « the diversity of
empiricist opinion. Mill, for instance, speaks of
Spencer and Bain ag co-workers in the field of psychology,
and Bain was a sympathetic review of agnostic ethical
writings.60 The agnostics did not neglect thelr con-
nection with the empiricist movement: Clifford speaks
for them all when he describes Mill as 'that noble
thinker, to Wwhom we of this genheration owe more than I

can tell.'61

But at the same time they insist fhat
there is a fundamental difference between their shhools

of thought, a difference which makes them rivals. Agnos-

ticism, Ieslie Stephen points out in Lhe Inglish Utili-
tarians, is a radically and scientifically transformed
version of empiricist views: 'Zﬁarwinian theorieg? marxed

the point at which a doctrine of evolution could be

60 J.5. Mill, August Comte and Positivism, p.66;
A. Bain, 'Critical Notice of Herbert Spencer's The Data
of Bthies, dind, 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 clainm
to have put forward a new point of wview, in the working
out of the doctrine.' He is less sympathetic towards
Stephen: cf. A, Bain, 'On Some Points in Ethics', Mind,
8, 188%, For Bain's version of utilitarianism see
Mental and Moral Science (Lond. 1868), pp.434-45.

61 'Right amd Wrong', op.cit., 2, p.1l76.
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allied with an appeal to exPerien9e. Darwin appealed

to no mystical bond, but simply to verifiable experience.
He postulated the continuance of processes known by
observation, andaimed 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

I . . 62
empiricism was transformed into evolutionism.'

v

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 accuratelj
understood the philosophies of Comte and I\!Iill.63

To 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.
6% This was a matter of dispute, particularly

concerning Comte's work. Cf. J.S5S. Mill, op.cit., pPp.15~
31, 40"‘470



132

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.o?

64 H. Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics (1874; 7th ed.
1907; Lond. 1962), esp. pp.31-35; *'Llhe Theory 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 fundamental Lthical Controversies', Hind, 14,
1889. The agnostics were particularly anxious to

resolve the problem of the relation between rational
egoilsm and rational benevolence (which Sidgwick leaves
unsolved; cf. The liethods of Ethics, pp.496-7).
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Chapter Four

H.L, Mansel (1) : The Limits of Thought.

The Bampton Lectures were founded to defend
the various aspects of Christian doctrine; and Mansel's
Lectures, desplie their history, are a sincere and del=-
iberate attempt to fulfil the Tounder's intentions. The

Limits of Religious Thoughtl 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 argument for
the Christian position. To name but a few; Mansel
draws upon the sceptical philosophy of Sir William Hamilton;
the Christlan interpretation of moral experience; the
apologetic weapon of evidences as hammered cut in the
deist controversy. In bringing these various items
together, he does not slavishly copy earlier expositions
of each particular form of argument. 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 Religious Thought (1858; %rd ed. Lond.
18593 4th ed., Lond. 1859; 5th ed. Lond. 1867).
References, unless otherwise stated, are tc the 5th edition.
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competence, in Mansel's work made it easier for the
agnostics to use him. DBecause 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 serlous 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.
0f philoscphic interest is his relation to Hamilton

(see J.S5. Mill, An Exemination of Sir William Hamilton's
Philosophy / 1865; 6th ed. Lond. 1889/; J.A. Passmore,
One Hundred Years of Philosophy /Tond. 1957/) 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 with F.D. Meurice (see A.M. Ramsey, F.D. Maurice
and the Conflicts of Modern Theology / Camb. 1951/, and
R.¥. Sampson, 'The Limits of Religious Thought: The
Theémlogical Controversy', in 1859: Entering an Age of
Crisis Ed., P. Appleman, W.A. Madden, M. Wolff / Bloomington
15597) and his connection with the group of English '
divines who hold sceptical views about the scientifie
character of theological knowledge, a group which reaches
from Archbishop W. King and Bishop Peter Browne in the
deist controversy through the Noetics fto Manmel (see

G.C. Joyce, 'Analogy', Hastings Encyclopaedia cof Religion
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viewpoint of the development of agnosticiswm, the
elements which the agnostics disregarded in Mansel's
thought were matters which they had to take into account
in the development cf their theories of science and

moralitye.

Briefly stated, the main zim of Mansel'’s
Lectures is to show that the scope of human 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 partic-—

and Ethiecs) are worth considering. Again, Mansel's
general apologetical role as a philosophical, historical,
and exegetical writer is not without interest (see is
commentary on 3t. Matthew's Gogspel in The Speaker'c
Commentary / Lond. 1871 - 18817 and his The Gnostic
Heresies of the First and Second Centuries ed. JeBe
Lightfoot / Lond. 1875/; see also J.W. Burgon, 'Henry
Longueville Mansel' in Lives of Twelve Good Men Vol.Z2).
With few exceptions = notably J.S5. 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. BR. Flint's
Agnosticism, N. Annan, Leslie Stephen) or as Maurice's
~opponent (e.g., A.M. Ramsey, op.cit., and RK.V. Sampson,
op.cit.) The best general account of Mansel's views and
his position in Victorian thought is in L. Stephen's,

The Fnglieh Utilitarians (1900; #.Y¥Y. 1950, 3 vols in 1)
Vol.III: John Stuart ¥Mill,
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ular concern. This concern is of some urgency; for
failure %o realize that religious thought is limited, or
to understand precisely what these 1limits 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 tec point out two
possible false approaches to the determination of
religicus truth. ‘*Dogmatism and Rationalism®, he writes,
‘are the two extremes between which religious philosophy
verpetually oscillates. FEach 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 of thought,
which give rise to different systems, are not %o be
identified with dogmatic theology, on the one hand, cr
the use of reason in determining religiocus trugh, on
the other; for, Mansel insists, 'All Dogmatic theology

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

3 The ILimits of Religious Thought, v.l
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any more than all drinking is drunkenness. The dogmatic
or the rational method may be rightly or wrongly employed;
and the questlon is to determine the limits of the
legitimate or illegitimate use of each.'4
The dogmatist, Mansel claims, accepts the
Sceriptures as the inspired word of God, and believes
that the scriptural teaching can be ratiomnally grounded
and harmonized into a ccherent 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 theological doctrine cut of the
ungystematic materials furnished by Scripture, partl
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 attemptw
ing by interference and aralcgy tc solve problems which the
sacred velume may indeed suggest, but which it dces not
directly answer; partly by endeavouring to give additional
support to the scriptural statements themselves, treating
them as truths, not above, but within the grasp of reason

(=
-

and capable of demonstration from rational premises.’

4 op., cit., 3rd ed., p.ix.
5 0pe 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
Rapiﬂs ncéa) VDle1, Ch.3-
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Two of Mansel's examples are sufficient to indicate the
tyre of theological thought he has in mind., St. Anselnm

in his Cur Deus Homo sets ocut to show that a2 knowledge

of the necessity of the Incarnation for man's salvation
could be arrived at, apart from revelation, by reflection
on the nature of God and man°6 In Mansel's words,

Anselm treats seriptural statements *as truths not

above, but within the grasp of reasen 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 humen 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
mén, is an instance of the dogmatism which attempts teo
extend 'the apparent import of the Revelation to ground

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

6 Anselm describes the first of the two sectlons
of his work as follows: 'The first of these contains the
objections ¢f unbelievers 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
tc be saved without him.' He goes on to say how reascn
alone shows that salvation reguires the incarnation of God.
A Schelastice Miscellany: Vol.X, Library of Christian
Classics. ed. A.l. Fairweather (Lond. 1956), p.1ie0.

7 I have not seen this work. My account is based
on Mansel's; see op.ciit., 0.9.
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Wansel claims, is Tto be gained from such aitenpts to wrest
Scripture into clearly established and coherent systems
of thought. Apart from the guestion whether such
gpeculations 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 philoscphical 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 deoubtful validity and thus tend to cast
doubt upon the certainty of revealed knowledge; whilst
onn 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 / philosophy/ has a natural right to
sift to the uttermcst are taken cut of the field of free
discussion, and fenced about with religicus doctrines
which 1t i1s 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.10. 1In 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 wvalid
and invalid theological thought is so summary, because
the topic was a live cne in English theological thought
as a result of the conflicts between the Tractarians

and the Noetics, and the Anglican converts to Tome; see,
Q. Chadwick, From Bossuet to Newman: The Idea of

Doctrinal Development (Camb. 1957).
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than net is the critic of revealed truth, whilst the
dogmatist is its advocate. The differences betwsen the
two types of thought, Mansel claims, are by nc means
superficial, yet deep down the rationalist and the dogma-
tist agree: they both teach that there are no limits

to the ability of human reason to directly determine the
truth and falsity of religiocus statements, Manssl
descrives their basic identity, despite their differences,
in the follgowing words: ‘*the two systems may be consgidered
as both aiming, though in different ways, at the same

end; that end being to produce a coincidence hetween

what we belleve and what we think; to remove the boundary
which separates the comprehensible from the incomprehensible,
The Dogmatist employs reason to prove, almost as much as
the Rationalist employs it to disprove. The cne, 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

td suppert them. The other, in the character of 2 critie,
draws his premises from reason in the first instance;

and adopting these as his standard, either distorts the
revealed docirine intec conformity with them, or, if 1T
obstinately resists this treatment, sets it aside alto-
gether. The one strives to 1ift up reason to the point

of view occupied by Revelation: +the other strives to
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bring down Revelation to the limit of reason.’
When Mansel describes the rationaliist as
drawing his premises from reasocn he dces not have
primarily in mind that type of philoscphical rationalism
in which a deductive metaphysic is established on the
basia of gelf-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 Eationalism,' Mansel
writes, 'ceo 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.' 0 Actual instences of the rationalistic
spirit, Mansel claims, are to be found in the treatment
of religious doctrines by Immanuel Kant and Benjanin
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 Ged, ruleg out large sections of the biblical

G OP.Citey, Pe7

10 ibid., 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 Ged might act
con our behalf in some non-moral matter - is not in accord
with the aim of religion and cannot be part of divine
teachingoll Jowett similafly dispenses with the biblical
doctrine of the atonement, because he holds that it is
incompatible.with our moral notions and consequently
canniot be held to be a divinely revealed doctrineol2
At this point we might ask how we are to settle
religicus problems, if we eschew the methods cof the
dogmatists and the ratiocnalists. Mansel delays answering
this question begcause he wishes to show first of all
that the two false approaches to religious guestions -
they are, of course, one apprcach if we consider simply
thelr 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 a&s an inner formal service of God and hence as a means
of grace is a supersiitious illusion (a fetish-making);
for it is no more than a stated wish directed to a Being
who needs no such infermation regarding the inner
dispositicn cof the wisher; therefore nothing is accom-
plished by it, and it discharges none of the duties to
which, at commands of God, we are obligated; hence God
is not really served.' Religion within the Limits of
Reason Alone trans. T.M. Greene and H.T. Hudson {(N.T.,
1960), pp.182-183%,

12 Cf. chapter 3, p.
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Mansel claims that the confidence that
rationalists and dogmatists have in the unaided power
of human thought to arrive at truth in religious matters =
a power which would seem to make revelation suyerfluouslﬁ -
is open %o two cbiections. Firstly, 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, esven 1f the attempt takes
the form of a denial of the deity, 1s full of the most
severe difficulties, ©OSecondly, that attempts to theorize
on these matters will always fail, as they have in the
past, because tThey attempt to transgress the necessary
Llimits of thought; the theories of rationalists and
dogmatists, despite their appearance, are illegitimate
exercises of reason.

Mansel establishes the first point by examining,
initially, the basic ideas of rational theclogy; for, as
he writes in justification of his procedure, 'a philosophy
which professes to elicit from its cwn conceptions all the
essential portions of religious belief, is bound to

jugtify 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 ke said to be that God is absolute,
infiaite, and first cause, He introduces these fterms

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. Tc conceive the Deity

as He is, we must conceive Him as first Cause, as Absolute

and as Infinite., DBy the First Cause is meant that which

produces all things, and is itself produced of none,.
By the Avsclute is meant that which exists in and by
itself, having no necessary relation tc 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 scme of Mansel's
crities a deal of theoretical anguish, particularly in
the light of his subéequent argument. J.5. Mill, for

example, describes the argument which follows as 'one

14 ibide, 1.25.
15 ibkid., p.31
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- . . e 16, . . .
long ignoratlio elenchi'. The main objection concerns
Mansel's definition of the absolute, a definition which

he borrows in part from Henry Calderwcod's FPhilosophy
17

of the Infinite, As the definition stands, Mansel

seems prepared to accept the view that the absclute does
not necessarily exist in any relation, but that it can

or nmight exist in relation, whereas later, his critics
complain, he contends, and argues from the position,

that the absoluie is incapable of existing in any relation
at alln18 Mansel's reply te this, largely ¥ill’'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, tc show
that such a definition can be and must be replaced by

one more philcsophically adequate.19 There would be little

16 JoS, Mill, op.cit., p.17.
17 Mansel (op.cit., p.212 Note xiv) presents

Calderwood's definitions as they are found in the first
edition (BEdinb. 1854). In the second edition (Edinb. 1861}
Calderwocd vigorously controverts Mansel's argumentse.

18 deSe Kill writes: 'The words, "having no
necessary relation to any other being," admit of two
constructions. The words in their natural sense, only mean,
capable of existing out of relation to anything else. MNMr.
Mansel camnnot intend the latter. EHe cannot mean 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 accepis, from Dr,
Calderwood, an interpretation inconsistent with this. This,
however, is the meaning necessary to support his case.'

op.cit., p.ll4.

19 %nsgl makes the point in the fifth edition;
0becit., p



gained by defining the fterms so that the points to be
shown could be lmmediately grasped by anyone who understocod
the meaning of the definiticn. Still, fto thus defend
Mansel is not to deny that Mill has ground for complaint:
the compression of Marsel's arguments, his seeming desire
to stun his listeners ~ the Lectures are first preached -
rather than %o carry them with him step by step, suggests
a bewildering, and sometimes seeningly disjointed array
of thoughts. Whatever the reasons for this method,
Mansel's purposes would have been better carried ocut if
he had presented clearer signs of the precise movement

0f his argument. Close attention to the text, however,
shows that while the argument is compressed it is not
disjointed nor haphazard.

Having defined the fundamental ideas of
rational theclogy, lansel sets out to show that these
ideas, whether itaken singly or as a group, are surrounded
with difficulties; they cannct serve 'all the needs of
human thought and feeling.'°C Mansel's specific claims
concerning these ideas can be set out as follows:

(i) 4if there is an infinite and absolute being

20 ibid., p.26
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then it is the sum of all reality;

(1i) the infinite and absoclute being cannot be

(1ii) +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 conseguences of hisg definitions of the absgssclute and
the infinite; and in so doing he immediately reveals
the inadequacy of the definition of the absolute. If
we c¢laim, Mansel argues, that God is both infinite and
absolute, then we must mean that God is infinite in the
senssg defined; for if we say that God is infinite or
unlimited in certain respects but not in others, or that
he possesses a limited number of attributes in infinite
degree but that he is devoid of certain other attributes,
then God may be infinite in the manner described but he
canmot be the absolute: ﬁhe reason is that the absclute,
as defined, cannot exist in any necessary relation, and
a God who is infinite in either of the ways described
would exist in certain necessary relations. From the
argument it follows that the absoclute must be infinite
in the gense defined; there can be nothing, either

votentially or actually, which is not the absolute and

infinite being; in other words, God is eqguivalent to the
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whole of sum of reality, evil included. 'The metaphysical

representation of the Deity, as absclute and infinite,!
Mansel writes, 'must necessarily, as the profoundest
metapnysicians have acknowledged, amount fto ncthing
less than the sum of 31l reality. "What kind of an
Absolute Being is that," says Hegel, "which does not

11 that

[N
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contaln in itsel

The Torce of WMansel's argument depends on the

-

inite in either

fode
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truth of his ecliaim that = God who

=
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of the two ways mentioned exists in ceritain necessary

reiations. His manner of stating his argument 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 1s so becomes more apparent if we
look at his own statement of the important section of
the argument. The infigite belng, he writes, 'cannot

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

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

fmds

nfinite in two dimensicns of space, but bounded in the
third; or an intelligent being possessisz some one or
more modes of conscliousness in an infinite degree, but
devoild of others. Even if it be granted, which is not

the case, that such a partial infinite may withoutb

actual, even evil included?™?

21

21 ibid., p.32.



193

contradiction be conceived, still it will have a relative
infinity only, and be altogkther incompatible with the
idea of the Absclute. The line limited in breadth is
thereby necessarily reilated to the svace that limits it;
the intelligence endowed with a limited number of
attributes coexlists with others which are thereby related
to it; as cognate or oppesite modes of consciousness.'22
Row it is quite obvioug that if the infinite, like the
line and the surface, has as a necessary conditicn 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. To take one example: becsuse
of the law of nen-contradiction it is logically impossibile
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. The laws of identity and

22 ibid.
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non-contradicticn determine the form of the infinite
being and the relations inte which it can or must enter;
because of these laws it is logically impossible for the
infinite to exist in certain states or relations. If this
is a correct account of the argument which underlies
Mansel's claim that an infinite being devoid of certain
characteristics exists in certain necessary relations,
then the conclusion he ocught to draw from his argument
is that a God which is infinite and absolute is incorn-
ceivable or unthinkable, and not simply that it is the
sum of all reality; for, as he elsewhere argues,23 thought
is only possible concerning objects which are subject to
the laws of logic. Mansel, however, does not draw this
conclusion at this point in his argument, ncr does he
explicitly point out that he has shown his definition

of the absclute to be markedly defective.

Having established that the infinite and

abgclute God is the sum of all reality, Mansel moves

on to discuss whether it is possible Ho describe God
as the first cause. In view of his argument to establish
his first point, it would not apvear necessary te show

that God canunot be described as a cause, but Mansel sets

out to prove his point without recourse to the earlier
k¢ P

argument., If the causal conrection is a necessary relation,

25 . %ee H.L. Mansel, Prolegomena Logica (Oxford
1851) Chabiers § gnd 7,
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then, he argues, it is guite clear that the absclute as
defined cannot be a cause. 'A Cause', he writes, 'cannoct,
as such, be absolute, The cause, as such, exists only in
relation to its effects; +the cause is 2 cause of the
effect; the effect is an effect of the cause.'-’ 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, invelved no more than the
assertion that the absolute is responsible for the existence
of a certain effecty 1t cdoes not mean that the absclute

is of necessity a cause or that it must bring about the
effect; 'The Absolute exists first by itself, and
afterwarde becomes a cause.'gﬁ However, if 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? IT

Q

ausation 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 £ the infinite God is a

cause, thern he must always be a cause, which means that

24 the Timibts of Hellgicus Thought, .33,
25 ibid.
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he pust always exist in relation o the effect he produces,

]

B

Y]

b

and if this is so, then the infinite God cannct be the
sbsolute as originally defined.

