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    This collection presents William Kingdon Clifford’s central essays on ethics and belief, assembled to display the force and coherence of his moral philosophy. A mathematician and philosopher of the later nineteenth century, Clifford brought scientific discipline to questions traditionally treated by theology and intuition. The volume includes The Scientific Basis of Morals together with three companion pieces: Right and Wrong: The Scientific Ground of Their Distinction, The Ethics of Belief, and The Ethics of Religion. Read together, they form an essential sequence, tracing how standards of evidence, responsibility, and communal welfare shape the proper formation of convictions and the conduct of life.

As a single-author collection, the scope here is neither comprehensive nor miscellaneous, but focused and programmatic. The texts are essays and public lectures, composed for readers and audiences beyond specialist philosophy. Several first appeared in nineteenth‑century periodicals and were later gathered in the posthumous volume Lectures and Essays. Their argumentative mode is lucid and economical, moving from concrete cases to general principles with minimal apparatus. There are no fictional narratives, letters, or diaries; the body of work represented is philosophical prose directed to civic understanding. The aim is to present Clifford’s most influential moral writings in a coherent, accessible arrangement.

Clifford’s unifying theme is that moral and intellectual life are continuous with the methods of the sciences. He insists that beliefs, like actions, are matters for accountability because they affect others and themselves reshape the common world. Across these essays he develops a naturalistic approach to right and wrong, a stringent ethic of inquiry, and a rigorous critique of authority when it resists examination. Stylistically, he prefers sharp examples, carefully drawn distinctions, and a rhythm of argument that balances firmness with restraint. The result is a prose that invites public reasoning while maintaining the disciplined standards of exact thought.

The Scientific Basis of Morals serves as the anchor of the collection. Its premise is that moral distinctions can be explained without appeal to supernatural sanction, by reference to the conditions under which human beings live and act together. Clifford treats morality as a practical science of conduct, concerned with verifying the consequences of rules in experience and aligning them with the welfare of communities. He asks how common human needs, mutual dependence, and the testing of expectations supply grounds for obligation. The essay opens the path for the later pieces by articulating the framework within which ethical judgments can be justified.

Right and Wrong: The Scientific Ground of Their Distinction continues this inquiry by examining the criteria through which we separate permissible from impermissible conduct. The discussion emphasizes impartiality, verifiability, and consistency, showing how maxims must be assessed by their observable effects and their fitness for general adoption. Clifford’s method demystifies moral language, returning it to shared practices of scrutiny and correction. He articulates the interplay between individual initiative and social responsibility, resisting both rigid dogma and arbitrary preference. The essay thereby gives practical shape to the claim that ethics can be disciplined without being narrowed to mechanical calculation.

The Ethics of Belief applies the same standards to the life of the mind. It argues that accepting a proposition is not a private matter when the belief influences decisions, testimony, and trust. Clifford maintains that to believe responsibly is to proportion assent to available evidence, to seek relevant information, and to correct error when discovered. The essay’s enduring power lies in its account of how credulity harms others by corroding the common store of reliable judgment. It outlines the moral habits of inquiry—courage, patience, and candor—that protect communities against wishful thinking and sustain the possibility of shared knowledge.

The Ethics of Religion brings these considerations to bear on religious commitment and institutional authority. Clifford asks how claims presented as sacred should be evaluated when they impose obligations or confer privileges, and whether they meet the standards of honesty required in any sphere of influence. The essay does not propose a theology; it measures religious belief by its ethical consequences and its openness to examination. Its questions remain pressing wherever conscience, education, and public policy intersect. Taken together, the essays gathered here exemplify a style of reasoning that prizes clarity and accountability, and they continue to illuminate the responsibilities of belief and action.
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    William Kingdon Clifford composed the essays later collected as The Scientific Basis of Morals, and Other Essays during the 1870s, when British public life reeled from scientific and religious upheavals. Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) and The Descent of Man (1871) unsettled traditional moral authority by grounding human origins in natural history. In this atmosphere, Clifford—an English mathematician and philosopher based in London—advanced a stringent ethic of evidence and secular duty. “Right and Wrong: The Scientific Ground of their Distinction” (c. 1875), “The Ethics of Belief” (1877), and “The Ethics of Religion” (1877) crystallized debates about conscience, knowledge, and authority as they were fought in journals and lecture halls.

