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Introduction



Timothy J. Madigan


“It is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence.” So wrote William Kingdon Clifford (1845-1879) in his famous essay “The Ethics of Belief” (1876). Clifford was 31 years old when he delivered this lecture to the exclusive debating group called the Metaphysical Society, which met in London nine times a year to discuss issues pertaining to philosophical ideas and religious beliefs. The members included some of the most notable figures of Victorian Society, such as William Gladstone, Thomas Henry Huxley, Archbishop Henry Manning, John Ruskin, and Alfred Lord Tennyson. Clifford, who was at the time Professor of Applied Mathematics at University College, London, found attending the Society’s meetings and participating in its often heated debates to be one of the chief pleasures of his life.


“The Ethics of Belief’ remains Clifford’s best known work. Published in early 1877 in the Contemporary Review, one of the most popular journals in England, it drew an immediate response from critics, who took umbrage with Clifford’s forth-right—and rather pugnacious—attack on beliefs which, while giving comfort, have no solid support in fact. William James was to use “The Ethics of Belief’ as the focal point of his own celebrated essay “The Will to Believe”, in which he compared Clifford to a general who marshals his troops instead of sending them into battle for fear they will be killed. This was unfair to Clifford, who recognized that working hypotheses and assumptions are a necessary part of belief-formation. His quarrel was with considering such tentative propositions to be proper beliefs, worthy of knowledge claims. In turn, Clifford would have been strongly critical of James’ defense of the right to believe in the existence of God when the empirical evidence for or against such a belief was equally insufficient. But by the time James wrote his essay (1890) Clifford was long dead.


“The Ethics of Belief’ has often been anthologized, but usually in shortened form, and often without an adequate introduction to the thinker or his influences. The complete version is found in this volume. In addition to this particular essay, Clifford also made important contributions to the fields of mathematics, philosophy, and psychology. In the field of geometry, he helped to popularize the non-Euclidean geometries that had been discovered earlier in the nineteenth century. His writings on the possible biological basis of morality in many ways anticipated the field of evolutionary ethics. And he was an active participant in the discussion of what areas the newly-founded field of psychology should study.


William Kingdon Clifford was born in Exeter, England, on May 4, 1845. Not much is known about his early years. His father was a bookseller, dealing largely in devotional material, and served for a time as a justice of the peace. Clifford’s mother, whose maiden name was Kingdon, died when he was only nine. He inherited from her a constitutional weakness which perhaps contributed to his early death from tuberculosis.


A precocious child, Clifford was educated at a small local school until the age of 15, when he was sent to King’s College, London. Here, he began to reveal abilities not only in his chosen profession of mathematics, but also in the fields of literature and classics. In October 1863 he went to Trinity College, Cambridge, after winning a scholarship to attend there. Percival Frost, his tutor at Cambridge, was so impressed by Clifford’s original work in geometry that he predicted the young man would gain a place among the leaders of science.


Whatever tasks Clifford set himself to, he persevered until he had mastered them. He learned French, German and Spanish because he thought these languages would be important to his work in mathematics; he also learned Arabic, Greek and Sanskrit because they were a challenge; hieroglyphics because it was a riddle; and even Morse code and shorthand, because he claimed to be interested in all methods of conveying thought. His enthusiasm for learning occurred fortuitously during the latter half of the nineteenth century, which was a time of tremendous innovations in such fields as astronomy, biology, chemistry, mathematics and philosophy—all areas which Clifford would both write in and lecture about.


Although slight in build, Clifford prided himself on his physical strength. His class yearbook gave him the accolade of being “one of the most daring athletes of the University.” His proudest feat, taken on a dare, was to hang by his toes from the cross bars of a church tower’s weathercock—one of the last times he was to find himself near a church of any sort.


Clifford had been an ardent Anglican in his early years, but underwent an experience several other devout men and women grappled with in the so-called “Victorian Crisis of Belief’: a loss of faith in the historical accuracy and present relevance of the teachings of Christianity, especially the tenets of the official Anglican religion. But for Clifford, unlike many others, this was a positive experience, not a cause of despair. He saw knowledge in terms of adaptability. As new information became available, humans could learn more about how the universe really works, as opposed to relying upon the patchwork beliefs which religious institutions offered as truth. Just as the Greek and Roman civilizations had overcome their reliance upon Zeus and Jupiter, so the modern world could overcome its reliance on Jehovah. In a symposium he took part in entitled “The Influence Upon Morality of a Decline in Religious Belief’ (the final essay of this volume), Clifford was the only writer among a dozen participants who did not predict that a moral decline would accompany the loss of comforting supernatural beliefs.