Now it migh%t 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 cannct make this type of move, because
it is not possible, without confusion. to describe the
infinite and absolute God as having any parts or relations
within himself. MNMansel establishes this poiant by con-
sidering one particular internal relation, viz., the
relation of self-consciousness,

The orthedox Chrisftian doctrine of God as
creator, Mansel argues, ignoring the difficulties mentioned
above, involves the view that God 1s a conscicus being
pessessing free will, We are forces to this position

for the alternatives are clearly incompatible with God's
being absoliute and infinite: accepting the view that the
causal connection is a nscessary relation, then, if God
creates because he is determined by some force without
his character, he exists irn 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 1s determined %o produce. The only position
that can be adopted, therefore, is that God creates,
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not because he i1s determined to do so, but because he
wills freely %c do so. And since 1% 1s pessible to
conceive free will only in a conscious being, God, on

the Christian view, must be regarded as a belng possessing
consciousness. Yet, Mansel argues, while the ascription
of conscliousness and free will to Ged settles some
problems, it brings others in its wake., The existence of
a gonsclous being as a conscious being involves it in

at least one necessary relation, viz., the relation
between the subject and object of conseciousness. Mansel's
point, to state it more fully, is that if God can only
exist as a consclous being, then his existence is nescess-
arily dependent or the object of which he is counsclous;
and if this is so, a conscious God cannct be absolute

and infinite. One apparent way round this problem is

to say that God's consciousness is always self-conscicus-—
ness; thus the existence of some other object is not a
necessary condition of his existence, Admnittedly, Mansel
allews, this manceuvre solves the problem for the time
being, 'but this other alternative is, in ultimate
analysis; no less self~destructive than the cther.'27
To say that the absoluie is self-conscicus implies that

the absolute has parts; that a distinction can be made

27 ibid., pv3d.
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hetween the absolute which knows and the absolute which
is known. Yet if, as previously contended, the absolute
is the summation of all reality such a distinction
within the absolute is not possible, for 1f the absclute
ag subject is distinet from the absclute as cobject,
then the absclute, either as the subject cr the object,
of comsciocusnegs, is not the true absclute, since there
is something which it is not. In other words, tc claim
that the absclute is self-conscicus invelves the admission
that there are two absclutes, neither of which can be
true sbsclute. The conclusion to which we are thus led
iz that the ébsolute God cannot be self-consclous, at
ieast neot in any way that we can conceive this relation.
Ant, to generalize the point, such a line of reasoning
caixn be employed to show that the absolute camnot have
any internal relations whatever. In view of this fact
and the preceding arguments, it would appear that the
absolute cannct be described, since any description
would imply that uhﬂ abso ute was one *Llnﬂ rather than
tab YHewes O gws R S B ¥ ioc s
ancther,,cither as semetnln& over and agalnst it or as
a part of it. ‘'The almost unanimous voice of philcosophy,

in proncuncing that the absolute is both one and simple,’

Mansel writes, 'must be accepted as the voice of reason
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. . . 28
also, sc far as reascn has any volice in the matter.’

Mansel;s argument does not stop a2t this point.
1T we cannot describe the absolute - which is the meaning
of the statement that the absolute is cne and simple =~
can we then, Mansel asks, say anything about it at all?
Can we even assert that it is? The answer is no; for
te say that the absolute is, we must.be able to say what
it i1s, and this we cannot do. The metaphysical theist
is uwnable to distinguish God from his creation, yet he
cannot identify him with it; his God is unspeakable or
incomprehensible, Manszel thus arrives at the point
which his first argument established, vig., that an
infinite and absolute God is inconceivabls. In the
context of his present argument, which is concerned with
the notionsg of an infinite and absolute being as a cause,
Mansel expresses the point 2s follows: *The One and
the Many, regarded as the beginning of existence, are

29

thus alike incomprehensible.’

terminates his discussion

ot
=
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At this poin

of theisnm; what does the examination entitle him fo

28 ibid., p.35
29 ibid.
30 Strictly speasking the discussion continues for

a few more pages (pp.35-38) but it is merely a represen-
tation of points already noted,
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. o . , o . 1
of this Hational Theology' are ’sellmde.structlve’,3

than this means no more than that the type of rationallsm
which attempts to develop a theory of God along orthodex
Christian lines ig involved in what appear to be insoluble
problems. AT most all that Mansel has shown 1s that a
consistent rationalist cannet in all 1ikelihood be a
metaphysical theist. ¥What about the alternatives to
theism, pantheism and stheism? hese positions, Mansel

allows, are genuine options for the raticnalist, but

&

when exanined they are found to be no more satisfactory
than theism.

Panthelsm escapes the problems inherent in the
theigt's deetrine of creation by denying that there is
any difference between God and the world; God, on this
view, is the sbsolute and the infinite snd there is
nothing other than or distinct from this being. If this
is true, then, Mansel claims, 'my personal existence,
the great primary fact of all consclcusness, is 2 delusion’;3
but, he continues, if we can te mistaken abvoult ocur
personal eXistence, then surely we can be mistaken about
the validity cf the pantheist's claim that our personal
existence is a delusion? As an argument this line of

reasconing does not revresent much of a threat to panthelism;

21 ibid., p.35

32 ibidae, De39
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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
congistent with himself, can adunit the existence of =
distinction between truth and falsehood at all,'35 For
the pantheist all thoughts are God's thoughts, and since
such theﬁghts are, presumably, always itrue, how is 1t
possible that there are erronscus thoughts at all?
Similarly, how is it possible that there are both good
and evil in the world, <f God is the only agent? ‘'How

error and evil, even 1n appearance, are possible;’

med

Mansel writes, '=.how the finite and the relative can
appear tc exist, even as z delusion, - 13 a problem
which ne systen of Pantheism has made the slightest
approaﬁh 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 Tor any
attempt to de?elop & theory of ebsolute existence,
Mansel's criticism of pantheism, as the ex—

position suggests, is mainly aimed at showing that a

rational theology cannot be freed from difficulties

33 ibid., p.40.

34 ibid.
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simply by pruning away the notion of God as creator,
Besides this line of criticism we must alsc place the
conclusion of Mansel's examination of the absclute and
infinite being, viz., that such a being is inconceivabvle;
Toxr the point applies egually to both theistic and pan-
theistic doctrines of God. Moreover, there are hints

in Mansel's treatment of absolutist theories thet he

has in mind the self-refuting character of such doctrines.35
For a thoroughgoing absclutist there is only one belug,

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

f

by first of ail

jen)

position can only be stated and defende
gssuming, what is later said to be false, that we can
reason about the absolute as if we are other than, or
distinct from, the absclute. Without maeking this assumpw
tion an absolutist theory could never be developed; 1f

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 errive at =z knowledge of the

true character of existence. If this move is allowed,

35 Mansel writes: Pantheism 'is saved frem the
necessity of demconstrating its own falsehocod, by
abolishing #the conly conditions under which truth and
falsehood can be distinguished from each other.' ibid.,
P39, OLfe alsc ibid., p.217 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 absocolute.

Atheism, the denial of the existence of infinite
velng, avoids two of the major probleme associated with
theism and pantheism. 0On the one hand it is not faced
with the problem of reconciling the infinite with the

-

finite; on the other, it is not presented with the problem

"T

of the status of inconceivable entitiss, since the athelst,
unlike the theist and pantheist, can freely adsnit that
what cannct be thouzght cannot be said to exist. In fact,
Mansei claims, anyvone who wishes fo 'masge man's power of
theought the exact measure of his duty of belief! ©is

forced to accept the atheist's position: tTheism and

pantheism can escape the difficultles asscciated with

S

inconceivable entities only by developing the view, if
it can be developed, 'that it is cur duty to telieve whatb
we are altogether unable to comprehend.
Yet, while atheisn possesses certain advantages
in comparison with the alternstive positicns, it is not

altcgether free of difficulty; Tfor atheism, Mansel

claims, is a self-refubing theory. In denying the
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existence 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 beftween that which
limits and that which is limited, the existence of a
limited or finite realm of being implises that there is
something which limits the realm of being, and this cther
existent must itself be infinite or unlimited, oltherwise
the same problemr breaks out again. The athelst, therefore,
in asserting that there is only a limlted universe of
finite things i1s forced to admit what he ostensibly wishes
tc deny, viz., the existernce of an infinite being. No
escepe from this argument, Mensel continues, is to be
found in the elaim that the finite universe limits itself,
as distinct from being limited by something other than
itself, since the universe which limits itself must 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 athelst's position, 'in the self-contradiciory
assumption 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, hoth beyond the limit

and within it; and if it is limited by anything slse,
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it is not the universe.'

As a refutation of atheism Mansel's argument
is guite successful, provided that his account of the
athelist's position is correct. 1t is by no means self
evident, however, that this account is correct: the
denial of the infinite, as the term is undersiocd in
thelistic and pantheistic 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 reasocn to
think that the atheist must maintain that the universe
of being is finite., HMansgel attemptsz, though somewhat
indirectly, %o justify his presentation of the atheistic
position; the force of his argument rests upon his general
epistemological doctrines.

His argument might be stated as follows. The
athelst's claim that the universe is not finite but
infinite can be taken %o mean conly that the universe
is without limits, or, what is the same thing, that 1t
extends indefinifely forever., The atheist camnnot claim

that the infinity of the universe means simply that the

%8 ivid., p.4l.
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universe exitends indefinitly; for while this would be
true if the uwniverss were without limits, it might also
be true, from the point of view of any human obassrver,

35 If,

even i1 the universe is limited or finite. thareforo,
the atheist is to deny the charge that he believes the
mniverse of being to be limited or finite, then bhe must
affirm that the universe is without limits. Yet, 1if 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 ccnceive that which we experiernce,
and as we experisnce only thaet which is finite, we cannot
think or have a concept of that which is without 1imits.é0
The problem confronting the atheist, then, is either Lo
allow the existence of that which is unthinkablie, as the
theists and pantheists must, or to claim that the universe
of being is limited or finite. DBecause, HMansel secems
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 surrcunding the wvarious possible

views concerning rational theoclogy., His treatment calls

28 Mansel c¢learly distinguishes these two ways of
intervreting the word ‘*infinite'; see ibid., p.2i2 Note xv.

40 See gection 4.
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eleven pages ls something of a tour de force; more
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three positions, if they are the only pcssible positions,
cannot be false, yet 1f Mansel's arguments are correct
nicne of them can be justifiably regarded as true from
a rationalistic wviewpoint. 1t would appear, Tthen, th
ar. escape from a praciical scepiticism is possible oanly
by denying at least one of Mansel's analyses, or by

presenting some argument for showling that while the

for the view Tthat the LTruth aboulbt the nature of existencs

cannot be known, Mansel attempis to carry out the latter

s

programme, and in so doing he revezls the reasons why

<

r

jAe)

tionalism and dogmatism are, and nust ever be, theor-
etically bankrupht; 'we thus prepare the way for a recog-

. , . = s i 2
nition of the separate provinces of Zeason and ﬁalth,'4

To transform the near sceptical character of

41

his attack on rationalism and dogmatism into a defenc
of theism, Mansel advances two very different lines of

argument, The first explains why, because of the nature

L

and limits of thought, it iz impossible to theorize

[

42 ibid., p.43
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about the infinite and absclute being, without falling
into contradicticn., The second argument jusiifies
belief in the absclute being on the ground fthat the type
of contradictions found in atheism, but not in theism,
are such that the atheistic position cannot be believed.

s

Thinking, according to langel, consists in
mental operaticns involving concepts; *The concept o..
is the chéracteristie feature of Thought proper, as

distinguished from other Tacts of consciousness: and
the Thinking process may be adeguately defined as the

. . . . 4%
act of knowing or judging of things by means of concepts.' ”

[

A concept i1z & general notion which is ogbtained by an

the intuitions of the presentative faculties. DBy intui~
tion Mansel means the experience of coning into contact
with the individual things which constituite the external
and Iinternal worid; the vumber of types of intuitions
depends upen the number of presentabtive faculties or
genses that a man possesses. in the formation of concepts
the nind gathers what is common o any particular
c¢ollection of intuitions and forms them into a concept

which represents in the mind this common attribute or

43 H,L. Mans¢l, Prolegomens Loglca, D.22
s D
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gset of atitributes. Because the concept is a common

or general notion i1 cannot be regarded as an intuition

or mental copy of an intultion; for an Iintuition is always
of something particular or individual, whereas a concept
is always of that which is gereral., FHurthermore, Mansel
claims, the concept ig fizxed or held in the mind by means
of a symbol or representative sign, which is generally

a word or group of words. His view ¢f the relstion

between language, concepts, and the experience upon which
[ 3 £ p a

concepts are based, is summed up in this statement: 'We
have thug, in fhe complete exercise of thought, three
successlve representations. The sign is representative
of the notion: the notion is representative of The image;
and the image 1s representative of the object from which
the notion was formed.'44
Since thought is dependent upon experience in
that we ecan think only that which we experience or intuit,

Tt follows that if we cannct be conscious of the abscliute

ot

God, then we cannot think that deity which is absolute
and infinite. Wow in fact, Mansel claims, the conditions
which govern coasciousness prevent us from experiencing
anything which is not finite and relative. IZxamination

of four of these conditions or psychclogical laws, he

44 Metaphvsics, pp.39-40.
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contends, is sufficient to establish this point. The
four laws are:

(1) that whatever is an cbject of censcliousness
must ve distinet from other objects of consclousness;

(i1) +that whatever is an obiect of conscious-

ness must be cavable of beling a term in a relation,

(iv} that whatever ig an obiect of conscious-

theories of tThe absclute 1t can Le seen that on his view
the absclute could not be an otjisct of consciousness,

wor, therefore, of thought. Mansel, however, does not
¥ Fia ¥

I
w3
E =

simply set out the conclusions of his previcus argumsnts

and point out how they rule out the possibility of a

) 46 .
conseclousness of the absolute, Rather he takes each
45 Jee The Idmits of Religious Thought Lecture 3%,
46 0f courss it might be cbjected that if his
analysis of absclute existence is correct, there is nardly
any point 1In asking whether the absolute can be an object
of consciousness, since if it exists there can be ne

COYXsclousness.
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condition of conscicusness and shows why the absolute
and infinite being cannot be intuited or thought. While
his detailed arguments are well stated and developsd,
there is 1ittle point in following through the various
rolnts; needless to say, Mansel has no difficulty in
showing that 'the Finite cannot comprehend the Infinite.’
What is more important, however, isg the way in

which Mansel uses the docirine of the liwmits of thought.

-

Irrespective of whether there is an absolute being or noi,

he argues, 1t is not possible to reason about such a
being without falling into contradiction; for attempts

to think about such an object ars really atiempts to
transgress the limits of thought irn the impossible task
of thinking the unthinkable. In other words, the atiempt

to concelve the absolute and infinite beipny is an attempt

l:.z

to treat that which i1s absolute as relative, and that

E@

oy

which is infinite as finite; it cannc glp but giv

@
e
o
0
o

st
fan
g
M

ona. HMansel describes the wposition i

Jie

to contradict
following way: 'Por though the mere abstract expression

of the infinite, when regarded as indicating nothing more

than she negation of limitation, and therefore of conveiv-

ability, 1s not contradictory in itself, it becomes so

ot
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the instant we attempt to zprly i asoning to any
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cbiect of thought. 4 thing - an objiect ~ an atiribu -
a person -~ or any other terms signifying one out of many
possiblie objects of consciousness, 1s by that very reliation

necessarily declared to be finite., An infis

£t
j
!_..L
ot
@
ot
e
o
B

09
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or objieect, or attribute, or person, is therefors in the
same menent declared to be both finite and infirnite.'’

There are at least three guestions posed by
Marsel's acceount of the nature ard limits of thought and

the purpose to which it is put. T
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guestion whether the conditions or psychological laws
of thought are necessary or contingent; secondly, there
is the problem, that to claim the sbsclubte is unthinkable
it must, s0 if{ would appear, be thought to be so, and is,
therefore, in cne respect at least, ncet unthinkable;
thirdly, there is the guestion whether Mansel's docirine
of the limits of thought explains why theories of the
sbsocliute must always inveolve coniradictions

No doudi surrounds Mansel's view of the status
of the laws governing consciousness: they are, he teaches,
empirical laws discoversd by reflection upon the nature
of consclousness., Psychological laws are like the laws
which hold in the physical world: they are statements of
Tact which are contingently and not, as are the laws of

logic, necessarily true., However, whilst psychological
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and physical laws are alike in that they are empirical
laws and can be surposed nct 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 consciocusness, like the laws
cf logic, eannct be conceived or thought not to hold,

3

The 1limits of thought or the conditions of consciousnes

(B
t’ﬂ

are necessary in the sense that they cannot be thought
not o held, but they are not necessary in the sense
that they cannct be denled teo hold. Mansel, speaking of
the contingent character of physical laws, puts his

N

pogition as follows: "The game 1s the case with all

é""'}

psychological judgements, so far as they merely state

the Taet that our minds are constituted in this or that
manner. DBut fthere 1s one remarkable difference between
this contingency, and that which is presented by physiceal
phenomena, The laws of the latter iwpose no restraint

on my powers of Lthought: =relatively to me, they are
simply wniversally observed Ffacitas., +here is thersfore

no impediment to my unibting in a judgement any two noltlons

consistently with ekistin; taws of nature, be insisted

in fact. ... But as regards Psycholo et
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limited in my power of forming nobticons at all, in all
cazes where I am, by mental restrictions, prevented from
experiencing the corresponding intuision. I have then a
negative idea only of the nature of an intelligent being
congbituted in a different manner

A0

ng that many such exist.'™~

[

1 have no difficulty in supposing
The distinction drawn in this quciaticon beiween

what can be conceived and what can be believed is cantral

to Mansel's theory of the limits of thought. He allows,

in other words, that it is possible to believe a proposition

evenn though it is not possible to think what is believed.

This appears somewhat paradoxical; for if we cannot think

what we believe, then what can we be said tc bellieve?

This paradox is closely related to ancther difficulty in

Mansel's position, viz., that it appears that we can

state the position that the absclute is unthinkable only

by thinking that it is unthinksble. Mansel's attempt to

escape this type of problem {though this is not the only

Teason why he inbtroduces it)ﬁg is found in his doctrine

of negative ideas or negaitive thovghts. Thinking, Mansel

cialms, takes two forms, positive and negative; and

49 Prolegomena Logica, p.120.

50 in Prolegomena Logica, for example, he makes the
dooctrine of negative thouzhts central te his philosophy
of logic.
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negative thinking, or 'the negation of theught',j
concerns that which cannot be or hasg not been experienced.
Just as posiltive thoughis or concepts are repressnted

by werds, so also are negative thoughts. This guotation

from Mansel's Prolegomena Logica indicates his degirines

‘s man born biind may be sald to have 2 negative idea

of colour in general; and any man, Tto have a negative
idea ¢f a colour which he has not zseen. The blind man
may be able to distinguish a sphere from a cube by touch;
but if he 1s told that the ball which he has in his hana
is white, he cannct connect the word with any sensations
of which he has been at any time conscious. And in like
manner, a man who has seen white objects only has no 1ldea
of red; he ¥nows 1t only as some colour which he has not
seen. in this manner it is that we have negative ideas
only of many of the objects orn which men most boldly

speculate ’52

o

How though Mzisel never exprasses hils position

in quite this way, it would appear that the doctrine of

J)

negative thoughts or ideas 1s his way of explaining how it
is poasible to think that which has not besen, or cannot

te, experienced. A superficial rescluticn of the

*t,




paradoxes noted above can thus be offered. ITn thinking
that there are unthinkables, the thinking is negative,
not positive, and invelves the use of negative ideas,
not concepts. Siwmilarly, when that which cannct be

thought is the object of belief, what is belisved is a

§,.-lu

proposition invelving, not a concept, bubt a negative idea.
Whatever may be the value of treating the paradoxes in
~this way, 1t is clear that Mansel needs a doctrine of

regative thoughts to overcome some of the most obvigus

problems in his thsory, The need, however, doss not
justify thelr introduction; and, in fact, it isg very

doubtful 1f Mansel's theory of thought allows for then.

