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The Ethics of Belief

W. K. CLIFFORD

W. K. Clifford (1845—1879) was a British Philosopher and mathematician. ‘The selection
that follows is perhaps his best known and niost widely discussed philosophical essay.
Clifford argues that there is an ethics fo belief that makes it always wrong for anyone fo
believe anything on insufficient evidence. Pragmatic justifications are not justifications at all
but connteyfeits of gennine justifications, which must always be based on evidence,

A shipowner was about to send to sea an emiigrant
ship. He knew that she was old, and not over—well
built at the first; that she had seen many seas and
climes, and often had needed repairs. Doubts had
been suggested to him that possibly she was not
seaworthy. These doubts preyed upon his mind
and made him unhappy; he thought that perhaps
he ought to have her thoroughly overhauled and
refitted, even though this should put him to great
expense. Before the ship sailed, however, he suc-
ceeded in overcoming these melancholy reflec-
tions. He said to himself that she had gone safely
through so many voyages and weathered so many
storms that it was idle to suppose she would not
come safely home from this trip also. He would
put his trust in Providence, which could hardly
fail to protect all these unhappy families that were
leaving their fatherland to seek for better times
elsewhere. He would dismiss from his mind all
ungenerous suspicions about the honesty of
builders and contractors. In such ways he acquired
a sincere and comfortable conviction that his vessel
was thoroughly safe and seaworthy; he watched
her departure with a light heart, and benevolent
wishes for the success of the exiles in their strange
new home that was to be; and he got his insurance
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money when she went down in midocean and t
no tales. :

What shall we say of him? Surely this, that
was verily guilty of the death of those men. I
admitted that he did sincerely believe in the sour

~ness of his ship; but the sincerity of his convicti

can in no wise to help him, because he had no rij
to believe on such evidence as was before Jim, |
had acquired his belief not by honestly earning it
patient investigation, but by stifling his doubts. A
although in the end he may have felt so sure abc

it that he could not think otherwise, yet Inasmu

as he had knowingly and willingly worked hims
into that frame of mind, he must be held respon
ble for it.

Let us alter the case a little, and suppose tl
the ship was not unsound after all; that she ma
her voyage safely, a
that dininish th

_ t. The question of right or wrong has
do with the origin of his belief, not the matter
it; not what it was, but how he got it; not wheth




it turned out to be true or false, but whether he
‘had a right to believe on such evidence as was
before him.

There was once an island in which some of the
inhabitants professed a religion teaching neither the
doctrine of original sin nor that of eternal punish-
ment. A suspicion got abroad that the professors of
this religion had made use of unfair means to get

- their doctrines taught to children. They were
" accused of wresting the laws of their country in
- such a way as to remove children from the care of
" their natural and legal guardians; and even of steal-
ing them away and keeping them concealed from
~their friends and relations. A cestain number of men
formed themselves into a society for the purpose of
agitating the public about this matter. They pub-
lished grave accusations against individual citizens of
the highest position and character, and did all in
their power to injure those citizens in the exercise
of their professions. So great was the noise they
riade, that a Commission was appointed to investi-
pate the facts; but after the: Commission had care-
lly inguired into afl the evidence that could be
t, it appeared that the accused were innocerit.
ot only had they been accused on insufficien
ridence, but the evidence of their innocence was
ich as the agitators might easily have obtained, if
y had attempted a fair inquiry, After these dis-
res the inhabitants of that country looked
n:the members of the agitating society, not
y as persons whose judgment was to be dis-
ted, but also as no longer to be counted honor-
~men. For although they had sincerely and
scientiously believed in the charges they had
; yet they had no rght to believe on such
dence as was before them. Their sincere convic-
“instead of being honestly carned by patient
nng, were stolen by listening to the voice of
tejudice and passion. '
t s vary this case also, and suppose, other
remaining as before, that a still more accurate
Hgation proved the accused to have been really
- Would this make any difference in the guilt
e accusers? Clearly not; the question is not
er their belief was true or false, but whether
ertained it on wrong grounds. They would
"bt say, “INow you see that we were right
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after all; next time perhaps you will believe us.”
And they might be believed, but they would not
thereby become honorable men. They would not
be innocent, they would only be not found out.
Every one of them, if he chose to examine himself
in foro conscientiae, would know that e had acquired
and nourished a belief, when he had no right to
believe on such evidence as was before him; and
therein he would know that,he had done a wrong
thing,