While at Cambridge, Clifford had been asked to join the Apostles, a secretive club of the twelve most outstanding students. Deep in the study of Aquinas at the time, he at first reveled in supporting Catholic doctrines. But the impact of evolutionary theory, which had been hotly debated since the publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859), altered his views, as did his reading the moral writings of Herbert Spencer. Clifford no longer felt it necessary to explain scientific discoveries through the prism of existing religious dogmas. In fact, he came to see clerical institutions as the chief obstacles to scientific and moral advancement.


Clifford saw the relevance of applying the theory of evolution to human cultural development well before most scientists—including Charles Darwin himself—would have been comfortable in doing so. Clifford soon came to the conclusion that the Christian religion, be it High or Low church, was an impediment to human intellectual and social growth. He saw clearly that the chief opposition to Darwinian evolutionary theory was coming from the pulpits, and he allied himself with Thomas H. Huxley, the biologist popularly known as “Darwin’s Bulldog.”


In 1868 Clifford was elected to a fellowship at Trinity College, Cambridge. During this time, he continued to couple his academic pursuits with membership in debating societies that sharpened his wits. He was, for instance, a member of the Grote Club, which included other members who would make their mark on English society, including the economist Alfred Marshall, the philosopher Henry Sidgwick, and the logician John Venn. Marshall became a great friend of Clifford’s, although he felt that Clifford was “too fond of astonishing people.”


Clifford was one of the first English mathematicians to become interested in the work on non-Euclidean geometry that had been done by Riemann and Lobachevski, going so far as to translate the former’s work and publish it in the influential journal Nature. His knowledge of languages, especially German, gave him the facility, which many of his colleagues lacked, to understand these foreign arguments, and his natural curiosity and willingness to follow such arguments to their logical conclusions made him receptive to the shocking implications of these mathematical works. The introduction of non-Euclidean geometry was not only a challenge to mathematicians in particular, but a blow in general to those philosophers and theologians who held to the existence of necessary and universal truths. If even Euclid’s axioms could be questioned, after thousands of years of being unquestioned, then what else might prove assailable? The first essay published in this volume, “The Aims and Instruments of Scientific Thought”, was a lecture he delivered before the members of the British Association in 1872. In it, he defends geometry as an experimental science—a point-of-view very much at odds with the prevailing opinion of the time. Clifford was never afraid to question any shibboleth, even those from his own profession.


Clifford continued to write important mathematical papers, at the rate of three or four a year, while keeping up his membership in various social and fraternal organizations, as well as continuing his public lectures. With his unique combination of scientific understanding and rhetorical persuasive skills, he was well suited for the latter pursuit. His obvious enthusiasm, and his desire to enlighten, as well as his great clarity, won over his audiences, even when his lectures dealt with the most abstruse topics in mathematics. Clifford gave most of his public lectures with only a few short notes as reference, revising them afterwards for publication. He spoke on such topics as the nature of atoms, the relationship of the eye to the brain, the conditions of mental development, and the composition of the sun, as well as the talks reprinted here on ethics and religion.


In 1870, Clifford demonstrated his more empirical interest in science by joining an eclipse expedition, which sailed to the Mediterranean. He fell in love with the area, even though his ship struck a rock near Catania, Italy and was sunk. It is interesting to note that a ship disaster was used as an illustrative point to begin his famous essay, “The Ethics of Belief’, written six years later. He knew from experience what he was talking about.


In 1871, Clifford was appointed to the Professorship in Applied Mathematics at University College, London, where he would spend the remainder of his short career. It was a congenial place for a freethinker like himself, since it was founded in 1827 to be a strictly secular institution, where professors would be free from having to swear allegiance to any religious oath.