If thinking is a mental ocperaition invelving coneepls,
there can be no negative thinking, for a negative thought
is not a2 concept. Hansel is consisteat when he describes
& negative thought as the negation of thought, for a
negative thought could only be a thought 1f the cenditions

governing thought were other than they are, Despite its

-

i

ot
e
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name a negative tht is not a thought. Mansel however

0g

bote

camnct stick consistentl this positicn, for then he

ct
P}
<

would be unable to explain the apparent activity of
thinking in disucssing the unthinkable; but at the same

time he cannot allow that such reasonings
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thoughts, Jfor Marsel, then, negative thoughits are a class
of thought and the negation of thought, fthough how they

can be both at once he dces not explain.
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Zhe difficulties surrounding Mansel's doctrine

of negative thoughts have an important bearing on the use

to which he puts his theory of the nscessary limits of

W

o

thought; for without nsgative thoughts, there is no point
in explaining contradicitiocns in sthecories of the absolutle
with the claim that they result from zttempts to transcend

the limits of fthought. 1If Mansel'®s scccount of thought

éi

is correcet then it is nol possible Lo think beyond the

limits of thought or even to attempt

=
=
i_J
jad
b
E.,J
st

o
Ii""l
i
<
O
}«._i
(’i)
3
{3
o]
i}
[}
m
C‘
oF
f
&
]
O'...I
]
9]
b
b
[}

el
ot
o
o)
]
43}
fobn
[
4
=]
6]
£
i'—‘
b

-
'in veasoning / i€ reasoning is an azet of thought 7 to
o
e 2 N F B o - - A
any ooject of thoughi! vecause thers is no concept of
S 2 e -1 ) - “ P . e =
infinity, and consegquently there is no way of applying

it in thought to any cbject of thought. His claim, %then,
that 'an infinite being ... is therefore in the same

moment declaved to be both finidte and infinite' would be

true only if the attemst was nade to think that the object

is beth finite and infinite, whereas in fact it can be

Thought only to be finite and asserted to be infinite:

the incompatablility is not a contradiction in thought bu
5% The Timits of Relizgious Thought, pp.63-84.
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a contradiction beitween what the thing is thought to be

2

and what it is asserted to be. It appears then that the

fact that thought is limifted will not serve 1o explain

why there are contradiciions in thought concerning

certain matters, as Hansel wishes To malintain., It is,
of course, possible %o explaln by reference t¢ the limits

-t

of thought why that which can be asserted cann

o
<3
[N
S

certain instances be thought. This, howevsr, is no

sufficient for Mansel because he wants to minimize the
significance of the contradictions which srise in certain
fields by claiming that thought on these matters must

result in contradiction; vet, according to his theory of

A1

thought it is not possible to think concerning these
matters at all, and counseguently whatever contradictions
emerge in resasonings in this field cannct be explainsd
by reference to the limits of thought. In this connection
we must note that Mensel snarply distinguishes the
Na)
L

activities of reasoning and uvnderstanding from the

getivity of thinking., It is quite possible, he ciaims,
to speak meaningfully concerning that which has not been
or eannct be experienced, and to construct and understand
argumanits relating to the inconceivable; 'The meaning cf
a word', Mansel writes, 'must of course be known before

1

we can determine whether the corresponding object is
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concelivable or JLm*‘m."”4 And, in his Prolegomena Ilogica,

e clalms that 'the test ... of the reality of z thought

f dintuiftion.

[

representative of an individual object
However, whilst his doctrine cf thought involves the
geparation of reasoning from thinking, the distinction
once made seems markedly implausible. Iven MHansel

denies it on occasions; for examnple, he rejects the

reliable or even intelligible results. AL such theorles

be communicated; for the communication must be made by

o

words; and the mesrning of those words must be understoods

~y

arnd the understanding is & form of co:

+

isciousness, znd

subject to the laws of consciousness. They cannot be

o
}_J -

verified; for to verify, we must compare the author's

experience with cur own; and such compsrison 18 again an

54 ibid., p.31 fH.nt,

55 Prolegomensa Logica, 1p.248,
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Generally, however, M¥ansel does not overcome the problems

edn

volve at reasoning is distinct from think-
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nvol
ng by inconsistently denying the distinction; his method

’_J-

s more subtle, if no more successful: for he pretends

frobe

that when reason concerns itself with that which lies
outside the limits of thought 1t engzges in a special

kind of thinking, viz., negativ
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thought

always be beset with difficulties, Mansel also makes

it serve as a mpincr argument for the existence of situ-
ations which cannot be thought. A limit, he argues is

a relation between that vwhich limits and that which is

ilimited, and if thought is limited then 1t must be
limited by something, sonmething which cannoit be thoughit.

'But a limit®, he writes, 'is nsecessarily concelved as
a relation betweern somebthing within and without itseglf
and thus the counscicusness of a linit ¢f thought impliiles,

o

though 1t does not directly present to us, the existencs

= L3 o he] i bl z ] * ﬁ ?
of something of which we do not and cannot think,'”
56 Metavhvsics, p.29. He uses almost exactly the
same words in The Linits of Religious Thought (p.56) when
criticising attenpts to base a knowledge of God upon

mystical eXperiences.

The Limits of Religicus Thought, v.67-8.

7
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be thought; Tor in order to sizie the vielm that thouzht

o ~ P b Yo K By 1
necgassary that the giteations which

can be consildered or suoposed to be zcotual or noit logice-
- 2L % = 2 5 e . . 3
glly impossible, The limits of thought, then, 1 ie
i~ . LA . 2 e g K s - T S
that thers are possible situations which cannot be thought;

Y
to theorize about a being which is absolute and infinite
without Talling into contradictions; and yet, because
these contradictions stem from human failty, and not,

[N

as first appears, from the nature of the being considered,
they carnot be regarded as sigrns that such a belng cannot
exlist. The doctrime of the necessary Iimits of thought
thus enables Mansel te minimize the importance of the

contradictions found in theism. Even so, the problem

remains whether th

{ i..?

is any retional way of declding
or thelsm rather than athelsm -~ lansel tends to ignor
nis stage of his argument - and thereby
escaving the practical scepticism resulting from his

analysis of the different ontologies. Manseli's answer
T

F.s

us Thought is less clear than
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it is in his Metaphysics, though the structure of the

argument in the former requires a straightfoxward ANSWer.
His position, however, if the tweo asccounts are read
together, is clear enough: the ontological problem can
e gettlied 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

o
[
e
m

being is self-refuting and cannot, therefore, be believed,

&)

Qa
-~

whereas the affirmation of infinite being can be belileve

f~contradictory and, for

i_...l

since the position is nct se
all that is known, %the contradictions involved in it may
be apparent, The argument is eXpresged in part in Mansel's

Metavhysies: 'For the contradictions invoelved in the

denial of the infinite', he writes, ‘are positive, and
definitely selil-destruciive; as we directly conceive the
universe as limited, and yet as limited by nothing beyond

.

itself; whereaszs the contradicticns invelved in the

o

assumption that the infinite exists are merely negative,
and might be soluble in a higher atate of intelligence;
as they arise merely from the impotence of thought,
striving to reduce under the conditions of conceivability

that which is beyond its grasp.'

58 Yetaghysics, pp.382-383,
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cannot be believed, neither can the affirmation of this
being. OFf course both positions can ve bellieved, because

cally possible that the contradicticons involved
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are apparent and not real; there is no need, howsver,

though it may lend supgort, to initroduce ©
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the limits of thought fo show that the cont
theism and panthelsm can be thus regarded., Now this
vpoint is somewhat trifling, but it connects up with an

a i - Lo

important criticism that can be made of the n

O

Te congstrug—

EY

tive sections of Mansel's argument: viz., that when he
ot to justify belief in an absolute and Infinite
being, he assumes that This being can be viewed in &
religious or theslogical way; what is more, he puits io

one side his garlier analysis of such a belng and assumes

o

that it should be viewed theistically, and nct pantheiste

ically. Mansel's attitude on thess maiters, and soms of

from a later sectl of nis Leciures. He writes: 'The
Infipite is knmown tc human reason, mersly as the negation

of the Finite: we know what i+t is not; and that is 211,
The conviection that an Infinite Deing exists, seeuws forced
upon us by the manifest incompleieness of our finite
snowiedge; but we have ne raiionsl means whatever of

determining what is the nature of that Being. The mind

representation of the Divine Essence; and for that very
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reascon, Philosophy is not entitled, on internal evidence,

to accept say, or 1o reject any. fhy the infinite and
absolute being should be undersiood in 2 relligious way,

Mansel does not explain; such a being, for all he shows

Mansel's philosophical resasons for viewlnsg the infinite

way are nobt, perhaps, difficult %o discern. Though he
naver says asg much ne holds the gell-refuting character

+F

of pantheism as almest a sure sign that it ig erronecusy

thelan i1s thus the only pessible philosophy of the infinit:

WMansel's way around this problem, as the quotaticon indicates

vl

infinite being but iwmpossible, becauvse of the impotence

view of %the absolute; since, %o be congistent, the lisits
thought preclude the thought, and thereby the belied,
that there is an infipite belng, a3 much as they do any

thoughts about the naturse of that being Or, to reverse

[0
[
i,. H
(o)
!..J
£,
-
3
e
-]
]
™0
LY
§
}.,_.I
)
-]




Chrlistian orthodoxy, so it sesms, only by sacrificing it.

Heligicus Thought they did not stop to examive the way

in which Mangel develops his theory of the necessary
timits of thought in relation to Christian docirine and

the enemies of the #falth, raticrnalism and dogmatisnm,

of the doetrine that human thought is limited and that
the great part of meitaphysics is without 1ts range., They
had neo difficulty in asccepting Mansel's statement of this
doctrine - though it is quits cbvicus that they ignored

1

his exact claims - because they shared his general epis

ncthing odd in the notion of a 1imit to t.ougt.

contemporary reader cannot, however, view Mansel's positi

For them the maln point of the work was 1ts clear statemen
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world, in its highest form, is not Ontology, but Phenome
51 . 3
enology.’ The phenomsncology would be, howsver, the

tes and not

the ience of phesomenal states in gencral; for the

noumenal external world also precludes knowledge whether

there are other vpersons, besides the individual, with

conesiousness and not of conscicusness in general; his
actual theory might, of course, be %rus, but 1% can never

be known fto e s0.

o hold a doctrine of the limits of

thought, 4And the Tact thatb his epistemology commits him
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of a sericus Tlaw

in his theorys for the notion of a limit 4o

1imiv te the resls of being lg odd., Mansel, of course,
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The present writer was at Oxford in the last
three yvears of the decade in which / Greg's
Creeds of Christendom/ avpeared, and can
well recall the share that it had, along with
Mansel's Bampton TLectures and nther books on
both sides, in sheking the fabric of early
belief in some of the most active minds then
in the universiiy.

John ¥eorley.

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.

Hay it ssems 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. 1 shall beg your
acceptance of a copy of a book of mine
(University Sermons) 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 galva 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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likely that nelther he nor his Christian contenporaries
realized the extent to which developments in the social

scicences in the decades after 18060 would threaten the

thelstic intervretation of religious (and moral) experisnce,

in the light
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of these later developments, aopears somewhat superficial

fud

ty, he has no difficulsy

There i3, howsver, a more seriocus problem cone-

fronting Mansel's atitenmpt ic sguare cathelic orthodoxy
with the limits of thought hat his account of the

religious congclousness shows is that a finite delty is
gxperienced and thought, whereas the God of orthodoxy,

and perhacs of the Bible, is infinite and absoliunie. Thy,
ther, should we identify the being krnown in religious
experience with the Geod who is above 2ll thought? E@ this
guestion Mansel has no answer, other than that the judgment
of ddentification is an act of faith. This is what he

says: 'Yet along with a2ll this, though our positive

religious conscicusness 1s of the finite only, there veb
TUNS rough the whole of that corsciousunesg The accompan
ing cc ction that the Infinite does exist, and must
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aspect, however, the difficulty is no problem bud a
blessing 1n disgulise; for Mansel finds 1rn 1%t z way of
putting to an end atienpts fto sypecify the precise analcogles

and ressmblances thet hold beiween God and man. This
problem, for which the doctrine of necessary ignorance is

a palliative, arises as fellows. Experience and revelation

ts of God which are not absolutely
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ative, wherezss he i
then ls, in what sense are these concepts true. It is
ertain that they cannot be wholly true, for God
would then be finite; they carnnct be absolutely fal
gince this would mean, what no Christian could affirm,
that next to nothing is known about the divine naturs.

The traditional way of escape Trom these unralata

has been some form or other of the analogical wview; these
concepts are true in That they answer tc scme aspects of
the divine nature but not in an exact or comprshensive
fashion; they are analogically Srue, Wow two problems

szem to econfront this tyne of view; on the one hand, it Is
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acts and doctrines or morel grouwnds.

I2S
possible to say, Mansel arguses, how God ig good., And if
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the exact manner of divine goodness 1s not known, then
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agles, such as the slaughtering of

the Amalekites, do net cccur. The position we must adopt,

Mansel writes, is that: 'While / God/ manifests Himself
clearly as a Moral Governcor and Legislistor, by the witness

of the Moral Taw which He has egtablished in the hezsris

Once agein Mansel's way of saving revelatlon
vi: threat to the revealed doctrines; for in

g God's moral character far zbove human messures of

. s s .
g ibid., p.10C.
3 O TS . I

10 ihid., ».2160C.
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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
erudely set forth in the essay on 'Progress:
ites 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, 1 should be charged with
propounding a purely materialistic inter-
pretation of things. ... To me 1t 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 awvoid
the aseription 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.
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Chapter Six
The Choragus 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.l The reasons for this are three-

fold. One is John Mill's hostile work, An Examination

of Bir William Hamilton's Philosophy, which, whatever its

actual value, seriously discredited the philosophic
contribution of Hamilton and the Hamiltonians. Another
cauée was the development of the schools of thought
associated with T.H. Greemn, 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 e¢f. ch.2, ft.nt.25. From the start there were
some Christian thinkers who doubted the wvalue of his work;
Hort wrote in 1858: 'It is clear, vigorous, and not often
unfair; only a blg lie from beginning to end.' A.¥. Hort,
Life and Letters of Penton John Hort (2 vols., Lond.l896),
1, p.402. Hort was a disciple of Maurice whose reaction
was equally violent: ef. 4, ft.nt.2; ch.5, ft.nt.17.

¥or 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. (Lond. 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 dectrines 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

11

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.
Sidgwick and E.M. Sidgwick, Henry Sidgwick: A Memoir
P+130). In effect the work marks the end of thelr reign

a8 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(1864-1899),

of Psychology (1855~1899), of Socioclogy (1876-1896),
of Ethics (1879-1893) - are detailed statements and
elaborations of c¢laims 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
Tyﬁdall, 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.1911), po.xi.

5 0f 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.1904), 1, p.l1l51.
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Social Statics (1850), his first book and the precursor

of First Principles and The Principles of Ethiecs., In this

work Spencer teaches that God willg that progressive
improveﬁent 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
more and complete happiness the lot of perfect men.6
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
uge 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.iZ part ii.

7 D. Duncen, The ILife and Letters of Herbert
Spencer (Lond. 1908), p.60.
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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, partioularly
the work of German theorists, provided him with the key
to the pattern of development in every part of the universeaé
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, lLiterature, 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 (c¢f, D, Duncan, op.cit.,
pp.541~2). For a brief account of Owen and the Yerman
contribution see €. Singer, A Short History of Scientific
Ideas to 1900 (Oxford 1959), pp.384-95, 471, 513.
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through reading 'Grove's work on The Correlation of
10

Physical Forces!, 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

11 Spencer readily aecepted this

living force or energy.
prineiple 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 forece
upon usg, 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.163.
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, gop.cit., p.428.

11 For an account of their work I have relied on
C.C. Gillispie, The Edge of Objectivity (Princeton 1960),
¢h.9, 'Early Energetics'.

12 He objects to conservation because it implies a
conserver (First Principles (2911), 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 intrinsiec forece 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 thenm,
there is the same essential element. The sense of effort
is our subjective symbol for objective force in general,
passive and active.' ibid.(1911), p.l51. On Spencer's
place in the history of theories of force see M. Jammer,
Concepts of Force (Camb. Mass. 1957), pp.l85-87,
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In Pirgt 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. PFor a short while it seemed to him that he
could moré 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 creatéd 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 Princi;gles.l4

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 iirst 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

Firgt 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 nystery surrounding the universe. Thus,
he writes in 'Progress: Itse 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.'l5
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 /Hamilton'’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 lmow that first 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 loe, c¢it., p.3%0.
16 p.39 ft.nt.
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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 umiverse. O0f course,
Spencer acknowledges, this claim is seemingly at odds
with one of the most obvious of faets, viz., that 'of
all antagonisms of belief the oldest, the widest, the
most profound, and the most important, is that between

17 Yet, even without analysing

Religion and Science.!
religion and science, this faoct may have little bearing

on whether science and religion are basically in agreement;
for any doctrine 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 #irgt Principles (1900 ed.) p.9.
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" Spencer writes, 'there is usually something in common, -
something taken for granted in each; and that this somethin
if not to be sét down as an ungquestionable veriity, may

yet be considered to have the highest degree of proba-

bility. '8

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 faect 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 pro@fér an
explanation of the totality of things: 'Every [feligious
theory/ 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 ibid., p.8.
19 © 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 thoée found in The ILimits 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 seif caused but dependent on some other force.
The conditions of thought, however, preclude the form-
ation of a concept of infinite duration; hence, becausse
atheism necessitates bellef 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 pantheisn,
or the view that the universe is self-creating. For if
the universe 1is 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 camnnot be, because

he must be regarded as existing from all eternity.

To show further that religious theories are
unable t0 explain the wuniverse, Spencer argues that their
descriptions of the nature of the universe or realm of
being involve ‘assumptions [ﬁhicg7 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
simmarised 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. GOSpencer'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.



231

2l This first cause must

cause, but also a First Cause.'
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 oannot 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
Causeg'zz To the question, "What if the other existent

is not a necessary empirical condition of the first cause's
existence?", Spencer has no answer. Hig 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 ibid., p.31l.
22 ibid., p.32.
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definition of the absclute to the view that the absolute
carmot 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:s 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 apologetie,
'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 fhat irrespective of
whether they attempt to explain or describe the universe,
they all tuwrm out to be inadequate; for, as he extrava-
gantly claims of the ultimate ideas of religion, 'when
rigorously analysed, /They/ 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 sone
common truth, we should-expect to find, as indeed we can,
gome 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 mysteryof
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 cannet be

thought, On the basis of these claims Spencer presents

24 ibid., p.37.
25 ihi“d'Ol pu39-
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what he takes to be the essential teaching of religion as
the position which scilence 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 1s
80 loose and slapdash that there is little galined 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 1s 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. Besldes these matters,

26 ibid.
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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 probab?lity unknowable. They are,
he claims, 'representativ%?&ealities that cannot be
comprehended.'27 And this fact is ¥nown, or should be
nown, 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 desaling 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 he known.'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,
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possessive pronoun 'my' is used to describe one set of
perceptions rather than amother., All told, then, the
existence of the self is c¢ertain, though its nature and
manner of existence escapes the net of thought.

