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HENRY SIDGWICK: EYE OF THE UNIVERSE

Henry Sidgwick is one of the great intellectual figures of nineteenth-century
Britain. He was first and foremost a great moral philosopher, whose master-
work, The Methods of Ethics, is still widely studied today. But he was many
other things besides, writing on religion, economics, politics, education, and
literature. He was deeply involved in the founding of the first college for
women at the University of Cambridge, and he was a leading figure in para-
psychology. He was also much concerned with the sexual politics of his close
friend John Addington Symonds, a pioneer of gay studies. Through his fa-
mous student G. E. Moore, a direct line can be traced from Sidgwick and his
circle to the Bloomsbury group.

Bart Schultz has written a magisterial overview of this great Victorian sage —
the first comprehensive study, offering provocative new critical perspectives
on the life and the work. Sidgwick’s ethical work is situated in the context
of his theological and political commitments and is revealed as a necessarily
guarded statement of his deepest philosophical convictions and doubts. All
other areas of his writings are covered and presented in the context of the late
Victorian culture of imperialism.

"This biography, or “Goethean reconstruction,” will be eagerly sought out
by readers interested in philosophy, Victorian studies, political theory, the
history of ideas, educational theory, the history of psychology, and gender and
gay studies.

Bart Schultz is Fellow and Lecturer in the Division of the Humanities and
Special Programs Coordinator in the Graham School of General Studies
at the University of Chicago.
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FOR MARTY AND MADELEINE

’

“We learn only from people we love.’
— Goethe



Remember me when I am gone away,

Gone far away into the silent land,

When you can no more hold me by the hand,
Nor I half turn to go yet turning stay.
Remember me when no more day by day
You tell me of our future that you planned:
Only remember me; you understand

It will be late to counsel then or pray.

Yet if you should forget me for a while

And afterwards remember, do not grieve:
For if the darkness and corruption leave

A vestige of the thoughts that once I had,
Better by far you should forget and smile
Than that you should remember and be sad.

“Remember,” by Christina Rossetti,
described by Henry Sidgwick as
“perhaps the most perfect thing
that any living poet has written”

T ask for life — for life Divine

Where man’s true self may move

In one harmonious cord to twine

The threads of Knowledge and of Love

Henry Sidgwick, circa 1859
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Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe reflects a very long, very strange trip.
It is quite possible that my thinking about Henry Sidgwick (and John
Addington Symonds) began longer ago than I can actually recall, at some
point in the 1960s when I was reading various works in which their names
figured — works that, befitting the times, had to do with religion, ethics,
art, psychology, and cosmic consciousness. My sixties vision of a new age
resonated happily, at least on some counts, with the visions of a new age that
animated the late Victorians — visions that rebelled against the limitations
of a perversely hypocritical commonsense morality. What curious forces
led to my intense, continuing engagement with these figures and themes
into and beyond 2001 can only make for much speculation. At any rate,
circa 1967, I would not have been at all likely to prophesy that this scholarly
tome was the form that my artwork would take.

I console myself with the thought that I have at least had a most un-
orthodox academic career and wound up marrying an art historian and
adopting a beautiful little girl. It is to Marty and Madeleine that I owe
everything that is good, in this book and in such life as has existed outside
of it, and it is to them that I dedicate it.

My parents, Reynolds and Marian Schultz, now deceased, and my three
sisters, their husbands and children, were and are a source of loving sup-
port, whatever qualms they might have about my stubborn waywardness,
on display in the material that follows.

And who could forget dear Churchill, the world’s largest miniature
Schnauzer?

I would like to express my gratitude to the many friends who con-
tributed to this project. Their support — and, of course, criticism — has
been vital and generous. First thanks must again go to Marty, her critical
reading having been so crucial to my efforts. Next thanks must go to Jerry
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Schneewind, the rightly acknowledged dean of Sidgwick studies, who has
been amodel and a marvel, showing just how open-minded a senior scholar
can be, even while being absolutely unstinting in his (much-needed) crit-
ical input. Mark Singer, another friend from the Sidgwick Society, has
also, for all our differences, provided much welcome help and stimulus,
as has Russell Hardin, to whom I owe far more than I can convey. In
more recent days, my long-distance collegial friendship and collabora-
tion with Roger Crisp has been a source of great pleasure and intellectual
value; my work with him on “Sidgwick 2000” (Utilitas 12, November
2000) did much to inspire me to complete Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the
Universe. Closer to home, I have benefited from Charles Larmore’s eru-
dite company, our exchanges invariably proving most thought-provoking.
Very importantly, both John Skorupski and Tom Hurka have been ex-
ceedingly generous with their time and input, providing me with a wealth
of detailed critical commentary that is reflected in the following pages
time and again. Finally, exchanges with Rob Shaver, Brad Hooker, David
Weinstein, Sissela Bok, and Stephen Darwall, during the assemblage of
“Sidgwick 2000,” also proved most fruitful. In fact, the journals Ethics and
Utilitas ought to be included in this list, given how much they have meant
to my work. Cambridge University Press and my editor, Terence Moore,
belong here as well. The Press also supplied me with an excellent and
congenial copy editor, Russell Hahn, whose efforts are reflected on nearly
every page.