One of the extracurricular activities Clifford became involved with at this time was psychical research. However, unlike many of his fellow professors, he was not taken in by so-called spirit mediums. In fact, he became a fierce advocate of the view that there was no such thing as disembodied consciousness, and he delighted in debunking paranormal claims. The field of psychology was just being formed, and it was still unclear what its perimeters would be. Clifford made it a special point to show how supposed psychics were guilty of using trickery of the basest sort to fool not only credulous believers but also learned professors. In addition, he argued that psychology’s proper study was the physical brain and how it worked, not disembodied elements like ghosts. That was better left for children’s nursery stories.


While his extracurricular affairs kept him busy, Clifford did not shirk from his professional duties at the university. Although he was punctilious about meeting all his academic obligations, on one occasion he did take a voluntary leave of absence from his scheduled lecture, informing his students that he would be absent on important business which would probably not occur again. The occasion was his marriage, on April 7, 1875, to Lucy Lane. The couple was to have two daughters, and it was by all accounts a happy marriage. Lucy outlived her husband by half a century, and she became in her own right a well-known novelist and dramatist.


It is a sad fact that Clifford, who devised a series of lesson plans to, as he put it, “help kids find out things for themselves” did not live long enough to educate his own daughters. He had a great fondness for children. He wrote fairy tales and nonsense verse, and delighted in putting on children’s parties, where his laughter was as little constrained as that of the young ones he entertained.


In June 1874, Clifford was elected as a Fellow of the Royal Society, one of the highest scholarly honors in the United Kingdom. He had previously turned down the offer, with the remark that he did not want to be respectable just yet. Shortly thereafter, he was elected to the Metaphysical Society, the youngest member so chosen. The Society’s discussions, which were primarily concerned with arguments for or against the rationality of religious belief, were of the highest caliber. For Clifford, the exercising of intellectual abilities in the company of fellow critical thinkers (whether they shared the same conclusions or not) was an opportunity not to be missed, and he attended as many sessions as he could, often regaling Lucy upon his return home with a near-verbatim report of the evening’s proceedings.


In the spring of 1876, shortly after delivering “The Ethics of Belief’ to the Metaphysical Society, the symptoms of lung disease began to manifest themselves. At first, Clifford attempted to ignore these signs. He continued his breakneck schedule of teaching classes, writing scholarly articles on mathematics and popular essays on public issues, as well as delivering public lectures, attending society meetings, and raising a family. It was only with great reluctance that he finally faced up to the fact of his own illness, and agreed to take six months’ leave of absence in his beloved Mediterranean. Clifford returned to England in late 1876, but from that point on he confined his extracurricular activities primarily to writing reviews. Even so, he continued to tax his system, often writing late into the night, completing a long review entitled “Virchow on the Teaching of Science” in a single sitting.


One of the last projects Clifford worked on was especially near and dear to his heart. After discussions with Huxley, he came to the conclusion that a gathering of freethinkers from around the world should be held, the aim of which would be to liberate the peoples of all classes from degrading dogmas. Combining his republican sentiments with his scientific advocacy, Clifford was the driving force behind the Congress of Liberal Thinkers, which was held on June 13-14, 1878 at the South Place Chapel in England, just a few days after the commemoration of the centenary of Voltaire’s death (May 30, 1778). Over 400 delegates came from throughout the United Kingdom and other European countries, as well as from India and the United States. The aims of the Congress were defined as:


1.The scientific study of religious phenomena. 2. The collection and diffusion of information concerning movements throughout the world. 3. The emancipation of mankind from the spirit of superstition. 4. Fellowship among liberal thinkers of all races. 5. The promotion of the culture, progress, and moral welfare of mankind, and of whatever in any form may tend towards that end. 6. Membership in this Association shall leave each individual responsible for his own opinion alone, and in no degree affect his relations with other associations.