If Spencer's claim that basic scientifie 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 seience and
religion., ©Science teaches that in all likelihood reality
is unknowable; religion, that the totality of things
cannot be explained or described. <These two statementé
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
guality 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 constructing 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 18 an inadequacy in
a theory, the most he can suggest is that they cannot

be verified in experience or consclousness; 'we can
entertain them only as we entertain such pseudo ideas
/8ic/ as a square fluid and a moral substance - only by
abstaining from the endeavour to render them into actual
thought.’51 Of course, not all alleged inconceivable

entities or situations are logically impossible, as

31 ibid., p.29.
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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 camnnot

be believed, then he spells the doom of his attempt to

reconcile religion and science.
v

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 universé. 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 sectiona 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.



'‘Proof', Spencer writes, 'that our cognitions
are not, and never camn 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 %o 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, 1t 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 positien 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 myster; for it cannot be explained or understood.
‘Comprehensiont', 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 consclousness
is possible only if the object of consciousness can be
distinguished from its environment; and, that consciousness
1s possible only if the object of consciocusness 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 Hamllton

and Mansel34 - to show that the absolute is incognizable.
33 ibid., p.6l.
34 This is not quite accurate with regard to Mansel;

see The 1dmits of Religious Thought 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 distinet
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 1s 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. The 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.'>>

8o 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 ra&lity to which both religion

55 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 programme results in the
conclusion that 'besides that definite consciousness of
which Logie formulates the laws, there is also an

37

indefinite consciousness which cannot be formulated.

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 execluding 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 ibid., p.74.
37 ibid., p.79.

38 ibid., p.82.
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put the point psychologically, that it is in some sense
an object of comsciousness. ‘Henece, because Mansel and
Hemilton 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, 1is
gsimply 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 Hemilton 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
critiec of metaphysics employs expressions designating

non empiricel 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 hy showing thét 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 p&int - 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 weakness.

Upencer'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, in thought contradictories
necessarily imply each other, for the knowledge of contra-
dictories is one. But the reality of one contradiectory,
so far from guaranteeing the reality of the other, is
nothing else than its negation. Thus every positive
notion (the concept of a2 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 thought

1tsels.}0

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 a2 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 Egqual 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
eriticism 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
deseribed negatively, but that if the term of which it

is the correlative exists, then its existence is not
implied. However, 1t is not surprising that Spencer, in
view of his doctrine of meaning, should misunderstand
Hamiltqn's teaching; for he makes no distinction between
a referring expression having a meahing 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 similer 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 contra-
dictories 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 faet', 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- [ p076.
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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 objeet 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: '1f this relation [Between
the correlatives/ 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 despits their claims to the contrary,

4% ibid., p.78.
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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 neecessary ignorance, much more the theory of negative
thoughts or acts of indefinite consciousness. Beecause
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 exXpressions., TFor 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, fthe

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'.

Iln 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 whieh 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

agssertion essentially coin ciding with her own.'ijs

45 ibidc' 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 neme, 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
gubstence 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
progremme to be carrying "a step further the docirine put
into shape by Hamilton and Mansel." Nobody, I suspect,
wouléd 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.' (An

Agnostic's Apology end Other Essays, pp.8-9.)

By and large Stephen does not argue his points.

Rather he outlines the way in which the Christian theory
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of God, man, and the universe always founders, and the
Christian is obliged to fall back on & doctrine of mystery
and necessary lgnorance. 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, 4o honest men proclaim in pulpits that
unhesitating certainty is the duty of the most foolish
and ignorant? 1Is 1t not a spectacle to meke the angels
laugh?' (ibid., p.39.)

Stephen can hardly be sald to show that Mensel
ig guilty of incomsistency but his aim is to illustrate
8 point rather than prove it. His discussion of Peter
Browne &and W. King in the deistic controversy, in the

History of English Thought in the Eighteenth Century

(1876), as well as his account of the conflict between

Mansel and M¥ill in The English Utilitarians (1900) show

that he is guite aware of the precise issues involved in

Mansel's apologetic.
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Physical science 1s one and indivisible,
Although, for 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 of the physical
inquirer are everywhere the same,

The obhject is the discovery of the rational
order which pervades the universe; the
method consists of observation and experiment
(which is observation under artificial condi-
tions) for the determination of the facts of
Wature; of inductive and deductive reasoning
for the discovery of their mutual relations
and connections. ...

All physical science starts from certain
postulates. .... [One of them is] that any
of the rules, or so-called 'laws of Nature',
by which the relation of phenomenz is truly
defined, is true for 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 é 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
gcience 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
ig 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. dindeed, 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.
I1
The most independent defence of the view that

nature is uniform is put forward in Spencer's First

Prineiples. TUnlike 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 a2ll 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.'l Spencer believes that
he can argue from this law, since earlief in First

Principles it has been shown that there must be a limit

 the number of explanations, and the law of conservation
is the most general explanation that gcience can provide.
'The relation in which it stands to the truths of science
in general,' he writes, 'shows that the truth /The most
general explanatiog7 transcending demonstration is the
Persistence of Force.'2 TQ 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 H. Spencer, ¥Yirst Principles (1911), p.l56,

2 ibid., pp.153%~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. +1in 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 1aw'4 was probably not without influence =~

both Mill and Bain came to relate the uniformity of

3 ibid., p.156.
4 ibid., p.158.
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nature to the first law of thermodynamics5 ~ it did not
catch on with his fellow agnosties. 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.8. Mill, A System of Togic (8th ed., 1870), bk.3, ch.l0,
sect.10.

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 Forece 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 ocur 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 consceciousness.
"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_always, will hold good.
{( 'On Descartes' "Discourse...' /1870/, Collected Essays:
Vol.l, p.193. Cf. also W.K. Clifford'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 seientific thought at
the present day is in the third stage - that, namely,

in which Yorce 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. In the fourth stage the conception of
Force disappears, and whatever happens is regarded as a
d.eed.n' (ibido’ Ppnlog"'lo)c

-
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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
The 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 a2 history
of the continuing discovery of orfder in phenomena which
were supposed in principle to be disorderly. Surely,.in
view of the long history of scientifiec 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 probablz 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 surrocunding 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 '0f 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
induetion that uniformity exists everywhereo'8

Secondly, those who are most concerned with
science and the investigation of nature find as a
result of fheir 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 /The/ discipline /of examining nature/,
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'lo

8 ope.cit., p.151.
9 ibid., p.l152.

10 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 6f laws itself econforms to 1aw.'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 extiremely complex phenomena, such as social
life, has yet to be revealed. O0Of 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.'l3

Obviously none of these arguments show that

rejection of the complete uniformity of nature is irrational

11 ibid., p.153.
12 ibid.

13 ibid.
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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 c¢laim 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 problenms
involved in inductive arguments. The dispute between
them i8 not whether one whole df nature is subject to
law, but whether we are justified in elaiming 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.

1T

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
acconpaniment and test of revealed truth. 'Our reason’',
he argues, 'cannot prove the truth of /a revealed propo-
sitiog7,-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 note can 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
.15

century’ = he finds that belief in nature's uniformity
has no rational foundation whatsoever, It is this

section ¢f On Miracleé 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 coennected

16 Yet egssential though

with human 1life depends upon it.'
this belief is, can it be established by either demon-

strative or probable reasoning? The answer is clearly

14 J.B, Mozley, On Miracles, p.5.
15  ibid., p.31.

16 ibid.
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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 sground

of reason, then can we assign for our expectation that

any part of the course of nature will the next moment

be like what it has been up to this moment, i.e. for our

belief in the uwniformity of nature? None. ... It is

without a reason. It rests upon no rational ground and

can be traced to no rational principle.'l7
Like Hume, Mozley finds the origin of this

18 ¢ the mind.

belief in the ‘firrational departments’
It is a propensity of our nature to expect that the
future will resgemble the past, and while we can, perhaps,

explain how this propensity arises it cannot be shown

17 ibid., pp.30-31.
18 ibid., p.36.
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that we are logically justified in believing that our
expectation will be fulfilled. And if this cannot be
shown then 1t 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
sclence indistinguishable from superstition? Only, says
Mozley, if we mistake the purpose of science. Its aim,
he argues, 1s not to discover necessary connections in
nature, but to deseribe the constant conjunctions that
have been so far observed in nature. The scientist gqua
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.3%9.
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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 /of 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 not opposed to or threatened by the possibility of
miracles.

Against Mozley's claims Tyndall, in his 'Kiracles
and Special Providences' (1867), makes three main points.

The first, like several of his other criticisms, concerns

20 ibid., p.42.
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the usefulness of Mozley's arguments to the Christian
cause, Mozley, he argues, saves belief in 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 slleged miracles is reduced to merely that

of an unexpected event.r 'Does the fact that man has

never raised the dead prove', Tyndall asks, 'that he can
never raise the deada'21 According to Mozley the answer
is no, but this means that the resurrection of ILazarus

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.19.

22 ibid., p.2l. 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 ce¢rude 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, '0Of Christ Alone Without 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.
Pirstly, we must note that Mozley's description of
sclentists 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 explenations which are universally
true for this connection. Tyndall's stafement of the
point cannot be bettered: 'The truly scientific intellect
never can attain rest until it reaches the forces by
which the observed succession 1s 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 wirnter, 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 permenent, is, under the
ecircumstances, 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
comnections that exist in nature. How do we know? The
answer is to be found in the correct prediciions 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 1like the past and

suggests the means by which belief in the complete

23 ibid., p.29.

24 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
apprehending what the argument he attacks really is.‘25
Huxley, probably in a positivistic mood, also protested
that Tyndall had not established his elaims 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 mno account.'26

Huxley, Stephen, and Clifford realized
that the issue between Mozley and Tyndall could not be

settled quite so easily. They all agreed, of course, that

25 (ed) A. Wozley, Letters of the Rev., J.B. Mozley
D, D., p.293, '
26 A.53. Eve and C.H. Creasley, Life and Work of John

tyndall (Lond.1945), p.119. 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,
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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 Jjustified
in postulating the wniformity 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.
soe« 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 sveaking, demonstrable., The Jjust-
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
wniformity? or incorrect onés to falsify it? Huxley
does not attempt to answer these questions and it is
unlikeiy that he could; for scientific predictions assume
only that the future will resemble the past in certain
respects, and the correctiness 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. 1f, 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.60-1




279

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 ism 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, ag he
points outnin his book on Hﬁme: *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 altogéther extraalogical, 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 Esgays; 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. Whereas they iry 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 Mirecales', 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)e oos It is primarily a constitutive,
secondarily a regulative truth.' (pp.4-5). When viewed
in this way - 'the philosophical point of view' - 'the
logical justification needed' (p.8) for the scientist's
ugse of this principle as a regulative truth is provided.
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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 distinect 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 /sig/ arbitrary in nature;
if nothing can at once be and not he; 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.'30

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

%0 The Science of Ethics, p.9.
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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

31 _ but his attempt to answer it is vitiated

nature
because he assumes the point at issue.
In his exposition of Hume's theories in the

History of English Thought 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
conclusionss: 'Thus to either observation, the candle is
alight or the fire burns, 1 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 "ecircle" I have asserted
all the geometrical properties belong to a circle. Here

I have a fertile proposition, but I have still only applied
the same exiom, 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.
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conceive a magnet which does not attract iron, he fails
to distinguish this claim from one 'easlly confounded
with /it/, and yet involving a fundamental error - the
assertion, namely, that we might expect to find a magnet
identical in all respects with the first /observed/ magnet

132 In other words,

which yet would not attract iron.
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. bBut 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 Higstory of English Thought in the Eighteenth
Century (1876; 3rd ed., 1902, 2 vols., Lond.l1962), 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 vossible that in the

future we might find a magnet which does not attraet 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 philosophical 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.
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The Philosophy of Science congists of two
principal parts; the methods of investigation,
and the requisites of proof. The one points
out the roasds by which the humen 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 that science is the method of
discovering new facits and increasing human knowledge.
What they disagree about are the conditions under which
sclence is possible. Clifford denies that the possibility
of scientific discovery depends upon nature's being

L ind as a result he is

bound ‘'in adamantine fetters.'
forced to present his own agno:tic account of the mnature,
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 comnnected with his age. By the
time he graduated from Cambridge in 1867 at the age of
twenty two, the problems surrounding the views of écience
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 gent to the Contemvorary

Review in 1872 an article by an anonymous person entitled
'The "Prayer for the Sick": Hints Towards a Serious
Attempt to Estimate its Value.' The writer proposed

that a hospital ward of patients with well ¥nown maladies
*should be, during a period of not less, 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), ¥ragments of Science, 2.

3 ) / 'The "Prayer for the Sick'":Hints Towards a
a Serious Attempt 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 to test claims about other sorts of divine
acts was carried on with great earnestness for most of
the decade. Xor example, during the course of the
Metaphysical Society (1869-1880), of whieh all the
agnostics bar Spencer were members, twenty three of the
ninety papers read at the Society deal with problems
surrounding this issuee5
Clifford's 'lThe Ethics of Belief' was read
to the Society in 1876 as the final contribution to a
series of five papers each dealing with gquestions 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. lyndall, the
original writer, and J. McCosh to 'On Prayer',

Contemporary Review, 20, 1872, A.W. Brown, The Metaphysical
Society, pp.177~79, gives an account of the controversy.

5 There were twenty three papers on morality;
geven on the soul. A.W. Brown, 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.56m§b) are:

J. Pitzjames Stephen, 'Remarks on the Proof of Miracles’
(19th Nov., 1875); W.B. Carpenter, 'On the Fallacies of
Testimony in Relation to the Supernatural' (Dec.14,1875);
T.H. Huxley, 'The Evidence of the lMiracle of the
Resurrection' (Jan.ll, 1876); (Huxley's paper was discussed
at the next regular meeting of the Society, #eb.,15, 1876);
Shadworth Hodgson, 'The Pre-suppositions of Miracles',
(Mar.14,1876); W.K, Clifford, 'The Hthics of Belief',
(April 11, 1876)., Only Carpenter's and Clifford's papers
were published. The 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 elosely, impartially, and completely inquired into

at the time.,' (p.l1l); the testimony of the apostles is
therefore suspect. Carpenter argued in his paper
(Contemporary Review, 25, 1875) with copious illustrations,
evenn when men have investigated they have often only
justified their superstitious preconceptions. Huxley's
paper represents an application of Stephen'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. The 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

ag it 1s 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
guestion, whether he was miraculously recussitated or
not' (p.6). One can guess that the discussion at this
raper 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 (c¢f.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 coumpatible with the scientist's
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Indeed Clifford's paper was regarded by some of his
contemporaries as summing up the whole scientific case
against belief in miracles: as Henry Wace 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
anl injustice to the general body of my opponents by

taking him as in any sense their representative.’®

belief in uniformity.

Other papers read at the society which contain
views not unlike those expressed in 'The Ethics of
Belief' are: W. Bagehot, 'On the Emotion of Conviection®',
Contemporary Heview, 17, 1871, which argues against the
danger of the emotion of counviction perverting reason
and corrupting the character; J.A. Froude, 'Evidence'’
(May 16, 1871), Brown, no.l7): 'I do not say that it 18
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 Heview, 25,1875:
‘No truth can, properly speeking, be apprehended and
made a portion of our mental acquisitions, which cannot
be verified when told to us; and any pr0p051tion 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', Contempeorary
R___ev, iewm.’ag’ 1877, ppo42"3¢
8 W.G. Ward, 'The Reasonable Basis of Certitude!

Nineteenth Century, 3, 1878, pp.534-35. Ward was a
member of the Society; ¢f. A.W. Brown, op.cit., pp.111-12.
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Ward's claim is excesgsive 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 physioclogy.

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 secience 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

See B. Russell's preface and J.KE. Newnman's
introduction to his edition (N.Y.1946) of The Commonsense
of the Ixact 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 Essavs, 1, pp.295-%2%; and his
Seeing and Thinkingz, (1879; 2nd ed., Lond. 1830) ch.4,
'0f Boundaries in General,'
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that were known to be true; for they showed that the
one branch of science which was thought to give such
truths, viz., FBuclidean geometry, could not be regarded
as providing indubitable universal truths about the

10 vypere is', Clifford wrote,

nature of physical space.
'a real parallel between the work of Copernicus and his
succesgors 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 pieceso’ll
In psychology Clifford was influenced, so it
seems, by Alexander Bain's theory of belief. Put very
8imply 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.’l2

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. 195%), ch.26, 'New Geometries, New Worlds.'

11 'The Philosophy of the Pure Sciences’',
Lectures and Essays, 1, p.300.

12 A. Bain, Mental and Moral Science (ILond.1l868),
P.372,
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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 comnection with action: 'belief has action for

its roots and ultimate criterion.'l4 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 connexions between one thing and
another thing such that the one thing can be explained

1
as a means to secure the other as an end.' 2 One way of

13 This work was reissued in 1869 (2 vols) as 'A
New Edition with Notes Illustrative and Critical by
Alexander Bain ... BEdited with Additional Notes by John
Stuart Mill.!' TFor Bain's criticism of James Mill on
belief see his notes to ch.ll, 'Belief', together with
J.S5. Mill's criticism of Bain and his father.

14 A. Bain, 'Belief', CHmRER s Biireo o n ol ede et 1 g4

15 Mental and Moral Science, pl382. Note also his
statement: 'The mental state termed Belief while involving
the iIntellect and the ¥Feeling, is, in its essential

import related to Activity, or the Will.' (ibid., p.371).

Bain on the will see bk.4 of ienyal 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

16 yut it is the side which Clifford took

Bain's theory,
© QVer. Buﬁ whereas Baln malinly, though not exclusively,
-supports this view on psychological grounds, Clifford

mainly uses evidence drawn from physiology. ILike 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. For 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,
aAgain 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
something which is caused by motives and accompanies them:
'/pPleasure/ influences the Will in action or pursuit, which
carries belief with it.' (ibid., p.220). ZFor some of his
other writings on belief wee Lhe Emotions and the Will
(1859; 3rd ed., Lond,1875); Logic (2nd ed., 2 vols., Lond.
1873), Cf. also M.H. Fisch, '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 strueture of the brain, and, par=-
ticularly in Spencer's case, the evidence for the evol-
utionary development of every part of man from lower

organismsal8 In elaborating this view, whatever its

17 Cf. H. Spencer, The Principles of Psychology
(2nd ed., 2 vols., Lond.1870-72). T.H. Huxley, Collected
Essays: vol.l : 'On the Physical Basis of Life’ (18687 ;
'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.278-81l; 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 situatiomns it
thus encounters. (c¢f. op.cit., 1, esp. pts.% and 4.) His
psychology is not simply a study of the comnections between
psychological and physiological states - what he calls
aestho-physiology (ibid., ch.4, 'Aestho-physiolegy') - but,
as with the other agnostics, the relation between the
states of mind 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 ineclude 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.1950), esp. ch.2,
'Pgychophysiology in the first Half of the Nineteenth
Century', and the references to C. Bell, F. Magendie,

J. Muller, M. Hall, P. Flourens.




292

general advantages, the agnostics found it difficult %o
be consistent: elements drawn from many different
theories of the mind-body relationship - double-aspect
theory, psycho-vhysical parallelism, epiphenomenalism «
jostle one another in their Writings.,l9 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 physioclogical description of ti.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 éction,
conscious states such as knowing end 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
ig thus established on a firm physiological basiss 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. OCf. his discussion
of voluntary action in 'Right and Wrong: The Scientific
Ground of Their Distinction', Lectures and Essays,?2,
pPp.153-8. 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 Things-in-Themselves',

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(1879), which were published posthumously, contain

drafts of sections of a book he intended to call The

20

Creed of Science. What we possess is little more than

an elaborate though unsystematic outline of the theories

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:

. . . . 21
(i) science is 'organized commonsense’;

(1i) the domain of science is 'all possible human
22

knowledge which can rightly be used to guide human conduct.’