Scientific naturalism consolidated institutional power in Britain after mid-century. Figures such as T. H. Huxley and John Tyndall promoted an agnostic stance toward metaphysics and insisted on methodological rigor. Huxley popularized the term “agnostic” in 1869, and Tyndall’s Belfast Address to the British Association for the Advancement of Science (1874) championed material explanations, provoking clerical backlash. Clifford’s essays translate these programmatic claims into moral maxims: belief requires warranted evidence, and religious doctrines must face the same tests as scientific hypotheses. His arguments echo the X-Club circle’s campaign to professionalize science and redefine intellectual authority in late-Victorian London and Cambridge.

The expanding periodical press and lecture circuit shaped both the form and reception of Clifford’s work. The Contemporary Review, founded in London in 1866, published “The Ethics of Belief” and “The Ethics of Religion” in 1877, placing them before a theologically literate but reform-minded readership. The Sunday Lecture Society, active in London from 1869, provided non-sectarian platforms where Clifford and other secular intellectuals addressed large audiences at St George’s Hall. The Elementary Education Act (1870) was creating a broader literate public, while University College London—where Clifford became professor in 1871—embodied institutional secularism. These settings rewarded lucid, polemical prose linking morality to evidence and civic responsibility.

Evolutionary theory sharpened Victorian controversies about the origins of conscience and the authority of moral rules. Darwin’s Descent of Man (1871) argued that moral sentiments could emerge through social instincts and selection, unsettling theological ethics. Herbert Spencer’s evolutionary moral philosophy, developing through the 1870s and culminating in The Data of Ethics (1879), popularized the idea that cooperation and altruism might be naturalized. Clifford’s “Right and Wrong” navigates these debates by seeking a scientific grounding for moral distinctions without appealing to teleology or providence. His emphasis on social consequences, verification, and intellectual honesty reflected efforts to reframe ethics as continuous with empirical inquiry.

Developments in physics and mathematics also colored arguments about religion’s claims. The conservation of energy (1840s) and James Clerk Maxwell’s field theory (1860s) encouraged explanations that left little room for supernatural interventions. In 1875, physicists Balfour Stewart and Peter Guthrie Tait published The Unseen Universe, attempting to reconcile thermodynamics with immortality; their book became a lightning rod. Clifford, trained in geometry and inspired by Bernhard Riemann’s 1854 lecture on curved space, favored naturalistic accounts of mind and matter. “The Ethics of Religion” thus challenged efforts to use physical theory as a scaffold for theology, insisting that speculative consolations must yield to disciplined inference.

Victorian public controversies about proof and testimony gave Clifford’s evidentialism unusual urgency. The sensational Tichborne Claimant trials (1871–1874) exposed the brittleness of eyewitness evidence and mass credulity. The National Secular Society, founded in 1866, agitated for freedom of speech, while the 1877 prosecution of Charles Bradlaugh and Annie Besant over Charles Knowlton’s birth-control tract dramatized collisions between moral policing and public reason. In this climate, “The Ethics of Belief” was hailed by secularists as a civic credo and condemned by many clerics as corrosive skepticism. Clifford’s maxim—belief without sufficient evidence is wrong—mirrored a broader push for responsible assent in law, science, and journalism.

Mass education and administrative modernity made the ethics of evidence a policy question. The growth of statistical governance—exemplified by the Royal Statistical Society (1834) and sanitary reforms inspired by mid-century public health crises—linked data to welfare. Debates over compulsory vaccination after the 1867 Vaccination Act and smallpox outbreaks in the early 1870s pitted medical consensus against organized doubt. Overseas, famines in India (notably 1876–1878) provoked disputes about relief, economics, and official claims. Clifford’s insistence that credence has consequences aligned moral judgment with risk, testimony, and collective safety, framing epistemic virtue as indispensable to modern governance.