The presidency of the association was conferred on Professor Huxley, who sadly noted that its leading figure, who had done more than anyone else to organize such a gathering of iconoclasts, and who was to have been the keynote speaker, was not present. Clifford’s health had again collapsed, and he and Lucy had once again set sail for the Mediterranean. He tried to prepare a speech to be read in his absence, but even this proved too much a strain. He was able to send some brief remarks, which were read to the delegates, and which showed that his views remained as uncompromising as ever:


Catholics are fond of saying that an age of atheism is approaching, in which we shall throw over all moral obligations, and society will go to ruin. Then we shall see what is the true effect of all our liberal and scientific teaching. As a matter of fact, however, even they themselves admit that the public conscience is growing in strength and straightness, while the Catholic dogmas and organism are more and more repudiated. We may see reason to believe that the former of those facts is the cause of the latter. Part of modem unbelief is no doubt due to the wider knowledge of criticism of the so-called “evidence of Christianity,” but in all ages sensible men have seen through that flimsy structure. Intellectual scepticism is not really more rife than it has been in many past periods. The main ground of hope for the masses is the moral basis of scepticism—1. Its revolt against mythology; 2. Its revolt against the priestly organisation of the churches.


Clifford returned to England in August 1878, looking haggard and still enfeebled by the tuberculosis that was killing him. Friends noted that his spirits had not left him, but he was no longer capable of any but the simplest exertions. When made aware of a newspaper report which claimed that he was converting back to Christianity in his final days, Clifford fired back a retort that, while his doctor had certified that he was ill, “’twas not mental derangement.” Huxley, who was a regular visitor to the Clifford home during these final days, lamented to friends that “the finest scientific mind in England for fifty years is dying in that house.”


While travel was dangerous, it became evident as the winter weather ensued that Clifford’s only hope for survival was to leave England and once again venture to a warmer climate. He and Lucy set sail for Madeira, Portugal, in February 1879. To its credit, the Senate of University College, London recommended that he keep his chair in Applied Mathematics, and his friends established a trust fund to help him and his family. Among the signatories of the fund were T. H. Huxley, Dr. William Spottis-wood, president of the Royal Society, the mathematician H. J. S. Smith (who wrote an introduction for the posthumous collection of Clifford’s mathematical papers), and Leslie Stephen and Sir Frederick Pollock (fellow members of the Metaphysical Society, who would co-edit the posthumous collection of Clifford’s popular lectures and essays). Stephen, the father of future novelist Virginia Woolf and a noted philosopher and editor in his own right, would later write Clifford’s biography, as well as continue to look after Clifford’s family.


Clifford gave careful directions for the disposal of his papers. He had a long-standing interest in the life and work of Baruch Spinoza (in 1877 he had planned to lecture on this topic, but his health had not allowed it), so it is not surprising that Spinoza’s great saying was often on Clifford’s lips during this time: “Homo liber de nulla re minus quam de morte cogitat” (“There is nothing over which a free man ponders less than death”).


William Kingdon Clifford died on March 3, 1879, at the age of 33. His body was brought back from Madeira and buried in Highgate Cemetery, with an epitaph chosen from Epictetus: “I was not, and was conceived; I loved, and did a little work; I am not, and grieve not.” Perhaps the most fitting written memorial for Clifford could be found in a letter he himself wrote to Lucy in 1874 during their courtship. It expresses quite nicely the type of person Clifford admired and wished to emulate, and symbolically represents his oft-stated goal of helping humanity to advance from the worship of Christ to the appreciation of the possibilities inherent in the human species itself:


... there is room for some earnest person to go and preach around in a simple way the main straightforward rules that society has unconsciously worked out and that are floating in the air; to do as well as possible what one can do best; to work for the improvement of the social organisation; to seek earnestly after truth and only to accept provisionally opinions one has not inquired into; to regard men as comrades in work and their freedom as a sacred thing; in fact, to recognise the enormous and fearful difference between truth and falsehood, right and wrong, and how truth and right are to be got at by free inquiry and the love of our comrades for their own sakes and nobody else’s.


It is fitting that this selection of Clifford’s popular essays on ethics and religion (which have long been out-of-print) should again be published. One must read the following pieces with a critical eye, keeping in mind Clifford’s own commitment to rational discourse. He fully expected his more outrageous assertions to be questioned. No one welcomed the give-and-take of public debate more than Clifford did. He wished to motivate all members of society to utilize their intellectual abilities to the highest degree. The following provocative and enlightening essays—all vintage Clifford—do just that.