20 Cf. Lectures and Essays, 1, pp.71l-2.
21 'Body and Mind', op.cit., 2, p.3l.

22 ibid,, p.70.
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(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,
sclence 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
0f 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 technique 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 cannot 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. This can be most

23 'On the Scientific Basis of Morals', op.cit.,
2, pP-109.
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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 scilence,
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 1s 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 Sclentific 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 theoretically7

exact' and 'that it is reasonable'.24 Examination reveals,

however, that there is no rational justification for the
claim that nature is subjeect 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 eXxplained 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 thet 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 Thought',
Oroite, 1' pn132n



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 scilentist:

- 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 Galileo, Kepler, Newton, Dalton,

Cavendish, Gauss, displayed ever new phenomena following

25 ibid., p.l133.



298

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 apvears 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. <The first point
depends upon what is meant by explanation. According
to 6lifford an explanation 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.140.
27 ibid., pd36. 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.147) that he is
opposing Mill's and Spencer's view according to which to
explain is to show how the explieandum 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 kmnow 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

explainede'29
What about the statement that every event has

a cause? This c¢laim, 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 ordér of nature.'ao The

29 ibidl’ pol4‘9.
30 ibid., p.151.
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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 1t so general as to be
without significance, or so specific that it cannot

31

have universal application. In view of these diffi-
culties, and considering the way the word is used, thé
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: 'When 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 %o 2all other events whatever, and your idea of
cause is determined by it. Only when a case arises,

as 1t 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.150).

32 ibid., p.l51.
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23

use in conversation or literature.’
As with Mozley's account of the belief in the
uniformity of nature the guestion arises: what becomes
of science 1if nature's uniformity 1s not theoretically
exact or reasonable in the senses discussed? ILife 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 scientiét, then it becomes
clear that the former is generelly 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 %o 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 thouzht 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 uwniform-
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.,
2y DaTTo
34 '"The Aim and Instrument of Scientific Thought!',

op.gif., 1, 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 kangaroco 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 rast 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 alsoc wrong in

identifying the scientist's quest with the search for

theoretically exact laws. Empirically the activity of

acience neither depends upon nor requires that it should

35 ibid., p.130,
36 ibid., pp.131l-2.
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be possible in principle to formulate theoretiecally
exact law statements. Ior the scientist it is suffic-
ient that he should be able to formulate law statements
which are precise anough 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. irom 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 reascnable in that 'to every reasonable

question there is an intelligible answer which either

37 ibid., p.138.
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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.
v

Like the other agnostics Clifford maintains
a physio-~psychological view of mind: 'The mind ...°',
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.155.
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are excited.'39 His account can be summed up'in five
points.

Firstly, 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
gent to the brain and immediately amnd directly trans-
ferred to a motor nerve which causes, as a result of
the excitement, certain muscular changes. bSecondly,
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 gimilar
gorts have established in the brain; the reactions of
the brain traces to the excitement of this nervous
energy determines which motor nerve is excited. Lhe
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 miid excite-

ment; there is always some part of the brain continually

29 '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°40 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.'4l
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
rhysiological and psycholngical states, he emphasises

the physiological accompaniments of thought, and in

40 ibid., p.44.
41 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
guite as much; Clifford points out that the physiological

42 In ex=

correlates of thought are largely unkmown.
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. The 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. This account is the
fourth point.

When belief is viewed in close conznection
with its physiological accompaniments two consequences

follow. One is that belief can concern only that which

has stimulated the sense organs; for believing is simply

42 E.g., Clifford says: *'What we Call a proposition
or a statement of fact, is a thing that we remember as

a gsentence 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. DNobody 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 great 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 between different
parts of this sheet of grey matter.' (Seelng and Thinking,

p7.102-03) o
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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 inkthe brain's sending

faint amounts of nervous energy to the motor nerves, it

follows that to bhelieve 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 ... The assertion

that the water is frozen implies a bundle of resolves;

which means, given certain other conditions, I shall go

and walk upon it. ©o, then, an act of judgment or an

assertion of any kind implies & certain inecipient 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
When, however, thought is regarded more in

psychological than physiol gical terms, & rather different

view of belief appears. i'irstly, since we can believe

4% 'Body and Mind', Lectures and Essays, 2, p.48.
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propositions about matters which we have not experienced,
i1t 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: 'l have reasonable ground
for supposing that he knows the truth of what he is
saying, Tor although I am no chemist, I can be made to
understand so much of the methods and processes of science
as make 1t conceivable to me that, without ceasing to
be a man, I might verify the statement. 1 may never
actually verify the statement, or even see any exXperient
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 apnaratus and
prowers, and in particular that is has been actually
verformed 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.197.



310

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.*” elifford, 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.'46
The fifth point ébout 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 1s one of the factors that
contribute to the survival of society in the process of
natural selection. Gther 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 qguite
meaningful sentences as meaningless: 'if anybody says

that the will influences matter, the statement is not
untrue, but it is nonsense.' (Body and Wind, 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 behavicur demanded by the whole
disseminated throughout the group. For this dé¢ssemin-
ation to take place it is necessary that each individual
should be able to understand what is required 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 equipped 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 aﬁy case a wivate matter which con-
cerns himself alone. Our lives are guided by thet
general conception of the course of things which has
been created by soclety 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



312

should help to create the world in which posterity
47

will live.!

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 psycholcgical character. Where belief
in law statements 1s 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 unifermity 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.182.
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In other words the person agsumes 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 1n response to nervous stimulation

in accordance with past- stimulation-resvonse patterns,

or not at all. The most general of these stimulation-
response patterns are what the scientist regarés 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,

148 "The most abstract statements or

do so-and-so.
prepositions in science are %o be regarded', Clifford
writes, 'as bundles of hypothetical maxims packed into
a portable ghape and size.'49
The sgcientific 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 wnfamiliar 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 Bcientific Basis of Morals', op.cit.,
2, p.109,

49 ibid,
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that an unfamiliar situation is & manifestation of
certain previously noted uniformities. In this way, by
assuming the truth of his law statements or by acting
as 1f they are true the scientist is able to increase
our knowledge of the world. He cannot guarantee, of
course, the truth or Talsity of any empirical claim,
but, scientific activity is not a quest for certainty
but for information that can be rationally regarded
as reliable.

But what information is it ration to accept?
That, and only that, Clifford replies, which is Justified
by experiential evidence; 'it is wrong alweys, 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 physiologieally
there is, on Clifford's view, no difference'between
believing a proposition and assuming it as a rule, but

logically there 1s an important distinction between the

50 op.cit., 2, 186,
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types of Jjustification 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. <Y‘here can be no doubt that it pays the
scientist endeavouring to handle new situations or the
ordinary person in thinking about the future %o assunme
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 prineciple. Methodolog-
ically it 1s prior to the belief in nature's uniformity,
for it regulates, or should do so, the way in which all
meni, including the scientist, establish and use this
rule to infer other propositions. However, the reason
for accepting this rule is not that it pays ws to do so,
but that it is morally obligatory upon us, =nd, presumably,
that which 1s 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 hely and guidance of that vast body of

knowledge which daily growing upon the world, because
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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 precved if

we didp'2t

0f 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 question tends to be confused. Clifford
therefore shows how to apply these rules to such cases.
Clifford's analysis shows, of course, that
it is contrary to the agnostic princinle 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.188.
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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
regquirement, 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 krnowing that the forms which
appeared to him to te the angel Gabriel was nov an
hallucination, and his apparent visit to Paradise was
not a dream?'52

If this c¢laim 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
regquirement it would be immoral and irrational to accept

his testimony. Clifford, however, advances another

52 ibid., p.191.
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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 elaims. bBut, 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 a2 proposition is to be able
to act in ways which test ite 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. VWhat Clifford should
say is that we cannot believe his testimony, but this
would be tomn 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

. . . . " . GEg ol LR s ,
argues, we are not justified in believing this %% 05

unverifiable claims because they are at present unver-
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ifiable. He writes: 'Even 1f my supposed visitor had
given me such information, subsequently verified by me,
as proved him to have means of knowledge about verifieble
matters far exceeding my ownj; 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 inguiry, we might by-and-~dy
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 1t guides our actions, z2nd those very actions

supply a test of its truth.'53

VI

Given the climate of opinion it is not surprising
that contemporary reactions to Clifford's theory of
science are mainly concerned with 'The Ethics of Belilef’.
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 a2ll three more

53 ibido’ pp1192-3|
W. James, 'The Will to Believe' (1896), The Will

Lo Believe and Qther Essays in Popular Phil T
1908), p.19. %) _ pular Philosophy Lond.
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or less agree that as a principle it would irrationally
restrain human lifen55 Surely, they ask, it is necessary
t0 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 gquite contemporary reaction,
points out that in social 1life we often have to believe
that which cannot be tested in advance - for instarnce,

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. 1 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 bs
guided by the experience of mankind, ¥aith and not

. Sclence must determine the practical order of life. The
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.)
Yard says: 'l 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 'inguiry', and almost
universally without going through any 'intellectual
process' whatever, which theydeliberately intend or of
which they themselves are even aware.' (op.cit., P.536)
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really there would be an irrational rule.’
This type of criticism presumes that Clifford
means by believing a mental state distinect from the
mental states of conjecturing, knowing, assuming, and
s0 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 1f there 1s 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 gstresses one, sometimes'ﬁhe 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 fo 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 Wace and Ward -~ not James51 obliquely
draw attention is part of a much wider problem in his
thought. It reflects the tensions in his theory of
nind between the psychological and physiological elements.
Some of the difficulties he faces as a result are
remarkably like those which Mansel considers im his
doctrine of negative thoughts. DBut 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 helief ené and the action begin and end? -

the question what sort of novelty characterizes the

situations with which the scientist concerns himself,

57 ¥hile Wace and Ward 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 hig view about the conditions which should
govern belief. IFor this reason James takes Clifford's
statement at face value, though he was well aware of

the wvarious elements which compose Clifford's theory of
mind and belief; cf. 'The Psychology of Belief', Mind,
14, 1889, which forms the basis of ch.21l, 'The Perception
of Reality', The Principles of Psychology (1890), 1t

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 mekes 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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gsince 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 probleus
of its own, it suggested means by which the Mozleys
might be dealt with, and more lmportantly, 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, Stepheﬂ]
differ in their account of moral life, and in
their definition of the ethical end, they are
at one on the question of method. The reform
in ethical method which they, and the 'school'
constituted by thelir followers, seek in common
to introduce is, in words, the same as Kant's
reform of metaphysical procedure, namely, to
make it 'scientific'. Previous ethical
theories, they say, have been either 'empirical'
or 'a priori'. Neither method is the true one.
Apply the principle of Evolution to the
phenomena of moral 1life, asg it has already been
applied to the phenomena of physical life 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 of its
evolution.

J. Seth
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is primarily concerned with the foundations of ethies,
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 1aws°8
Another feature worth noticing is the prominence
Clifford gives to conscience., Iike many of his Christian
opponents he regards consclence as the primary moral
fact from the individual's point of view.g 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 active
ities of praising and blaming. Not unnaturally Clifford
conmences his account of the science of ethiecs by study-
ing consecience; 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
distinetion between the ethical scientist and the ecasuist,
but his friend F. Pollock in 'The Casuistry of Common

Sense' and 'Ethics and Morals' carefully distinguishes
between & theory of the nature and foundations of morality
(ethics) and the theory of moralizing or casuistry (morals).

Cf. his Essa%s in Jurisprudence and FEthics (Lond. 1882),
€9ps. PP.261=68; and pp.294=95.

9 Cf. P-
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moral faet; 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.l0

10 Thig 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 theorles; and it is more than likely that Clifford’'s
work on ethies and the nature of science has exercised
some influence in legal theory through the work of
Pollock,
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I

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 Basis 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 men who need / be/ considered
in this discussion, and sufficiently marked out by their
names; they need no further definit:l.on.'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 ; '*The Scientific Basis of Morals', op.cit., 2,
p.lO °
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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.l2 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 action 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 semnsations and action, by
means of a symbolic representation of the extermal 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 aot in response to that which

12 On his doctrine of feelings cf. p.

13 'Cosmic Emotion', op.cit., 2, p.283.
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causes the feeling. Whatever moral stimulus arouses
consclence 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 consclience does not always
have its way, it always inclines us to do right. Put
generally, consclence 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.130.
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'feelings they describe may be analysed or aceounted 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‘mén's moral sense and his intellect

have developed because their development served an end,
viz., man's survival as & member of society. In order
to properly understand Clifford's teaching on this
gquestion we must first of all see what Darwin has to say.
According to Darwin conscience is a particular
compeound of mental feelings which result from the com-
position of certain instinets and mental features that
men shares in common with the higher animals. Man's
social instinet and his reasoning power are the two
basic constituents of his conscience. Because of his
gocial instinet 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 '""he Scientifie Basis of Worals', op.cit., 2,
p.107.
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which has been contrary to the sympathetic promptings
of his social instinet; on the other it makes possible,
through the development of language, a more precise
knowledge of what is entailed in the individuwal'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 soeiety.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. Fﬁrthermore,

conflicts between tribes inevitably occured 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.,' ibid., p.121.

He ts this definition forward in 0pposition to John

's hedonistic utilitarianism; ef, ibid.
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more food in order to survive. Now in these confliets,
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.l' Add to this the likeli-
hood that mental and moral attributes are transmitted by
inheritanée, then it follows that tribes of men will
probably develop with ever stronger and more senslitive

moral senses in their members.l8

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 meny members
who from possessing a high degree /moral gqualities/...
were always ready to aid one another, and to sacrifice
themselves for the common good, would be vietorious 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 (ef. Principles of
Psychology, 1, p.422,) has reservations about the Inher-
itance of moral qualities « why are not senseless customs,
superstitions, and tastes transmitted (ef, ibid., 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
tpé individual rather than the race to which he belongs.l9
By.pr@cess of natural selection the evil and morally weak
are weeded out and are thus prevented from passing their
gqualities 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.'zo
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 The Descent of Man because they contain 'the

simplest and clearest and most profound philosophy that

21

has ever been written upon this subject.' His summary

19 Cf. ibid., pp.137-38.
20 ibid.

21 ope.cit., 2, p.l66.
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is: 'In these chapters it appears that just as most
rhysical characteristics of organisms have been evolved
and preserved because they were useful to the individual
in the struggle for existence against other individuala
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
0f 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;ference 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 teo which the

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.116-19).
Clifford on the other hand uses the theory of the evolution
of the moral sense to show 'that there are no selfw-

regarding virtues properly so called.' (op.cit., 2, p.172.)
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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 $ribe' he writes, 'is here

used to mean a group of that size which in the circumstences
considered is selected for survival or destruction ags a
group.'* 1In 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

One likely reason for the change is that the
24 'The Scimntific Basis of Morals', gp.cit., 2,
P.112.

25 op.cit., 2, p.1l69,.
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concept of the tribe is not a very useful one when it
comes to understanding moﬂern gsocieties, 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
socleties and their development ggpmodern soecial forms.26
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 most 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.S5. Maine, Lectures on the Early History of Institutions
(Lond. 1875), esp. ch.3; Emile de Laveleye, 'Lhe
Provincial and Communal Institutions of Belgium and
Holland' in J.W. Probyn (ed.), Cobden Club Essays:

Local Government and Taxation (Tond., 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.
Iater, 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 community and 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 Selavon-
ians, and by the true Village~-Community as it is found
first in Russia and next in India.'?® Furtner developments
include the coming together of various communes to form
ever lncreasing 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 laveleys
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 OEoCit., 2’ P-238.
28 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 writes, quoting Royer Collard, '"is like
the family, prior to the State; the political law finds
it and does not creatﬂit."'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 seleé¢tion 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 i1s linked with certain utopian
views about the evolutionary process as a progress. He
writes: 'If a cértain 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 ie 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 grbups, the funetion or
purpose of each portion being the advantage of that group
to whieh it relates in the satruggle for existence. Thus
we have a sense of family duty, of municipal duty, of
netional duty, and of duties towards all mankind.'-:
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 OE-cito, 2' pp.169‘70.
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actions which tend to the advantage of the community in

132 It does not occur to

the struggle for existence.

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

gense is 'the sole and supreme allegiance of conscience

to the community.'>’ 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 ineclines
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 sclence, viz., the nature of right and moral
responsibility.

'Right', Clifford teaches, 'ls an affalr of the
community and must not be referred to anything else.'35

By this he means that statements of what is right or

L 1y obligatory are always statements about the type of

o
[
o)
[}

id. ] P:@‘l'?l
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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 sclence on two accounts: firstly it shows
that rightness can be studied scientifically; secondly,
it enables him to claim his theory as the science of
ethiocs, because it can now be shown that moral laws are
amongst the scientific laws which govern the welfare of
society. Iike 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.
Marthermore, 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 cdonduces to the welfare of the group.
Tﬁe correctness of this analysis, he argues, is shown by
the consequences of moral disobedienoe: the person is
punished by being cut off from the fellowship of the

community -~ killed, deported, impriscned, shunned - or,



34V
at the very least, he suffers the remorse of conseience
whioh 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.36

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
ohange and so, presumbbly, do the moral demands they
nake upon their members. Secondly, the claim that con-

science is the proper means for distinguishing right from

36 See 'The Scientific Basis of Morals',
Ogocito ’ 2’ pp0119”20.
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wrong suggests that even within any one community there
are no generally binding moral rules; for each soeiety
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 meintain that
moral laws are fairly constant and common to many soclieties
are probably tied up with his beliefs about their
scientific character and the immorality of religious
believing. Conoerning 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 practiecally
universal in their scope, whéreas moral laws on this
admission are not of universal significance. And as 1%
1s essential to moral science that ethieal maxims be

sclentific laws, to cast doubt on their sclentific status
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is to jeopardize the possibllity 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 epecific situations. It is not a¥ 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

cabastrophism involved in the view that the Roman Catholic

Darwin (op.cit., p.1l1l7, £ft.nt.31l) was influenced by an
apénymous artic¢le on the 'Natural History of Morals',
North British Review where (c¢f.p.374) it is argued against
Buckle that only a part of morality remains constant,
viz., the basic maxims, and that the rest of the moral
system undergoes great changes; the whole article is an
antioipation of the views found in Darwin and Clifford.
(cf. the summary on p.402).
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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.4o

In any soclety 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.4l To discover what is objectively right we must
examine the directions of the correctly formed conacience,

or the one which fulfills its function best. The problem

is to recognize this moral sense. 'Clifford'a solution is

38 Cf. 'The Ethics of Religion', op.eit., 2, p.235.
39 ibid., p.236.
40 Pollock points out in the Introduction that

Clifford knew quite a deal of Thomistic philosophy;
op.,eit., 1, pp.31l and 35. On Aquinas, cf, F. Copleston,
Aquinas (Harmondsworth, 1957), p.220.