Some old teachers —some of whom are, alas, now gone — will always have
my enduring gratitude; the late Alan Donagan, the late David Greenstone,
Shirley Castelnuovo, John Murphy, Jon Elster, Stephen Toulmin, and
Brian Barry stand out in my memory. I owe them much, even if my in-
terests and thinking have always remained rather apart. The late William
Frankena, although never one of my formal teachers, went out of his way
to help me, and my correspondence with him was a great source of inspi-
ration. The late John Rawls was similarly generous, as was the late Edward
Said.

Of course, alongside these names, I must mention my students in the
College at the University of Chicago, from whom it has been my pleasure
to learn for the past fifteen years. Insofar as I have been able to “remain a
boy” — that is, like Sidgwick’s friend John Grote, excited but undecided
about all the great questions, including the question of whether there
are any great questions — it is thanks to them. I am also truly grateful
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to the talented scholar-administators who make Chicago such an excit-
ing community, including Dan Garber, Geof Stone, John Boyer, Richard
Saller, Bernie Silberman, Bill Brown, Janel Mueller, Joel Snyder, Dan
Shannon, and Jeff Rosen.

I am also aware of very real debts to Barbara Donagan, David Brink,
John Deigh, Donald Davidson, Dale Miller, Ian Jarvie, Peter Nicholson,
Alan Gauld, Chris Stray, Robert Todd, David Tracy, Stuart Michaels,
Martha Nussbaum, Phyllis Grosskurth, George Chauncey, David Phillips,
Georgios Varouxakis, Dick Arneson, Monique Canto-Sperber, Louis
Crompton, John Gibbins, Bill Lubenow, Chris Parsons, Richard Stern,
Julian Baggini, Jennifer Welchman, Alan Ryan, Onora O’Neil, Richard
Flathman, Wendy Donner, Maria Morales, Ray Monk, Stefan Collini,
Ross Harrison, Evelyn Perry, Dave Coxall, Charlene Haddock Seigfried,
John Pemble, Noam Chomsky, and Isabelle Richet.

"Two further scholarly projects have turned out to be quite useful for my
work on this book. Assembling The Complete Works and Select Scholarly
Correspondence of Henry Sidgwick (Charlottesville, VA: IntelLex Corpora-
tion, 1997; 2nd ed. 1999), the first such collection of Sidgwick’s works, for
the InteLex Corporation’s Past Masters series of electronic databases was a
time-consuming but valuable undertaking. My thanks to Mark Rooks and
Brad Lamb, who invited me to take on the project and who also devoted a
great deal of time to it. It is courtesy of them that so much Sidgwickian text
has been transferred to this electronic format and made readily available
for scholarly work.

Work on the Intelex project brought me into collaboration with the his-
torian Jean Wilkins, who not only did a fine job of transcribing Sidgwick’s
journal, but was also instrumental in tracking down various obscure works
in the Cambridge libraries and thus helped with the overall assembly of
the database as well. And it was at an early stage of that project that I also
recruited the aid of the historian Janet Oppenheim, who supplied valuable
advice and material relating to Sidgwick’s parapsychological research. Her
premature death, from cancer, was a terrible loss to the scholarly commu-
nity. A friend of Janet Oppenheim’s from the British Society for Psychical
Research, Eleanor O’Keeffe, was also extremely helpful, doing everything
that she could to ensure that we had a complete record of Sidgwick’s
publications for the Society.

With the second edition of the Complete Works, 1 was brought into
collaboration with Andrew Dakyns and Belinda Robinson. Andrew, the
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descendant of Sidgwick’s dear friend Henry Graham Dakyns, turned out
to be as enjoyable and erudite a companion as his ancestor was reputed to
have been, and my work with him and Belinda — first on the Sidgwick—
Dakyns correspondence included in the database, and then on the volume
Strange Audacious Life: The Construction of John Addington Symonds — has
been a delight. I was also led in this connection to make contact with
Herbert Schueller and Bob Peters, the heroic editors of the pathbreaking,
three-volume Letters of John Addington Symonds (Detroit: Wayne State
University Press, 1967-69), a complementary copy of which Bob gener-
ously sent to me.