It may be said
supposed cases §

shipowner might say, “I am perfectly certain that
my .ship is sound, but still I feel it my duty to
have her examined, before trusting the lives of so
many people to her.”” And it might be said to the
agitator, “However convinced you wete of the jus-
tice of your cause and the truth of your convictions,
you ought not to have made a public attack upon
anry man'’s character until you had examined the
evidence on both sides with the utmost patience
and care.” 1
In the first place, let us admit that, so far as it
goes, this view of the case is right and necessary,
right, because & '

g

But this being plen‘us&d as necessary, it becomes
dear that 1t is not sufficient, and that:

: No man holding a strong belief on one
side of a question, or even wishing to hold a belief
on one side, can investigate it with such faimess and
completeness as if he were really in doubt and unbi-
ased; so that the existence of a belief not founded on
fair inquiry unfits a man for the performance of this
necessary duty.

Noris that truly a belief at all which has not some
influence upon the actions of him who holds it
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He who truly believes that which prompts hiny to
pon the action to lust after it,
as committed it already in his heart. If a belief js
not realized immediately in open deeds, it is stored
up for the guidance of the fature. It goes to make 3
pact of that aggregate of beliefs which is the Lnk

action at every moment of
is 50 organized and com-

an action has looked u

he h

between sensation and
all our lives, and which
pacted together that no part of it can be isolated
from the rest, but every new addition modifies
the structure of the whole, No real belief, however
trifling and fragmentary it may seem, is ever truly
insignificant; it Prepares us to receive more of its
like, confirms those which resembled i before,
and weakens others; and 0 gurdually jt lays ,
stealthy train in our inmost thoughts, which niay

overt action, and leave jts
Stamp upon our character forever, *

And no one man’s belief 18 in any case 3 private

matter which concerns himself alone, Our lives are
guided by that genera concepti

of his fellows. An awful privi
responsibility, that we shoyld
world in which posterity will live,
In the two supposed cases which haye been
considered, it has been Judged wrong to believe
on insufficient evidence, or to noursh belief by-
suppressing  doubts and avoiding Investigation,
The reason of this Judgment is not far ¢ seek: it -
is that in both these cases the belief held by one
man was of great importance to other men. But
for as much as no belief held by one man, however
seemingly trvial the betief, and however obscure
the believer, is ever actually insignificant or without
its effect on the fate of mankind, we have no choice
but to extend our Judgment to all cases of belief
whatever. Belief, that sacred faculty which prompts

the decisions of our will, and knits into harmor
working all the compacted energies of our bejr
ours not for ourselves, but for humanity. It is i

used on truths which have been established by |

il, which have g

men together, ang
strengthen and direct thejr con

unon action, |
desecrated when given to unproved and uinqu

tioned statements, for the solace and private pl
sure of the believer; to add 1 tinsel splendor 1o .
plain straight road of our life and display a b
mirage beyond it; or eyen to drown the comm
sorrows of our kind by a selft-deception whj
allows them not only to cast down, but also

degrade us. Whoso would deserve well of his £

lows in this matter will guard the putity of tt
belief with a very finaticism of j

this bounden dut
livers in the villag.
ntences, may helj
uperstitions whict
worked wife of an artisar,
ren beliefs which shall knit

to mankind. Bvery rustic whe de
alehouse his slow, infrequent se
to kill or keep alive the fatal s
clog his race, Every hard-
may transmit to her child

of mind, no obscurity of station ]
universal duty of questioning all that we believe.

It is true that this duty is a hard one, and the
doubt which comes out of it is often 2 very bitter

is fit in regard to it,

that we are really ignorant and powerless, that w
have o begin again at the beginn i




nits into harmonious
tgies of our being, is
wimanity. It is rightly
1 established by long
id which have stood
fearless questioning,
1 together, and to
mmon action. It is
roved and unques-
ce and private plea-
msel splendor to the
and display a bright
irown the common
if-deception which
down, but also to
xrve well of his fel
I the purity of this .
“jedous care, lest at
iworthy object, and
re wiped away,
of men, statesman
this bounden duty
elivers in the village
entences, may help
superstitions which
:d wife of an artisan
iefs which shall knit
teces. No simplicity
on, can escape the
| that we believe.
hard one, and the
often a very bittet
ywetless where we
I strong. To know
ow to deal with it
| much happier and:
~e know precisely
appens, than whe
ot know where t