Clifford died in 1879, but his essays quickly shaped Anglophone debates on faith and evidence. Leslie Stephen and Frederick Pollock edited his posthumous Lectures and Essays (1879), ensuring wide circulation. Across the Atlantic, Charles S. Peirce’s “The Fixation of Belief” (1877) and “How to Make Our Ideas Clear” (1878) paralleled Clifford’s concerns, while William James’s “The Will to Believe” (1896 lecture; 1897 book) famously challenged Clifford’s rigorism. In the early twentieth century, the Rationalist Press Association (founded 1899) reprinted his work for a mass audience. The collection’s enduring appeal reflects an era negotiating authority between church, laboratory, courtroom, and public school.
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    Right and Wrong: The Scientific Ground of Their Distinction
Clifford grounds moral distinctions in naturalistic facts about human welfare and cooperation, holding that right actions are those that demonstrably sustain communal well-being.
With a brisk, analytical tone, he replaces appeals to authority with empirical reasoning about habit, conscience, and social evolution, emphasizing accountability to others rather than to a supernatural lawgiver.
The Ethics of Belief and The Ethics of Religion
The Ethics of Belief frames believing as a moral act that must answer to evidence, because credence shapes conduct and can help or harm the community.
The Ethics of Religion extends this evidential standard to religious doctrine and practice, critiquing faith unsupported by inquiry in a lucid, polemical style that favors thought experiments and scientific analogies, marking a shift from general moral theory to pointed critique of religious authority.
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II. RIGHT AND WRONG



THE SCIENTIFIC GROUND OF THEIR DISTINCTION.



III. THE ETHICS OF BELIEF.



IV. THE ETHICS OF RELIGION.









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[1q]; the corresponding desire might be called the moral appetite. These are facts, existing in the consciousness of every man who need be considered in this discussion, and sufficiently marked out by these names; they need no further definition. In the same way the sense of taste is a feeling of pleasure or displeasure in things savory or unsavory, and is associated with a desire for the one and a repulsion from the other. We must assume that everybody knows what these words mean; the feelings they describe may be analyzed or accounted for, but they cannot be more exactly defined as feelings.

The maxims of ethic are recommendations or commands of the form, ‘Do this particular thing because it is right,’ or ‘Avoid this particular thing because it is wrong.’ They express the immediate desire to do the right thing for itself, not for the sake of anything else: on this account the mood of them is called the categorical imperative. The particular things commanded or forbidden by such maxims depend upon the character of the individual in whose mind they arise. There is a certain general agreement in the ethical code of persons belonging to the same race at a given time, but considerable variations in different races and times. To the question ‘What is right?’ can therefore only be answered in the first instance, ‘That which pleases your moral sense.’ But it may be further asked ‘What is generally thought right?’ and the reply will specify the ethic of a particular race and period. But the ethical code of an individual, like the standard of taste, may be modified by habit and education; and accordingly the question may be asked, ‘How shall I order my moral desires so as to be able to satisfy them most completely and continuously? What ought I to feel to be right?’ The answer to this question must be sought in the study of the conditions under which the moral sense was produced and is preserved; in other words, in the study of its functions as a property of the human organism. The maxims derived from this study may be called maxims of abstract or absolute right; they are not absolutely universal, ‘eternal and immutable,’ but they are independent of the individual, and practically universal for the present condition of the human species.