41 (The Scientific Basis of Morals', op.cit., 1,p.107.
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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 grows

in consequence of the struggle /To survive/ and develops
new wants while it is satisfying the old ome.'?? 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 conduet. On the negative
side Clifford develops his doetrine of right by rejeeting
hedonistie 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.170,
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happiness, but the happiness is not in faet 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, 1t 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 deityo44 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
asgoclated 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 %o
a revealed morality, since they attach the notion of right

'to a lifeless code of rules instead of being the

43 ibid., p.173.
44 Cf. ibid., pp.171-72
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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, 'l can find
no evidencé that seriously militates against the rule
that the priest is at all timee and in all places the

enemy of all men - sacerdos semper ubligque et omnibus
46
1

iniminicus.

Positively, Clifférd 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 which
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 'The ethics of Religion’', op.cit., 2, p.227.

46 ibid., p.23%7.
47 On veraciousness see 'Right and Wrong', op.cit.,

2, pp.173=76; on the agnostic principle, 'The Ethics of
Belief', op.cit., 2, pp.l1l77-88.
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preserves and increases the civilizing tradition of
scientific knowledge. <These observations, however,
pfovide 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 c¢laims
on a firmer 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

148 NHow what

it 1s for the sake of the whole - society.
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 dirsction of the sake ef.the
whole is directly opposed to and encourages behaviour
contrary to the commonweal. DBecause of the first point

it fellows 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.169.
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then all ought to be. The second point provides the
explanation: individual acts of deceit;-and credulity are
wrong becauée they inevitably influence men to act agsint
the common welfare. A good example of Clifford's use of
this latter point occurs in 'The Ethies 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
ran 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.50
We can now consider the third objection. What
moral laws, if any, should govern the relations between

51

different societies? Clifford's answer is not a simple

49 'The Ethics of Belief', op.cit., 2, p.184.
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 Cf. p. where Sidgwick's presentation of this
objection is discussed.
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one. One strand in his teaching leads to the comneclusion
that there are only two laws: in cases of conflict

between communities the members of each are morally

bound to put down the other society, whilst in cases of
co-operation or peaceful co-existence the members of

each soclety 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
¢ivilized 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 Cf. ch.xlof this work,
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nature of 2 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 smsller 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
larger society in some ways. DBHut I do not think it would
be right to follow Auguste Comte in speaking of the
function of humanity; because humenity is obviously not
a part of any larger organism for whose sake it is what
lit 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 'Right and Wrong', op.cit., 2, p.170.
54 'Ethies 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 énd 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, 1 am.'55 In conclusion we can say that Clifford's
doctrine oeright 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
é sclence of ethics it would not be unreasonable to
expect that he will present a theory of good alongside
hié 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 Scientifiec
Bagis 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 - 1is

55 ibid., p.243

56 'Right and Wrong', op.cit., 2, p.173.
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good.

In 'Cosmic Emotion', however, Clifford does
attempt to £il1l in a few details concerning his view of
goodness. The explanation why is probably to be found in
a controversy between Sidgwick 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 ethieal question,
Sidgwick argues that Darwin's view of the good society
leads to the obviously wrong conelusion 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 sdciety 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 & peculiar‘moral guality or feature whioh 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. Sidgwick, 'The Theory of Evolution in its
Application to Practice’, Mind, 1, 1876, p.59.
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conflicting forms of nrganic‘life, viz., their survival.
'The notion of good', Pollock maintains, 'is itself |
secondary and relatife, and presupposes an end already
set before us. <There is not a paramount end which we
seek because it 1s 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 which perserves and
farthers the development of organic life. He writes:
'0f all the changes that I have undergone, the greater
prart must have heen changes in the organic direction;
some in the opposite 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
organizétion were good, and those which tended in the

opposite direction bad. Here there is no room for proof;

58 F. Polloeck, 'Evolution and Ethics', Mind, 1,
1876, p.338. '
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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.'?? This definition, Clifford points out,
is mueh 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: consclence 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 ethi#s is established

59 'Cosmic Emotien', 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 indeed 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 consecience, right,
the welfare of socliety (and moral responsibility6l);
the conception of good as a distinct moral guality has

no place in it.
111

It is true of all agnostic ethical theories
that they are deficient in philosophical argument and
analysis, but in Clifford's work this is true to a much
greater degree than is the case with either Spencer or
Stephen., Basically it is this weakness which provides
the material for the one objecfion ~ of the two main
contemporary criticisms « that seriously bothered Clifford.

This eriticism is that Clif ford 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 respense o
Clifford's 'The Scientifié 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 J'ieviewr& he appended

a note pointing out that his account of right is in need
of development.

Magee's c¢riticism is made in two ways. Pirstly,
that in cases of moral conflict the right conscience
cannot be determined simply by polling soclety 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 1 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', Contemporar
Review,and Correspondence of William Connor Magee (2
vols., Lond. 1893§, 2, p.24ff, is published under his
initials in their reverse order - P.C.W. - the P standing
for his see of Peterborough.

63 Contemporary Review, 26, 1875, p.568.
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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 explaiﬁs the moral character of veraclousness and
the agnostic principle. His attempt, however, cannot be
considered successful simply because it rests to a large
extent on undeveloped and unjustified claims about thé
nature of society. It is true that many of Clifford's
v;ews about social life rest upon the empirical studies
of qualified investigators, but their evidence, to take
one central lssue, does not justify the doctrine that the
commune is an organism. In adding such a theory to the
claims of Maine and de lLaveleye, Clifford is attempting
to go beyond their material in an effort to explain it.
That he and his fellow agnestics 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 sucéesses, but in order to justify the use of

this model, much more the claim that 1t provides the true

64 ibid., p.668. Magee was astonished to find
that his particular ezample did not impress Tyndall and
Greg: '+.. 1 read my paper, and Tyndall and Greg calmly
adopted my reductioc ad absurdum, and were for killing the
cld woman!' (J.C, Macdomnell, 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 falls 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 welfa.re,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 illuminateg'social
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 sclence
is rather inadequate or, pﬁt more sympathetically, 'at
an early stage of scienee.'66 This is, however, a pretty

damning claim against Clifford when we consider that his

65 cf. P
66 'The Scientific Basis of Morals', og.cit.;E,p.lose
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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
ofrmorality has managed to miss it or ignoreit completely.
This method of eriticizing 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

8 Naturally they tend to make this

sociology for ethics.
point, or, more accurately, the collection of points,
in this line of argument, in different ways.

Of the 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 ldentifies the goodness of society with its
rerfection 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 merals -
in the vicious cirele 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 Cf. p.
68 G.E. Moore, Principia Ethica (1903; Camb.1956),
P.40.

69 W.C. Magee, op.cit., p.668,
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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 mistaken 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 brought 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 maehines.70 Again, Clifford's
account of dbligation 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. Do
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and fof no other reason, that %hey 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 te eliminate ifs essential character. “Oughfneas“,
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 Viectorian 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 ¢f 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
clearneas of thought in the discussion of ethicai

' 72

principles. But who can claim to be the experts in

this field? Can Sidgwick show that his description of

71 J. Seth, 'The isvolution of Morality,' Mind,
14, 1889, p.45.
72 H. Sidgwick, 'The Theory of Evolution in its

Application to Practice', Mind, 1, 1876, p.56.
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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.



372

I was on the whole, disappointed in Spencer's

Data of Ethics, though, of course, it contains
much that 1s acute and suggestive; but

considered as the mature fruit of so distinguished
a2 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
0ld 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. 1 wonder if this is a defect inseparable
from their excellences. Certainly I find my own
gself-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)



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 Bpencer'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. Spencer's Ethics',
Mind, 5, 1880; F.W. Maitland, 'Mr. Spencer's Theory of
8001ety ’ Mlnd 8, 1883%; W. Wallace, 'Ethics and Sociology'.
Mind, 8, 1883; J. Seth, 'The Evolution of Morality', Mind,
14, 1889. Sldilck also criticises Spencer in The

Methods of Ethics, and at great lemgth in his posthumously
published Lectures on the BEthics of T.H, Green, Mr.
Herbert Bpencer and J. Martineau (TLond. 1802)., 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 Fthics., 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 Ethies (Lond. 1955).
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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 Bthics, a two

volume work which he completed in 1893,

From a philosophical point of view it is
possible to congider 'The Data of Ethics" apart from
Spencer's other writings, but to gain a prbper higstorical
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 cams to restate his early
views.

There are many differences between Social

Statics and The Principles of Bthigs but the most striking

feature is the continuity between them, a faect which
Spencer himself acknowledges: 'though /The author/
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 H. Spencer, Social Statics (1850; N.Y. 1886),
p.xiii.
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points are worth noting because they must feature in
a general account of his later position. The first is
that ethical theory is concerned with the laws that
govern the production of the happiness of perfect men
in perfect societies.’ 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 a.nother.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 ééthical
theory/ must aim to give a systematic statement of 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. alsot: '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
Ideao'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 culmirnating in a morally perfect
utopia. The process 1s still a progress but only part

of nature is moving towards moral perfection; for moral
goodness 1s 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 ibid., p.93.
7 ibid., p.87.
8 For example he writes: 'In the private relations

of men, opportunities for self-«gacrifice 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
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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 providgd by the
different methods of investigation. 1In his lafer 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 thelr most advanced state. Without this kmow-
ledge a correct ethical theory cannot be rationally
constructed. There is no hint of such a doectrine in

Soeial Statios.

Why did Spencer come to change and restate his
ethical theory? Apart from second thoughits and critical
comments the reason - the main reason ~ is the metaphysical
theory he developed during the 1850's and presented in

Pirst 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 soe¢ial may become, it can
never reach completeness.' ('The Data of Ethiecs' /I879;
Lond. 19027, 1p.219). PFor other pessimistic statements
see: First Principles (1911), p.41%; The Principles of
Sociology (3 vols., Lond. 1876~1893), 3, p.599. wvee also
P.B. Dedawar, 'Onwards from Spencer', Encounter, 21, 1963,
€SD. DPP.29=-40.
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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 way for a study of 'The Data of Ethies’'.

.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 persistenée of relations among
forces.’9 ~ and therefore that all aspects of the
phenomenal universe will exhibit uniform ways of opef—
ating or exist according to laws. Arguing 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 phenomensl 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?'.
11

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
to 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 gulde them in correcting the errors of contemporary
morality. This account of 'The Data of Ethies' is
clearly presented in the preface explaining the work's
premature appearance: 'l 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 exlst: divine commandments
they think the only possible guides. 'O

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 fule

filment of what he promises, for, even though he does

10 '‘The Data of Ethies', p.vi. Cf., also The
Principles of Bthies, 1, pp.l178,557. It is only in his
discussion of positive and negative beneficénce (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 generaigﬁ”
bagsis; 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 Ethicg 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
fhey represent the ethical tradition whiech has comse
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 théy have not
shown the laws which govern the production of the greatest
amount of happiness. Their 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 some relation between cause and
effect in conduct is recognized, and not one relation,

a completely scientific form of knowledge has not been
reached. At present, utilitarians pay no attention to
this distinetion. 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.'t!

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

12 to make do with the generalizations

Sidgwiek points out,
of empirical utilitarianism. ©Opencer's ethical science

appears, despite his c¢laims to the contrary,l3 to be of

11 'The Data of Ethics', pp.47«=8.
12 cf. p.
13 He quotes from his letter to John Mill (in

A Bain, Mental and Moral Science, pp.7::-:») thats 'I
conceive it to be the business of Moral Science to deduce,
from the laws of 1life and the conditions of existence,
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little help to contemporary men.
11T

Spencer's statement of his ethical science is
in two fairly complex parts. Lhe 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 Ethiecs', 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 commection
between good and highly evolved conduct involves three
gteps. 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

y2ry clear what is exactly meant by understanding a

rart but it would seem to 1nvolve 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. bBecause 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 according 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

related parts in a process of evolutionary deVelopment.l6

14 ibid., p.2.
15 ibide, p.d.
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 1life 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,’
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The study of this evolutionary process is Spencer's
third step.

For expository purposes Spencer considers the
evolution of conduct from two points of view. rfirstly,
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 oarganism's ability
to act successfully in response to its environment. By
success Spencer means that the conduct of higher or more
developed organisms 1s more efficient at prolonging
their lives than the conduct of less evolved organisms.
Farthermore 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 1life 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
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evolution of conduct, results from increase of both
factorsa'17

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. DBecause 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 succesgful than that of less
developed species because it produces and brings to
maturity offsvpring with greater length and quality of
life than the latter.

Yet, “pencer 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.10.
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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 preserving. Already, ©pencer 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 conduet
has yet to be reached.

From the claim that what we regard as completely
right conduct -« for example, peaceful and co-overative
activity - can be attained only when the various aspects
0f conduct have reached the point of highest evolution,
opencer 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: 'Gulided 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 uﬁderstand 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 1s based on analysis of the way in which

'good' and 'bad' are used. The principle on which this

argument rests is that 'by comparing /a word's/ meaning

in different connexions and observing what they have in

20

common, we learn the essential meaning of a word.'

Now according to Spencer linguistic examination reveals

19 'The Data of Ethics', p.l5.

20 ibid.’ p.l6c
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that ‘'gooed' or *goodness' always designates that which
is efficient, 1In 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
guality and amount of clothing, or the due ministrations
to infentine 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

21

end of continuing life and growth,! From the general

point that 'acts are called good or bad according as

22 Spencer argues

they are well or ill adjusted to ends’
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 timeo‘23
Whateve we may think of Spencer's arguments,

he believes that they justify the view that ethics

21 ibid., p.18.
22 ibid., p.19.

2% 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.
The 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. ©Opencer'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
wheﬁher 'evolution iﬁa§7 been a mistake; and especially
the evolution which improves the adjustment of acts to
ends in ascending stages of orga;nization.‘24
According to Spencer, pessimism or optimism
are the only possible answers to this guestion. 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 is found to be the belief

24 ibid., p.2l.
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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.'2®
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 writest: '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 referfing directly to

25 He allows (p.23) that there are exceptions but
they are 'beyond or beneath argument.'

26 ibide' p-230
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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 Spencer’'s words, 'the good is
universally the pleasurable.'28

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'fhat result when the word is used to describe
that which is not the experience or cause of pleasure.
For example, it is almost impossible to describe situ~
ations as good where a man experiences pain in regaining
money which he has li: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 'unguest-~
ionable that our ideas of /good and bad acts/ really
originate from our consciousness of the certainty or
probability that they will produce pleasures or pains

somewhere.'30

27 ibid., p.23-4
28 ibid., p.24.
29 Cf. ibid., p.25.

30 ibid.
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Spencer's second argument for the identification
of goodness and pleasure is that each of the four alter-
native accounts oflgoodness - each 'standard' of goodness
- 'derives its authority from this ultimate standard.'31

There is no need, however, to examine these arguments in

detail, ?
31 ibid.
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) DNow 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 1if 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. ¥irstly,

he claims to have shown that what we regafd 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 cohduct is in fact pleasurable
or pleasure giving? Is life worthwhile? Surprisingly
Spencer makes no attempt in Chapter IIT, where he raises
the gquestion, to show that optimism is the corréct
‘theoryn 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 chaptér, 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.' Tater, 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 éonduct there
recoghized, we here recognize as the ideal standard of
conduct ethically considered.' (ibid., p.36). 1In 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 fésponse 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 1life of the organism it will in time cease to be.

Sentient existence has not, however, ceased to exist;

34 'The Data of Ethies', p.70.

35 ibid., p.71.
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rather it has maintained itself and undergone great
development. This 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-—

36 For some humans at least life is

tructive of life.!
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 Bpencer 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 ibid., p.67.
37 Principia Ethica, pp.46-7.

38 ibid., p.56.
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unjustified. Moore has misundersitood 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 counduct 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 pleasuremgiving?) are one
and the same thing; the words 'good' and ‘pleasure’
have exactly the same denotation.4o
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. Ppencer
puts it in this way: 'Belonging under one aspect to
these sciences - physical, biological, psychological,
socliological, - it can find its ultimate interpretations

only in those fundamental truths which are common to

39 ibid., pp.48-9.
40 ibid., pp- 50""’19
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all of ‘them.'41 The discovery of these 'ultimate inter-
pretations' provide a scientific account of the ﬁay
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 organism which is also subject to the law of

eVOlutiono42
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. DBiological science reveals
that ethical conduct is highly developed because it
ministers to the 1life 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 nmind.
More fully, it examines the complex belngs 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, emotlion, 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 allowed and encouraged to

have their way. Their pyomptings become the motive of

the person's behaviour. 1Its 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.

The further man proceeds along the evolutionary
path the more important becomes this process of recollw
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

473 ibid., p.94
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ind 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 emable
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 exXplain scientifieally the nature, origin, and
future developments of the moral consciousness. 'Without
explicitly saying so,' he writes, 'we have besen here
tracing the gensis of the moral consciousness., For
unguestionably the essential trait in the moral conscious-
nesgs, 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 thelr 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 distinetion
can be drawn between themi 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 complétely 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 static
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 Lo be a mere group or collection and becomes a
soclal 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 e¢laims, 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. Fear of his fellows and their vengeance explains
why man at this stage of development acts il the interest
of the whole. Later, however, as the social organism

becomes more complex and varied with the development

of politiecal 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 socie‘ties.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 writes: '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
shat they involve the sacrifice of immediate special
benefits to obtain more distant and general benefits.'
(ibid., pp.l00-01).
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plgasure or to avoid pain: moral motives refer 'not

to the extrinsic affects of actioms but to their intrinsic
effec‘ts';47 whereas other feelings of restraint serve
ends such as social or divine acceptanée. 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
A'by the infliction of death-agony on the victim, the
degtruction of all his possibilities of happiness, the

48

entailed sufferings to his belongings.' 0f 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 conseguences of

47 ivid., p.103
43 ibid.
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his actions. Moral motives, then, occur after politieal,
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 1limit of evolution the
pleasures of others become increszsingly pleasurable to
him, and he is pained to think that his mctions 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 snswer 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 réstraints and

fixes it in the mind as =& partigular 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 confliet
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 ivid., p.107.
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have a natural and undisputed authority. Such men meet
their moral obligations without feeling in any way that
they are oblizations; 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
motives 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 completée adaptation to
the social state that element in the moral conscilousness
which is expressed by the word obligation will disappear.'51
Already in explaining the psychological features
of ethical conduct Spencer has been obliged 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 apvroach to this guestion rests on three

50 ibid., pp.1l09-10.

o1 ibid., p.111.
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doétrines: firstly, that socleties 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 ag society
continues to evolve, for the individual to limit his
activities and sometimes risk his life for the sake bf
the organism. If egoism i1s the correct moral attitude
how are these altruistic activities to be morally just-

52

ified? From an ebsolute 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-l4) it is not always clear
that he holds that the individual's pleasure is the end
of conduct. OSometimes 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, 1is
the first requisite to the attainment of the greatést
general happiness.,' (ibid., p.164) Cf. H. Sidgwick,
'Mr. Spencer's BEthical System', Mind,5,1880, p.220,
S5t1l1l his main contention is clear.



409

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 betwsen 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 steke; 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 %o be postponed, becomes

the immediate object of pursuit.'S3
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 /ever/ towards congruity between

53 *The Data of Ethies', p.ll6.
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beliefs and reguirements', '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 & point where 'there have ceased to be frequent
56

occasions for anything like serious self-sacrifice.’