—Timothy J. Madigan


Free Inquiry
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ON THE AIMS AND INSTRUMENTS OF SCIENTIFIC THOUGHT1



IT may have occurred (and very naturally too) to such as have had the curiosity to read the title of this lecture, that it must necessarily be a very dry and difficult subject; interesting to very few, intelligible to still fewer, and, above all, utterly incapable of adequate treatment within the limits of a discourse like this. It is quite true that a complete setting-forth of my subject would require a comprehensive treatise on logic, with incidental discussion of the main questions of metaphysics; that it would deal with ideas demanding close study for their apprehension, and investigations requiring a peculiar taste to relish them. It is not my intention now to present you with such a treatise.


The British Association, like the world in general, contains three classes of persons. In the first place, it contains scientific thinkers; that is to say, persons whose thoughts have very frequently the characters which I shall presently describe. Secondly, it contains persons who are engaged in work upon what are called scientific subjects, but who in general do not, and are not expected to, think about these subjects in a scientific manner. Lastly, it contains persons who suppose that their work and their thoughts are unscientific, but who would like to know something about the business of the other two classes aforesaid. Now, to anyone who belonging to one of these classes considers either of the other two, it will be apparent that there is a certain gulf between him and them; that he does not quite understand them, nor they him; and that an opportunity for sympathy and comradeship is lost through this want of understanding. It is this gulf that I desire to bridge over, to the best of my power. That the scientific thinker may consider his business in relation to the great life of mankind; that the noble army of practical workers may recognise their fellowship with the outer world, and the spirit which must guide both; that this so-called outer world may see in the work of science only the putting in evidence of all that is excellent in its own work—may feel that the kingdom of science is within it: these are the objects of the present discourse. And they compel me to choose such portions of my vast subject as shall be intelligible to all, while they ought at least to command an interest universal, personal, and profound.


In the first place, then, what is meant by scientific thought? You may have heard some of it expressed in the various Sections this morning. You have probably also heard expressed in the same places a great deal of unscientific thought; notwithstanding that it was about mechanical energy, or about hydrocarbons, or about eocene deposits, or about malacopterygii. For scientific thought does not mean thought about scientific subjects with long names. There are no scientific subjects. The subject of science is the human universe; that is to say, everything that is, or has been, or may be related to man. Let us them taking several topics in succession, endeavour to make out in what cases thought about them is scientific, and in what cases not.


Ancient astronomers observed that the relative motions of the sun and moon recurred all over again in the same order about every nineteen years. They were thus enabled to predict the time at which eclipses would take place. A calculator at one of our observatories can do a great deal more than this. Like them, he makes use of past experience to predict the future; but he knows of a great number of other cycles besides that one of the nineteen years, and takes account of all of them; and he can tell about the solar eclipse of six years hence exactly when it will be visible, and how much of the sun’s surface will be covered at each place, and, to a second, at what time of day it will begin and finish there. This prediction involves technical skill of the highest order; but it does not involve scientific thought, as any astronomer will tell you.


By such calculations the places of the planet Uranus at different times of the year had been predicted and set down. The predictions were not fulfilled. Then arose Adams, and from these errors in the prediction he calculated the place of an entirely new planet, that had never yet been suspected; and you all know how the new planet was actually found in that place. Now this prediction does involve scientific thought, as anyone who has studied it will tell you.


Here then are two cases of thought about the same subject, both predicting events by the application of previous experience, yet we say one is technical and the other scientific.


Now let us take an example from the building of bridges and roofs. When an opening is to be spanned over by a material construction, which must bear a certain weight without bending enough to injure itself, there are two forms in which this construction can be made, the arch and the chain. Every part of an arch is compressed or pushed by the other parts; every part of a chain is in a state of tension, or is pulled by the other parts. In many cases these forms are united. A girder consists of two main pieces or booms, of which the upper one acts as an arch and is compressed, while the lower one acts as a chain and is pulled; and this is true even when both the pieces are quite straight. They are enabled to act in this way by being tied together, or braced, as it is called, by cross pieces, which you must often have seen. Now suppose that any good practical engineer makes a bridge or roof upon some approved pattern which has been made before. He designs the size and shape of it to suit the opening which has to be spanned; selects his material according to the locality; assigns the strength which must be given to the several parts of the structure according to the load which it will have to bear. There is a great deal of thought in the making of this design, whose success is predicted by the application of previous experience; it requires technical skill of a very high order; but it is not scientific thought. On the other hand, Mr. Fleeming Jenkin1
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