I mean by Science the application of experience to new circumstances, by the aid of an order of nature which has been observed in the past, and on the assumption that such order will continue in the future. The simplest use of experience as a guide to action is probably not even conscious; it is the association by continually-repeated selection of certain actions with certain circumstances, as in the unconsciously-acquired craft of the maker of flint implements. I still call this science, although it is only a beginning; because the physiological process is a type of what takes place in all later stages. The next step may be expressed in the form of a hypothetical maxim,—‘If you want to make brass, melt your copper along with this blue stone.’ To a maxim of this sort it may always be replied, ‘I do not want to make brass, and so I shall not do as you tell me.’ This reply is anticipated in the final form of science, when it is expressed as a statement or proposition: brass is an alloy of copper and zinc, and calamine is zinc carbonate. Belief in a general statement is an artifice of our mental constitution, whereby infinitely various sensations and groups of sensations are brought into connection with infinitely various actions and groups of actions. On the phenomenal side there corresponds a certain cerebral structure by which various combinations of disturbances in the sensor tract are made to lead to the appropriate combinations of disturbances in the motor tract. The important point is that science, though apparently transformed into pure knowledge, has yet never 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 of using knowledge. Namely, science is the getting of knowledge from experience on the assumption of uniformity in nature[2q], and the use of such knowledge to guide the actions of men. And the most abstract statements or propositions in science are to be regarded as bundles of hypothetical maxims packed into a portable shape and size. Every scientific fact is a shorthand expression for a vast number of practical directions: if you want so-and-so, do so-and-so.

If with this meaning of the word ‘Science,’ there is such a thing as a scientific basis of Morals, it must be true that,—


	1. The maxims of Ethic are hypothetical maxims.

	2. Derived from experience.

	3. On the assumption of uniformity in nature.



These propositions I shall now endeavor to prove; and in conclusion, I shall indicate the direction in which we may look for those general statements of fact whose organization will complete the likeness of ethical and physical science.

The Tribal Self.—In the metaphysical sense, the word ‘self’ is taken to mean the conscious subject, das Ich, the whole stream of feelings which make up a consciousness regarded as bound together by association and memory. But, in the more common and more restricted ethical sense, what we call self is a selected aggregate of feelings and of objects related to them, which hangs together as a conception by virtue of long and repeated association. My self does not include all my feelings, because habitually separate off some of them, say they do not properly belong to me, and treat them as my enemies. On the other hand, it does in general include my body regarded as an object, because of the feelings which occur simultaneously with events which affect it. My foot is certainly part of myself, because I get hurt when anybody treads on it. When we desire anything for its somewhat remote consequences, it is not common for these to be represented to the mind in the form of the actual feelings of pleasure which are ultimately to flow from the satisfaction of the desire; instead of this, they are replaced by a symbolic conception which represents the thing desired as doing good to the complex abstraction self. This abstraction serves thus to support and hold together those complex and remote motives which make up by far the greater part of the life of the intelligent races. When a thing is desired for no immediate pleasure that it can bring, it is generally desired on account of a certain symbolic substitute for pleasure, the feeling that this thing is suitable to the self. And, as in many like cases, this feeling, which at first derived its pleasurable nature from the faintly represented simple pleasures of which it was a symbol, ceases after a time to recall them and becomes a simple pleasure itself. In this way the self becomes a sort of center about which our remoter motives revolve, and to which they always have regard; in virtue of which, moreover, they become immediate and simple, from having been complex and remote.

If we consider now the simpler races of mankind, we shall find not only that immediate desires play a far larger part in their lives, and so that the conception of self is less used and less developed, but also that it is less definite and more wide. The savage is not only hurt when anybody treads on his foot, but when anybody treads on his tribe. He may lose his hut, and his wife, and his opportunities of getting food. In this way the tribe becomes naturally included in that conception of self which renders remote desires possible by making them immediate. The actual pains or pleasures which come from the woe or weal of the tribe, and which were the source of this conception, drop out of consciousness and are remembered no more; the symbol which has replaced them becomes a center and goal of immediate desires, powerful enough in many cases to override the strongest suggestions of individual pleasure or pain.