In the final state there will be no occasion for serious

54 ibid., p.117.

56 ibid., p.216.
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self-gacrifice, 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 pleagurable 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 thelr activities of all kinds successfully carried
on - sympathetic gratification which cost the receiver
nothing, but is a gratis addition to his egoisfic
gratifications.'SB
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
‘benefiGEnt . Spencer draws the first feature from the
fact that man is a member of a soecial 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 orgenisms explained: cf. 'The Social Organism' (1860)

in Essays: Scientifie, 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, pérhaps, destruction of the whole. 'I%
follows', -Spencer writes, 'that the due balancing of
respective claims and payments /of nutrient/ is requisite,
directly for the welfare of each organ, and indirectly
for the welfare of the organism.'6o
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 1life
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 fishermaun, for

Principles of Sociology, 1, Part 2, chs., 1 and 2, Despilte
his eare 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 ibid., p.135.
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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.
0f course at the limit of evolution the social organism
will be thoroughly efficient: each man will therefore
receive his due. 1f we enguire into the conditions

under which such a state of affairs could exist it
becomes clear, Spencer claims, that each man must faith-
fully fulfil all his contracts. Each man can receive

hig 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 beneficenoe.'61

With this study of the bearing of sociology on

61 ibid., p.127.
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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 phenomens which heold 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 ethicsa'62
How useful is this ethical science? This is a
question 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. Firstly, quite apart from whatever

contribution it may make to practical problems, his

62 ibid., p.128.
63 Cf. D. Duncan, The Iife and Letters of Herbert

Spencer, p.58.
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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
mechanies 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, plastieity,
and so forth.'64 The ethical scientists, therefore,

must ignore many of the concrete problems which generally
entertain moral theorists.

Secondly, ethical science is 6f 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 Ethies', 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 Ethies

Spencer provides many illustrations of the way in which
absolute ethies 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 Jjustly poor is to be con-
denned as being 'at variance with the fundamental

160 At the

prineiple of a harmonious social life.

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 paild to a doctrine

of State-duties which escludes the great mass of their

favourite schemeso'G7
One weakness in Spencer's use of ethical

science to solve or gulde men living under relative

ethics is that he nowhere discusses the principles by

which absolute morality cam be applied to men in process

of evolution, If his ethical science is to be of usse

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.

a7 ibid,
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empirical situations; otherwise the application will
appear arbitrary. BSpencer's failure to relate absolute
ethics to relative ethics reveals his confusion of aims

in The Princinles of Ethims,

v

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 Spencer presents. For both friend and foe
alike the aim and general method of the work were its
most interesting features. As representatives of the
hostlle critics we can consider the criticisms of Sidg-
wick, J+ Llewelyn Davies, and, in a later chapter,
T.,H. Huxleyo

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 BEthics',
treats Spencer as:a theorist who more or less takes the
view that goodness and rightness as Sidgwick understands

these terms exist.68

683 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 Ethies’, 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 not 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 ideal.'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 H. Sidgwick, 'Mr. Spencer's Ethical System’',
M! 5’ 1880, p¢2220
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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 1ife 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. IFirstly, he suggests that Spencer's
method of argument in 'The Data of Ethics' provides no
basis for thinking that Spencer can make good this
deficienckg. ‘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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70 Secondly, he points out that

degree disputable.’
evern 1f 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 ﬁo 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.' 't 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 ibid., p.224.

71 ibid., 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 guides 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 g falr criticism to say that
Spencer fails to explain adeguately the meaning of his
ideals, and he provides no theory whereby we can apply
the absolute ethics to the life of partly evolved mankind.'>
The other main criticism of Spencer guestions
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

that Ppencer'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 Ethies'"', Mind, 6, 1881, p.87.

73 It must be noted that these criticlisms are
primarily directed at 'The Data of Ethics', not The
Principles of Kthics. However, Spencer's completion of
his ethical theory did nothing to alter widgwick®s criticism:
the final edition(1902) of 'The Methods of Ethics cf.p.470),
and his Lectures ... (see lecture 5) contain much the

same type of criticism as 'Mr. Spencer'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 Spencer'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,' Pavies 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. This is how

Spencer puts the case to Davies: 'Perhaps he will still

74 Cited in The Principles of Ethics, 2, p.445.
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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

7 Clearly much

others but in the long run to himself,'
more needs to be said on this matter, but Spencer secems
unable to contemplate a more adeguate reply, as is also
evidenced by his reactions to Huxley's presentation of

a2 similar criticism in his Romanes Lecture.76

75 ibid., 2, p.450.
76 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 ethicel doctrine in harmony with
the doctrine of evolution'. Its merits

and defects combine to render it a
difficult book 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 1s ... interesting as
preasing to 1ts logical 1issues 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 Stephen's 'The Science of Bthics!

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'l came after
the attempts of Clifford and Spencer. As one would

expect The Science of Ethics (1882) shows the benefit

of these advantages. It is a éareful and elaborate work,
and by virtue of these qualities it ranks as the best
agnostic treatment of ethical questions.

otephen is quite aware that his book owes
much to the work of his contemporarieg, both aghnostic
and otherwise, At first, he says, he was a disciple

of John Mill - *the Gamaliel at whose Teet I gat' =

1 L. Stephen, The Science of Ethies, p.vii,

Cf. also L. Stephen, 'sidgwick's Methods of Ethics',
I'rager's Magagine, 91, 1875, His History of English
Thought in the Eighteenth Century (1876) and his

The Fnglish 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.1896) 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 ethies
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
gncounter 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 ceme to me from a
gtudy 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 school'3
as well as the chief contemporary critic of this school,
Henry Sidgwick. Lo this list we can add *itzjames
Stephen and W.,K. Clifford, whose essays he edited. It
is not at all unlikely that his brother's trenchant
criticisms of John ill's sthic in Liberty, Eguality,

Praternity (1873%) strengthened his own rejection,4 nor

2 ibid., p.vi.

% ibid., p.vii

4 J.F., Stevhen, Liberty, Eguality, Fraternity
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that his application of the theory of evolution to
social phenomena was influenced by Ylifford's vigorous

and simple use of Darwin's Descent of lian as a basis

for a science of ethics.
Because he is so heavily indebted to other

writers Stevhen 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.'
This is perhaps too extreme, but in a general sense 1%
is accurate. Most of Stephen's doctrines are to be
found scattered amongst his intellectual creditors,
particularly his fellow agnosticse6 but his work is

not simply Clifford stated at length or Spencer presented

(Lond. 1873) 'Mr, Mill's system is violated not only by
every system of theology which concerns itself with

morals, and by every known system of positive morallty,

but by the constitution of human nature itself.' (pp.l12-13)
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 marked echoes of their statements:

e2+.Zs his argument 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 1ts authority or the end at which it is aiming.'

(ipid., pp;350~1).
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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 an independent and critical
fashion. This independence of treatment cannct be shown
in a summary, but it is possible to summarily illustrate
the relation between the ethical sciences of Clifford,
opencer, and Stephen.

Briefly, Stephen's s¢ience 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 utoplian hopes in Stephen's work: like Cliffordlhe
looks to the future to resolve some of the difficulties
of the present - in his case, the correlation of right
behaviour with happiness - but optimistic 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 gays that a successful ethical theory
shows that moral laws are the laws of social well being,

and Spencer, the code of perfect men, Stephen eclaims

7 cfg ibide, ppl44‘3”60
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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 Stechen 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 bStephen engages in a wide
variety of theoretical activities. A lot of time is
spent in presenting and analysing material drawn from
psychology and historical sociolcogy to iliustrate and

support his claims about the nature, function, and

8 ibid., p.35.




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 - and their bearing upon ethical
phenomena; thirdly, he applies his ethiecal science and
becomes a scientific moralist in attempting to work

out an 'ideal code of morality'9 for modern Buropean

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 trezt this side of Stevhen'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 bullds his ethic is that pleasure or
happiness is the end of human conduct, and that the word
*good' refers, and can only refer, to anything which
ministers to that end. Wleither part of this doctrine
is defended by Stephen; he takes both propositions to
be more or less self-evident. Conduct, he writes, 'is

determined by feelings; we flee from pain; we secek

9 ibid., p.5753.
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pleasure; life is a contirucus strugsle to minimise
sufferings and lay a firm grasp upon happiness; "good"
means everything which favours happinéss, and "bad"
everything that is conducive to misery; nor can any
other intelligable meaning be assigned to the words.'lo
This does not mean, however, that immediate pleasure
is the aim 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. Thislfact immediately
poses a problem: how are evil pleasures to be singled
out from those which minister to and counstitute 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 fthe 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.'ll

~If, however, the con-
ception of health provides a clear and fair guide to
the objects.that an individual ought to desire to secure
his end, it fails to provide any guidance as to what
the individual is morélly obliged to desire. What sort
of pleasures are morally good or contribute to the
moral end? To answer this type of vproblem Stevhen
introduces his theory of the race.

this theory is the second of Stephen's two
bagic 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. O0f this
entity Stephen says: 'It is ... necessary to speak of
soclety 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.80; cf. p.B3.
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Society is not an organism with a single centre of
consciousress, It is not something which has any
existence apart from the existence of individual members.
But the name marks the essential fact, that althaugh

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.‘:l‘2

Stephen's argument to establish the existernce
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 cén be transmitted to all other members of

the race.

One of the conseguences of this view is that
while the individual is the wvehicle of the race, he 1is
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.111+12.
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more difficult to note the 111 effects 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
Tor survival are those in which a large number of their
members foster these virtues. UGenerally 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'l3 - 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 soccial union.‘l4
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 ibid., ».217.

14 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? Stevhen denies, of course, that it 1is,
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 héppiness, 80
too the vitality of the race, as indicated by the
virtues, ig/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 exvlain
how e can if by nature he always seeks his own
happinéss. Or, as Stephen puts it: if psychological
hedonism is true, and if 'virtue is a condition of
social welfare,' then why '"should I be virtuous?'l5
Stephen's answer to this guestion turns on
his account of sympathy. <This faculty enables a man

10 desire the pleasure of other men even though it may lead

3 - Y . A3
him to experience no selfish pleasure or even pain. <o
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reconcile this ability with his psychological hedonism
Stephen takes this doctrine in the weakest possible
sense: what is meant by saying that hapnsiness 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 conseguences
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

16 14 ig not my pain

of your pain is itself painful.'
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 1t 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.'l7
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 our feelings, it is of no great
significance that Stephen *'cannot prove that 1t is always
prudent to act rightly or that it is always happiest
to be virtuous.'18 Tor the moral man the happiness of
his fellows is his hapoiness, even though he must on
occaslons sacrifice his owm selfish pleasures or even
his life inssecuring their good. Thus, Stephen claims,
virtuous conduct is possible even though it does not
always secure the individual's greatest happiness; 'the
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 ibid., p.237.
18 ibid., p.434.

19 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 strugglqﬁévoluﬁion
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. The
highest type of mén in & 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 intermalized in the character of
its members; but the existence of moral instincts or
conscierice in men today is not their own doing but yhe
gift of the race working through its nast members in

20

the struggle to survive. To thus explain how morality

functions so as to further the health and happiness of

20 It 1s 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 Jjustifies the claim that his theory of

morality is a science of ethics,
II1

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, 1f 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 Stevhen's thought is most clearly
independent of the work of his fellow agnostics, 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 i1s completely indevpendent of meta-
physical doctrines; science, he says, is the region,
'where all metaphysical tenets are indifferentn'22
Secondly, it can be tested by appeal to experience.
Nelther 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, e raises the problem of the demarcation
between science and metaphysics but claims that he need
not solve it. 'However that line may ve drawn,' he
writes, 'we may admit that, in the case of the physical
science at least, we can obtain knowledge which, within
its own sphere, is entirely independent of the meta-
rhysicians' theories.'23
In interpreting the first criterion we are
faced with two problems: one is that Stephen seems to
distinguish metaphysicians 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 ibid., p.7.

2% 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 experience: 'The metarhysician, as I

take it, has a locus standi only so far as he can throw

light upon the general conditions of "helief, or again,
upon the nature of certain ultimate distinctions, such
as that of object and subject, tzken for granted in

25

the scientific statement.’ 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. The other type of metarhysical activity attempts
to revise our understanding of the world by telling us

of the alleged reality that lies behiind the universe

of exXperience; its practitioners are the ontologists,

particularly the philosophical theists.26 Presumably

24 P.F, Strawson, Individuwals (Lond. 1559), pp.9-1l.
25 L. Stephen, op.cit., p.451.

26 Cf. ibid.
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it is this ®ype of metaphysics for which there is no
need nor place in sciernce.,

What is meant. by the claim that sclence is
independent of metaphysics? There are at least two
ways of interpreting the claim, but voth run into
difficulties. In its most extreme Torm the statement
can be viewed as meaning that the formation, interpre-
tation, and discussion of scientific theories can be
. carried on independently of any metaphysical considerw
ationg. To discuss this claim we would have to know
much more about the mmture 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 Ste:rhen's own science of
ethics. Acceptance of his views wili depend on Ihow ohe
answers the question whether there are any entities,
such as the race, which are never directly observed but
which can only be inferred from other beings in whon
they exist and 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 question does not concern the facts but the
inferences that can be drawn from them,

The other way in which “tephen can mean that
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science is independent is that there is no commection
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. That 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. ®Ppace, as we Know
it may perhaps Dbe only one of various possible kinds
of space. If so, the doctrines of geometry can only bhe
regarded as certain for that kxind 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 Steghen shown that it amounts to anything more than
that metaphysical theories attempt to describe what is
"beyond experience and sciéntific theories describe the
world of phenomena and therefore the truth of the former

cannot, unlike the latter, be tested by experience?

27 ibid., D.4.
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If fthis is all that is meant then how does the first
criterigéof a scientific theory differ from the second?
Obviously, in view of Stephen'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 conceﬁtion 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. While, however, we can sympathize with his
‘probiem it is clear that he camnnot establish this poinf
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 criteriﬁwof scientific
statements is expressed in various ways. Sometimes he
presents it in a positivistic fashion: 'Scientific
krnowledge means simply that parf of knowledge which 1is
definitive and capable of accurate expression.'28

b7 [ + k3 %;\‘ - » .
Whether there is more than one criterida of definitive

28 ibid., p.7.
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and accurate expression i1s not clear, but Stephen holds
that the capability of being tested hy experience 1s
the most important measure of a statement's having a
clear and distinct meaning or scientific character.

It 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. The
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.
'Al]l 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 thelr meaning; to distinguish
them from the other sort of propositions Stephen calls
them approximately scientific. Stephen describes the
digtinction in these words: scientific knowledge 'is
merely the crystallized core of ths vague mass of in-

definable and inaccurate knowledge .. It reaches the

highest and most strictly scientific staze when it admits
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of being stated in precise propositions of unoonditiongé
validity. By unconditional, I mean, of course, that
the conditions under which it holds are given in the
proposition itself. ... But this unconditionality and
precision represent an ideal which is seldom if evér ,
realized; and propositions are generally called scien-
tific which make some approiimation to this guality.
They are approximately scientific when they are precise
enough to afford a generally reliable rule and require
conditions which are geﬁerally 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 scilen=-
tific statements is the degree to which they can 1n
fact be testéda 'The accepted test of true scientific

50 put, Stephen

knowledge is a power of prediction’',
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

notions, and statements that can be tested in controlled
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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 he 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 conditionai;

we nust believe that no exiraneous factors have operated.

We camnot, therefore, be as certain about the results

of such predictive tests as we can zbout those conducted

in exPerimentally controlled situations, but this in

no way affects their scientific character. '1I do not

refuse the name of science', Sbephen 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.'31
It is obvious that these distinetions are

the beginning of an attempt to theorize about the nature

of science znd scientific knowledge, but Stevhen does

not proceed any further with them or bother in detail

to Jjustify the points he has made. The explanation is

that he makes these distinctions not as part of a

31 ibid., ».l1l3.
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general attempt to theorize about science, but simply

to show in what sense his ethical thecry 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 cannoct help but be approximately scientific because

it cuts across the fields of sociological and psycho-
logical phenomena where the best $heories tend to be

'a collection of unverified guesses and vague general-

32 At most the science of ethics can provide

izations.
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 1s correct it should be possible for him to show

32 ibid., p.10.
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why moral systems differ so strikingly from race to race
annd at different periods in the one race's history.
There are, of course, many ways in which the explanatory
or predictive power of hisg 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 predicticns that can be made in terms of his
theory provide strong confirmation of its truth.

Now 1t is just this capacity of Stephen's
theory to exﬁlain the development and variety of moral
rhenomena that Sidgwick claims is doubtful. 1In his

review of The Science of Bthics he writesti 'It is only

in /The triba;7 pericd that I can regard the natural
selection of soclal "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 cenituries can be properly attributead

to this cause.'33 2idgwick does not, of course, try to
show this by considering the important changes and

seeing whether Stepheﬂ's science can account for them;

the reason is that he doubts whether the concepts

3% H, Bidgwick, 'Critical Notice: The Science of
Bthics by Leslie Stephen', ¥ind, 7, 1882, p.577.
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¢
Stephen uses to understand the evolutionary development
of morality can be avplied in any precise way to social
vhenomena. 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 sitructural
lawsg of its own: 'A full realisation of this truth,
which is of course a very old truth in substance, a
perception that gociety is not a mere aggregate but an
organic growth, that it forms a whole, the laws of
whogse growth can be studied apart from those of the
individual atoms, 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 %o 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 gqualify his earlier and more general statements.
One gualification is that the word 'society' when used

to describe that which 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 adeguate
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 socizal 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 inadequate:
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 require to know many

35 ibid., p.124.
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other properties of equal importance, and directly
dependent upon an éntirely different set of conditions,
such as the industrial cavacity of the race, its geo-

36

graphical pcsition, and so forth.! However, in order
to understarnd 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 face. It 1s only
because the race is what it is that the members of a
particular state can, for instance, utilize their
cobntry's natural endowments td mazke 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 fhat the members can hope to
maintain and develop their nation.

dtephen brings forward two types of evidence
for this claim. firstly, the influence of society (or
race) 1n shaping man's nature. There is no reason,
Stephen elaims, to assume that man's irnnate 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 ibid., p.125.

37 ibid., p.102.
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cainnl only be found in the different social influences
to which the individual is exposed. The 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 soclal medium. His predecegsors
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

The relationship is not ounly
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
g0 to make up the workings of society. 'If millions
can live in a region which formerly suvported a few
thousands, it is because sach of the millions has millions
of co-0perafors. If I can devote myself to write an
ethical treatise, it is 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 ibid., pp.l07-8.

9 ibid., p.108.
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The second type of evidence 1is 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 the whole, so that the race is
better enabled to survive. Stephén 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 /Individual/
15 «¢« in certain respects an invention by all, though
the laws according to which it spreads will of course

be highly;complex;'4o

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. 1If, therefore, Wé are to understand

the general conditions of social maintenance and develop-

ment we must go beyond such smaller social units as

40 ibid., p.122.