‘knowledge that makes men desirous of believing,
and afiaid of doubting,
" This sense of power is the highest and best of
o pleasures when the belief on which it is founded is a
true belief, and has been faily earned by investiga-
' tion. For then we may justly feel that it is common
“property, and holds good for others as well as for
arsclves. Then we may be glad, not that I have
léained secrets by which [ am safer and stronger,
t that we men have got mastery over more of
world; and we shall be strong, not for ourselves,
but in the name of Man and in his strength. But if
belief has been accepted on insufficient evidence,
leasure is a stolen one. Not only does it deceive
tves by giving us a sense of power which we do
eally possess, but it is sinful, because it is stolen
efiance of our duty to mankind. That duty is to
| ourselves from such beliefs as from a pesti-
which may shortly master our own body
then spread to the rest of the town. What
d be thought of one who, for the sake of a
it, should deliberately run the risk of bring-
lague upon his family and his neighbors?
d, as in other such cases, it is not the risk only
has to be considered; for a bad action is always
he time when it is done, no matter what
‘afterwards. Every time we let ourselves
for unworthy reasons, we “weaken our
of self-control, of doubting, of judicially
weighing evidence. We all suffer severely
om. the maintenance and support of false
ifs and the fatally wrong actions which they lead
evil born when one such belief is enter-
and wide. But a greater and wider evil
the credulous character is maintained
when a habit of believing for unwor-
stered and made permanent. If T steal
any person, there may be no harm
re transfer of possession; he may
ss, Or it may prevent him from using
' But [ cannot help doing this great
an, that I make myself dishonest.
ty is not that it should lose its prop-
ould become a den of thieves; for
to be society. This is why we
vil that good may come; for at

do not like to fin
powerless, that w
inning, and try ¢
w it is to be deal
¢ learned about i
hed to a semse o
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any rate this great evil has come, that we have
done evil and are made wicked thereby. In like man-
ner, if I let myself believe anything on insufficient
evidence, there may be no great harm done by the
mete belief: it may be true after all, or [ may never
have occasion to exhibit it in outward acts. But 1
cannot help doing this great wrong toward Man,
that I make myself credulous. The danger to society
is not merely that it should believe wrong things,
though that is great enough; but that it should
become credulous, and lose the habit of testing
things and inquiring into them; for then it must
sink back into savagery.

The harm which is done by credulity in a man is
not confined to the fostering of a credulous character
in others, and consequent support of false beliefs.
Habitual want of care about what I believe leads to
habitual want of care in others about the truth
of what is told to me. Men speak the truth to one
another when each reveres the truth in his own mind
and in the other’s mind; but how shall my friend
revere the truth in my mind when T myself am care-
less about it, when [ believe things because I want to
believe them, and because they are comforting and
pleasant? Will he not learn to cry, “Peace,” to me,
when there is no peace? By such a course 1 shall sur-
round miyself with a thick atmosphere of falsehood
and fraud, and in that must live. It may matter little to
me, in my closed castle of sweet illusions and darding
lies; but it matters much to Man that I have made my
neighbors ready to deceive. The credulous man is
father to the liar and the cheat; he lives in the
bosom of this his family, and it is no marvel if he
should becorme even as they are. So closely are our
duties knit together, that whoso shall keep the whole
law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all.

To sum up: it is wrong always, everywhere and”
for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient
evidence. .

If 2 man, holding a belief which he was taught
in childhood or persuaded of afterwards, keeps
down and pushes away any doubts which arise

_ about it in his mind, purposely avoids the reading

of books and the company of men that call in
question or discuss it, and regards as impious those
questions which cannot easily be asked without
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disturbing it—the life of that man is one long sin
against mankind.

If this judgment seems harsh when applied to
those simple souls who have never known better,
who have been brought up from the cradle with a
hortor of doubt, and taught that their etemal welfare
depends on what they believe, then it leads to the very
serious question, Who hath made Israel to sin? ...

Inquiry into the evidence of a doctrine is not to
be made once for all, and then taken as finally

IReprinted from Willimn James

settled. Tt is never lawful to stifle a doubt; for e
it can be honestly answered by means of the inc
already made, or else it proves that the inquiry
not complete.

“But,” says one, “I am a busy mary; I hav
time for the long course of study which woul
necessary to make me in any degree a comp
judge of certain questions, or even able to ur
stand the nature of the arguments.” Then he sh
have no time to believe....