Here a helping cause comes in. The tribe, quâ tribe, has to exist, and it can only exist by aid of such an organic artifice as the conception of the tribal self in the minds of its members. Hence the natural selection of those races in which this conception is the most powerful and most habitually predominant as a motive over immediate desires. To such an extent has this proceeded that we may fairly doubt whether the selfhood of the tribe is not earlier in point of development than that of the individual. In the process of time it becomes a matter of hereditary transmission, and is thus fixed as a specific character in the constitution of social man. With the settlement of countries, and the aggregation of tribes into nations, it takes a wider and more abstract form; and in the highest natures the tribal self is incarnate in nothing less than humanity. Short of these heights, it places itself in the family and in the city. I shall call that quality or disposition of man which consists in the supremacy of the family or tribal self as a mark of reference for motives by its old name Piety. And I have now to consider certain feelings and conceptions to which the existence of piety must necessarily give rise.

Before going further, however, it will be advisable to fix as precisely as may be the sense of the words just used. Self, then, in the ethical sense, is a conception in the mind of the individual which serves as a peg on which remote desires are hung and by which they are rendered immediate. The individual self is such a peg for the hanging of remote desires which affect the individual only. The tribal self is a conception in the mind of the individual which serves as a peg on which those remote desires are hung which were implanted in him by the need of the tribe as a tribe. We must carefully distinguish the tribal self from society, or the ‘common consciousness;’ it is something in the mind of each individual man which binds together his gregarious instincts.

The word tribe is here used to mean a group of that size which in the circumstances considered is selected for survival or destruction as a group. Self-regarding excellences are brought out by the natural selection of individuals; the tribal self is developed by the natural selection of groups. The size of the groups must vary at different times; and the extent of the tribal self must vary accordingly.

Approbation and Conscience.—The tribe has to exist. Such tribes as saw no necessity for it have ceased to live. To exist, it must encourage piety; and there is a method which lies ready to hand.

We do not like a man whose character is such that we may reasonably expect injuries from him. This dislike of a man on account of his character is a more complex feeling than the mere dislike of separate injuries. A cat likes your hand and your lap, and the food you give her; but I do not think she has any conception of you. A dog, however, may like you even when you thrash him, though he does not like the thrashing. Now such likes and dislikes may be felt by the tribal self. If a man does anything generally regarded as good for the tribe, my tribal self may say, in the first place, ‘I like that thing that you have done.’ By such common approbation of individual acts the influence of piety as a motive becomes defined; and natural selection will in the long run preserve those tribes which have approved the right things; namely, those things which at that time gave the tribe an advantage in the struggle for existence. But in the second place, a man may as a rule and constantly, being actuated by piety, do good things for the tribe; and in that case the tribal self will say, I like you. The feeling expressed by this statement on the part of any individual, ‘In the name of the tribe, I like you,’ is what I call approbation. It is the feeling produced in pious individuals by that sort of character which seems to them beneficial to the community. 

Now suppose that a man has done something obviously harmful to the community. Either some immediate desire, or his individual self, has for once proved stronger than the tribal self. When the tribal self wakes up, the man says, ‘In the name of the tribe, I do not like this thing that I, as an individual, have done.’ This Self-judgment in the name of the tribe is called Conscience. If the man goes further and draws from this act and others an inference about his own character, he may say, ‘In the name of the tribe, I do not like my individual self.’ This is remorse. Mr. Darwin has well pointed out that immediate desires are in general strong but of short duration, and cannot be adequately represented to the mind after they have passed; while the social forces, though less violent, have a steady and continuous action.

In a mind sufficiently developed to distinguish the individual from the tribal self, conscience is thus a necessary result of the existence of piety; it is ready to hand as a means for its increase. But to account for the existence of piety and conscience in the elemental form which we have hitherto considered is by no means to account for the present moral nature of man. We shall be led many steps in that direction if we consider the way in which society has used these feelings of the individual as a means for its own preservation.

Right and Responsibility.—A like or a dislike is one thing; the expression of it is another. It is attached to the feeling by links of association; and when this association has been selectively modified by experience, whether consciously or unconsciously, the expression serves a purpose of retaining or repeating the thing liked, and of removing the thing disliked. Such a purpose is served by the expression of tribal approbation or disapprobation, however little it may be the conscious end of such expression to any individual. It is necessary to the tribe that the pious character should be encouraged and preserved, the impious character discouraged and removed. The process is of two kinds; direct and reflex. In the direct process the
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