A1 ibid.,, p.123.
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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
uporn which Stephen rests his theory of the race as the
basié unit of social evolution. ZHurthermore this evidence,
when linked together, provides him with what he takes
to be the two features which charzcterize the race
gqua race. ‘'The unity which we attribute to it', he says,
‘conséﬁts in this that every individual is dependent upon
his neighbours, and thus every modification arising in
one part is capéble of being propagated directly in
every other part.'42

On the face of it Stephen's evidence fails to
Justify his thebry of the nature and importance of the
race. At most it shows that the activities carried on
within social groupings such as a town 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 c¢laim that there is z living bond
betweer each member of the same stock which is expressed
by their dependence each upon the other and their abllity
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.120.
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adequately. In what sense can each member of the
caucasian race be said to be dependent upon every other
member? If dependence 1s 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 Stevhen'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 vagune way, then what
can it mean if 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 fany modification arising in one part is
propagated throughout the whole system'.43 Evidence for
this claim is lacking but the gquestion is whether this is
an oversight or whether the claim is so vague that it
would be difficult to know what evidence could be re-
garded as confirning it. Even if the transmission of
the modification is interpreted in the broadest (and
vaguest) sense as the transmission of the bhenefit of the
modification there still remains the problem of saying

what it is that experiences the henefit., What is meant

A% ibid., p.123.
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by the race? It cannot be defined, and Stephen has no
wish to do so, as all the memhers 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
all members of a race. If, however, the benefit of the
race ig identified with the benefit of some of its
members, then the problem is to show how this is possible.
To be a little more precise, two problems arise: one is
that if the race ig 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,

“Ynce Stephen assumes that the race has a social
unity he pays more attention to the empirical implications
of the doectrine. The most important thing to note is
the complexity within this unity. This complexity, he
argues, is of such a sort that 1t is obviously false to
think of the members of the race bheing marhsalled to-~

gether for a common purpose in the way that the complex

rarts of an animal organism are ordered together for a
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common wurpose. ior this reason it is a mistake to think
of the race in terms of the analogy of an organism;
tissue is more adeqguate because it suggests that the
members of the race are united one with another without
loss of their independernce of action, and, 1t also
possesses some of the biolisgical asscciations that cling
to the word ‘organism'. The analogy is spelt out in the
following way: 'lhe {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 correspond
to things sevarate as concrete phenomena, nor can it

be compared to the distinction beitween a coat and the
cloth of which it is made; for unocrganized social tissue
does not exist, and the tissue develops new properties
accordin: to the mode in which it is arranged., Thus,

if you will, the distinction may be regarded ag merely

a logical device, and yet, without taking into account

in some form or other the facts which it is intended to
describe, 1t seems impossible to give an adequate account

44

0of the processes which we have %o consider.'’ In terms

i4 ivid., p.120.
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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 scocial 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 fruitful 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 Stepﬁen

cannot claim to have shown that there is a race in the

sense his theory requires, and that it isjﬁot 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'®’

45 ibid., p.126.

46 ibid., ».120.
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of soeial evolution defeats Stephen and destroys the
claims of his ethical science.

Whereas the problems of 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. Iollowing Sidgwick
these critics clai.. that the scientific approach to

47

ethics 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
48

to show why he thought the charge to be baseless. His

discussion of the moral sanction in The Science of Ethics

is a2 more sophisticated version of his earlier claim.
Like his fellow agnostics Stevhen understands
the sanction of morality as the cause of moral behaviour.
Lo ask why be virtuous 1s to ask how men come to act
mnorally, and the answer is the existence of moral motives

which direct men to right conduct: 'If, for example,

47 d.A, Irving, 'Evolution and Ethics', Queens
Quarterly, 55, 1948, »p.458-463%; N. Annan, Teslie Stevhen,
ch.7, 'The Moral Soclety', esp. pp.2156-18.

48 He writes: '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 happliness.
To say, then that a man ought to desire the general
happiness: prompts a man to obey the rules which secure

the general happiness. And I am unable to find any other
meaning in the words'. (Sidgwick's 'Methods of Ethics',
frazer's Magazine, 91, 1875, p.3%22,

.
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virtus means all such conduct as promotes happiness, the

motives to virtuous conduct must be all such motives

as impel a man to aim at increasing the sum of happiness.

These motives constitute the sanction.'49
How one of the objections to this view of the

sanction of moral behaviocur 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. GStephen 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. 1 may, therefore, prove

44 The Science of Ethics, p.396.
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to the murderer that he is acting wickedly.'5o
It is a sign, perhaps, of Btephen'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 1s 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 i1s guite a different thing.
Stephen does not believe that it is possible to show
why a man ought not to kill or why he ought 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 associate, and because of which it is
to be desired or sought. The main reason he gives is

that attempts to prove the existence of this moral feature

invariably drag ethics into the wasteland of metaphysics;5l
50 ibid., p.443.
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,
1 admit my incapacity; but I add that I cannot see what
more there is to be proved.' (Sidgwick's Methods of
Ethics', I'razer's Magazine, 91, 1375, ».3%22.)
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and it is possible to sccount for moral pheromena
without deing this. Stephen would have %o admit his
account is contrary to the Tairly 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 wickedness
of murder is sufficient for the man with some moral
sensibility. If the explanation is truly believed and
thus becomes part of the person's character then it

willl act as a motive in restraining the man from future
evil acts: 'though the proof will be thrown away if he
is a moral idic¢t, 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 wverbal formula to

102 In other words the morzl

be merely learnt by rote.
life is not threatened because the only 'ought' that
science knows refers to one of the relationships that
actually holds between individuals and the race.

To Sidgwick and later critics this account of
the reasons for being moral are inadequate. According

to them the question why be virtuous is not answered

egither 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
Kr. Stevhen maintains', Sidgwick writes, 'that it is
capable of "scientific proof" to a murderer that murder
is "wrong as being opposed to that underlylng moral code
wnich expresses the conditions of scocial 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 soclal ftissue as his ultimate eud,
thie proof must be different in kind from any reasoning
that Mr. Stephen has used; and T am unable to conjecture

03 These remarks

how he would set ahout constructing it.
are undoubtedly critical 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.B4 If
we consider them strictly as a critical comment then

it can be said that it misinterprets what Stephen says.
Of course ©Sidgwick can reply to such a charge by

claiming that analysis of Stephen's position shows that

53 H. Sidgwick, op.cit., p.585,
b4 A point which Stephen suggests in a letter to

vidgwick: 'Most of the points at issue between us would
require a treatise instead of a letter...' (F.¥.
Maitland, The Life and Letters of Leslie Stephen, p.351.)
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he is faced with this problem, but the truth of this
reply is far from evident; after all Stephen knew what
Sidgwick would say on this particular matter and he
has taxen stens to protect himself From this type of

criticism. Just how well is & rather large question.



I believe that the real basis of the whole
controversy ageinst the prevalent Materialism
of the present day lies in the guestion of
the Human Will, Once that the will of Manm
is free; and no Philosophy, say what it may
of fixed laws, can ever really upset the
truthse 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 gquestion of Bellef or

No belief. ..., 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 resolved, as soon as may be, into the
gases which pervade the Universe. WMy free
will is the only thing which makes me better
than a gas.

H.L. Mansel

468
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Chapter Twelve

Moral Obligation and Responsibility: Two
Difficulties in the Science of Ethics

These two matters are described as difficulties
not because Clifford, Spencer, and Stephen viewed them
as such, but because many of their contemporaries belisved
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 theré would be no need to repeat the story but for
the fact that the objection was also made from within
the agnostic camp. PFairly late in the day Huxley made
common cause with the moral intuitionists; his disaffection
from the agnostic position is pretty clearly stated in
*Ethies 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 Essays: Vol.9 (Lond.1895). As

Leonard Huxley suggests (Life 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.8. '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
Politiecal Rights (1890), Collected Essays: Vol.l. Cf.
also Huxley's letter to Romanes in L., Huxley, 9p.cit.,

2, p.350
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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

2

to success in the cosmic struggle for existence.' 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

Even 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.8l-2.

3 ¢f., ibid., p.8l, and 'Evolution and Ethics:
Prolegomena' (1894), op.cit., pp.37-40.

4 That Huxley makes this criticiesm is sometimes
overlooked, partly because the first criticism receives

the most stress. See J.A. irving, 'Evolution and Ethies',
Queens Quarterly, 55, 1948, pp.450,463; and N. Annan,
Leslie Stephen, pp.2l1-12, 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: Prophet of Science, p.285; Julian
Huxley, Evolution and Ethics 1893-1943 (Lond.1947), 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 century critiecs 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
gcientists 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 of dbligation, 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.

o T,H. Huxley, op.cit., p.80
6 ibid., p.79.

7 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 ethies. 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 its application to the organic world, it is
limited to the struggle for existence among individuals
under its ferocious aspects, and has nothing to de with

the development of soclal 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 o0ld 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 ILife 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 ag 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.194. This was in reply to an artiecle 'Prof. Huxley on
Evolution and Ethies', July 22, 1893, in which the reviewer
makes practically the same point about the theological
affinities of Huxley's views (see p.119) as Spencer does

in the letter guoted above!

10 'Ethics and the Struggle for Existence' (18947)
in Social Rights and Duties (2 vols., Lond.1896), 1, p.232.




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,ll

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

6bjection we must remember his view that any belief which

canmot 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

dootrine 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 hetween 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, 17

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 metaphysieal theory of ethics and has
unwittingly stumbled into the metaphysician's ecamp. 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 faet 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 all.'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, Huxley, 'On the Advisableness of Improving
Natural Knowledge', Collected Fssays: Vol.l, p.41.

14 L. 3tephen, 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
i, 12

It seems c¢lear, 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 & reactionary and secret friend of the clerics.'l6
One can sympathise with the agnostics' reluctance to
bhelieve 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 lsad
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 ibid., p.226.

l6 L. Huxley, op.cit., 2, p.359.
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had been mistaken in certain respects.l7 And the mis-~

take, given the context in which agnosticism developed,

was not of a mean order. Whatever his motives Huxley

had indeed hecome 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 1t

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 1s 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 / _/ 'Prof.
Huxley on Evolution and Ethics', The Athenaeum, July 22,
189%; H. Peterson, op.cit., pp.283-5.
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must be a final reason for being.mdral - which on &+
agnostic view must be regarded as false or confused.

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.
I

While most of the agnostics were insensitive
to or failed to see the point of the c¢laim 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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18

treatment of ethies,' Not all the agnostics would

put the matter in exactly these terms - indeed, Spencer

19 - but all are aware

treats the problem very casually
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 aetion, 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
Baegically, the agnostic discussion of moral
responsibility centres around two points. One is that

the doctrine of free will contributes nothing to an

understanding of moral respongibility; the other is that

18 'Right and Wrong', lLectures and Essays, 2, p.1l48.
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 gquestion 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 mirasle, and forming the
basis of a legitimate argument from the less to the
greater.' ('on Miracles' in Aids to Faith /8d77 W, Thomson,

p.19)0
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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

2l The agnostic's

or give up our belief in moral acts.
second point consists in showing that this is a false
dilemmsa.

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 vunlgar notion of responsibility;

they each assume, with the partial exception of Clifford,

that the notion of responsibility is pretty clear cut,

2l _ Hamilton writes: 'As equally unthinkable, the

two /T.e. freedom and fate/counter, the two one-sided scheme:
are thus theoretically balanced. But practically, our
concsiousness 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
ete., 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 atfention
to (say) Sidgwick's and Bradley's analysis of moral acts,
then they might have been able to present a better set

22 sy s . . X
As it is their discussions,

of defences for their claim.
especially Tyndall's and Huxley's, pose problems rather
than ssettle 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
0of 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 Ethies, Bk.1,

ch.5; F.H, Bradley, Ethical Studies (Oxford 1875), 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
vunishing the ¢riminal, 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-
Willo'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 argune, 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 ®cience
2, Dp.365,

24 ibid., p.366.




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

25

doing_that which he desires to do.' Secondly, Huxley

takes note that 'a person is held responsible only for

those acts which are preceded by a certain intention'zs,

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 illlustration, 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.2409.
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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. Huiley 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 aectivities 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-
ninism. In particular Stephen's discussion stands out
because of its length and his éwareness that interest
in moral responsibility is neot limited to guestions about

accountability. Unfortunately, however, Stephen's

28 Hume, loc.cit., pp.22-23,
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attempted comprehensive discussion of moral responsibility
is not the most successful agnostic treatment of the
gquestion, largely because he fails to treat one point
at a time. Instead of showing by detéiled analysis that
our ordinary beliefs about moral responsibility are com-
patible with determinism, Stephen oscillates betwéen
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 coufse any thorough
discussion of this matter would have %o investigate'both
these matters, but Stephen tends to take them together
with the result that he fails to get very far with either
of them. One unintended consequence of his method is
that his harmonization of determinism and moral respon-
8ibility, once it is extracted from his discussion,
appears almost as dogmatic as that found in Tymndall and
Huxley. |

There are two parts to Stephen's treatment of
the relation between determinism and moral responsibhlity.
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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abaence 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
agssume 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 commection
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'>° 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;

t0 say that an action is benevolent means that it proves

29 The Science of Ethics, p.281.

30 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 /Hamilton - Mansel/ 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

51 ibid,

32 ibid., p.285,
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not saj this. What he asserts is that the causes of

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 influencé which is
continually being ﬁrodﬁced. Stephen illustrates his
contention in this way: 'We might (though the language
would be somewhat strained) call the child ... the
"cause" of the man. But for the child the man would

not exist. DBut 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-

133

ternal circumstances. Once we see that the force

of the Hamiltonian claim rests upon this misunderstanding
of the determinist position then ﬁe have removed the
major objection to the view that determinism is incom-
ratible with moral responsibility.

But is it as simple as this? One can easgily
imagine Mansel objecting that Stevhen has misinterpreted
his position. The objeetion, he might say, is not that
the causes of the cause of moral acts are external con-

straints upon present action, but that if there are such

causes then their existence robs any act caused by

3% 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, & 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
/conscience and responsibility/ 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 sults 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.

Like Stephen, Clifford maintains that moral

34 'Right and Wrong', Lectures and Essays, 2, p.1l6l.
35 ibid., p.149.
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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 resgpongibility 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 thig statement the indeterminist

might well agree were it not for the interpretation

which €lifford gives it. PFor 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=go?" 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

36 ibid,, p.150.
37 ibid., p.151.
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to stop or encourage the willing of these acts.38

However,
gince willing is a necessary causal condition of a morel
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 extermal forces. If we wish
further evidence that our beliefs about moral respon-
8ibility are based on such a view, then we have only to
examine the process of moral eduecation, 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
oharaeter?'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. The first

two are quite usuai: 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.1l48).

39 ibid., p.159.
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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 & moral act: 'the action /must Bg7 one in regard to
the doing or not doing of which conscience might be a
sufficient motive.’40

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. 1In the simplest case a voluntary act 1s one
which is not instinctive; in more complicated situations
the act sometimes resulte 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. It is not sufficient for

moral actions that the act should have been deliberately

40 ibid., p.152,

41 ibid., p.157
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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 required by belief in moral responsibility can hardly
be regarded as adequate. In judging it, however, we
must bear in mind that it was not intended to be anything
but a brief statement. Considered agéinst 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
seriocus 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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[l

Chanter Thirteen

Conclusion

The conflict between Huxley and the other
agnostics over evolutiorn and ethics illustrates the
failure of vision which accompanied the agnostic move-
ment in its latter days. The agnostics were tired and
0ld, and more importantly, they found themselves living
in a world in which they and their cause were no longer
relevant. ILeslie Stephen captured the depression which
resulted fromjgombination?age and remoteness when he
wrote in 1892: 'ILights 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 doctrinéﬁwhich they advocated were
going forth conquering and to conguer, and though I may
still think that those doctrines had a permanent value,
and were far from deserving the reprcaches now often
levelled 2t 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 admit that the present con-
fidence was a little in excess.'l

At the philosophical level there are several
reasons why the agnostics became somewhat remote figures.
It is partly explained by the fact that philoscphy 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 - DBradley, Bosanguet, Caird, Sidﬁick,
Ward - were opposed to agnosticism,is, however, only
part of the story. BEven with such strong opposition the
agnostics would have made headway 1f 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 &nd more by pro-
fessional phil sophers, this lack told against them.
This 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 '"The Aims of Ethical Societies' (1892),
Bocial Rights and Buties, 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 stirictly philosophical
movement.

Agnosticism, however, did not fail to make an
impression on contemporary philosophers. DBradley and
Caird took note of agrnostic 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 Spencer: 'He left a Spencer{:
& name to other times, linked with one virtue and a
thousand crimes. The one virtue is his bhelief in the
universality of evolution - the 1000 crimes are his
5000 pages of absolute incompetence to work it out in
detail.'”

Apart from their influence upon philosophical

circles the agnostics exercised a wide influence upon

2 Cf. J.A. Passmore, 'Darwin's Impact on British
Metaphysics', Victorian Studies, 3, 1958-1960; J. Ward,
Haturalism and Agnosticism, Bssays in Philosophy (Camb.
1927), pp.55-56, and 'Can raith Kemove Mountains' (1879);
5. Alexander, Moral Order and Progress (1889) acknowledges
a debt to Stephen's Science of Ethics.

3 Cited E.G. Boring, A History of Experimental
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
nid-seventies they had no option but to publish in

general reviews such as the Contemporary, Fortnightly,

Prazer'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 & 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 docirine of evolution fills a
somewhat larger space in our attention than belongs to
its ultimete influence. In the next century, perhaps,
men will not think so much about it; thev will be paying
2 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. BEvolutionary
theories, though not always of the sort that aguostics

would approve of, became the order of the day in meta-

4 'Cosmic Emotion', Lectures and Essavs, 2,
Pp0273-‘4 .
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5

- physies, ethics, theology, and so on.
A second general influence exercised by the
agnostics concerned the relation of science and religion.,.
Through their support the belief that science and
Christianity are irreconcilably oprosed gained wide
accevtance., The success they had in propagating their
view can be vartially measured by the extent to which
orthodox Christians were prepared to trim their sails

to science. Yor example if Aids to ¥aith (1861) is

compared with Iux Mundi (1889) the difference is guite
striking. DBoth works were produced by distinguished

High Church Anglicans as restatements of the faith to

meet cufrent 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

visitors science had pushed the deist's God farther and

5 See R. Metz, A Hundred Years of British
Philosophy, ch.3, 'The Evolutionary Naturalist School';

J.A., Passmore, One Hundred Years of Philosophy (references
to evolution) J. Huxley, Bvolution and munics (Introduction;
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farther away, and at the moment when it seemed as if

He would be thrust ocut altogesher, Darwinism apveared,
and under the guise of a foe did the work of a friend.
1t has conferred upon philosophy and religion an inest-
imable benefit, oy showing us that we must choose
between two alternatives. Either God is everywhere
present in nature, or He is nowhere., He cannot bte

here and not there.'6 fux Mundi became the text book
of the catholic wing of the Church for the next thitty
years.

Probably the most important aspect of agnosticism
is the effect it had in helping to change current
attitudes about science and religion. The agnostics,
however, were not primarily publicists. They aimed to
change men's beliefs by showing the truth of their
own., At this level they were not quite so successful,
but there can be no doubting the intensity of their

alm and purpose in pursuing it.

6 A, Moore, 'The Doctrine of God', Lux Mundi
(1889; 12th ed. lond. 1891) ed. C. Gore, p.75. On this
movement see A.il. Ramsey, irom Gore to Temple(Lond. 1960)
ch.1l, 'Tux Mundi',
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