Andrew, Belinda, and I first got together at a conference, John
Addington Symonds: The Public and Private Faces of Victorian Culture,
sponsored by the Department of the History of Art and the Depart-
ment of Historical Studies and held at Bristol University in the spring
of 1998. My visit to Bristol was enchanting, thanks especially to John
Pemble and Annie Burnside, the latter being the warden of Clifton Hill
House, Symonds’s old home, in which the conference was held, and where
I also had the pleasure of meeting Vikky and Chris Furse, the latter one
of Symonds’s descendants. The conference papers were revised and pub-
lished as John Addington Symonds: Culture and the Demon Desire, ed. John
Pemble (London: Macmillan, 2000). My paper on that occasion, “Truth
and Its Consequences: The Friendship of Symonds and Henry Sidgwick,”
was a distillation of much of my work following an earlier conference,
Henry Sidgwick as Philosopher and Historian, organized by me and held
at the University of Chicago in May of 1990 — work that later appeared in
revised, extended form as my collection Essays on Henry Sidgwick (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1992). A special thanks to the many
reviewers of this last volume.

Much of the preparatory work for this project was conducted at
Cambridge University, Sidgwick’s home for most of hisadultlife. My visits
there always involved trips to the beautiful Wren Library, Trinity College,
to consult the Sidgwick Papers. Working in the shadow of Lord Byron
proved inspirational, and it is a great pleasure to thank David McKitterick,
the librarian; Ronald Milne, the former sublibrarian; Jonathan Smith, the
archivist; and former archivist Diana Chardin for making these visits so
enjoyable and productive. Without their help — and without the gen-
erous assistance of many other staff members as well, notably Andrew
Lambert — my work could not have prospered. A special thanks goes to
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References to and citations of Sidgwick’s major works are given paren-
thetically in the text using the following abbreviations. All works were
published by Macmillan and Co., London, except for the pamphlet “The
Ethics of Conformity and Subscription” (L.ondon: Williams and Norgate)
and Practical Ethics (London: Swan Sonnenschein). A space separates ab-
breviation and page number. If the reference is to an edition other than the
last, the number of the edition is placed immediately after the abbreviation
and before the space. Thus, (ME1 7) refers to The Methods of Ethics, first
edition, p. 7.

ECS
ME

PPE

OHE

EP

PE

“The Ethics of Conformity and Subscription,” 1870.

The Methods of Ethics, 1st ed., 1874; 2nd ed., 1877; 3rd ed., 1884;
4thed., 1890; 5thed., 1893; 6th ed., 1901; 7th ed., 1907; Japanese
translation, 1898; German translation, 19o9; Italian translation,
1995; French translation, 2003. Sidgwick also published A Sup-
plement to the First Edition of the Methods of Ethics (1878) and A
Supplement to the Second Edition of the Methods of Ethics (1884),
containing the changes made to each of those editions.

The Principles of Political Economy, 1st ed., 1883; 2nd ed., 1887;
3rd ed., 19o1.

Outlines of the History of Ethics for English Readers, 1st ed., 1886;
2nd ed., 1888; 3rd ed., 1892; 4th ed., 1896; 5th ed., 1902; Italian
translation, 19o2.

The Elements of Politics, 1sted., 1891; 2nd ed., 1897; 3rd ed., 1908;
4thed., 1919.

Practical Ethics: A Collection of Addresses and Essays, 1sted., 1898;
2nd ed., 1909.
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XX Abbreviations

Posthumous Books

GSM  Lectures on the Ethics of T. H. Green, H. Spencer, and J. Martineau,
ed. E. E. Constance Jones, 1902.

PSR Plulosophy, Its Scope and Relations: An Introductory Course of Lec-
tures, ed. James Ward, 1902.

DEP  The Development of European Polity, ed. Eleanor Mildred
Sidgwick, 1903.

MEA  Miscellaneous Essays and Addresses, ed. Eleanor Mildred Sidgwick
and Arthur Sidgwick, 1904.

LPK  Lectures on the Philosophy of Kant and Other Philosophical Lectures
and Essays, ed. James Ward, 1905.

M Henry Sidgwick, A Memoir, ed. Fleanor Mildred Sidgwick and
Arthur Sidgwick, 1906.

For a complete bibliography, covering all of Sidgwick’s many essays, ar-
ticles, and reviews, as well as the archival resources and reviews of his
major works, see the entry on him by J. B. Schneewind and Bart Schultz
in The Cambridge Bibliography of English Literature, Vol. 4, 1800—19oo,
3rd ed., ed. Joanne Shattock (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1999). The only complete collection of Sidgwick’s writings is The Complete
Works and Select Correspondence of Henry Sidgmwick, ed. Bart Schultz et al.
(Charlottesville, VA: Intel.ex Corporation, 1997; 2nd ed. 1999), an elec-
tronic database to which frequent reference is made in the text. This
collection is referred to in the text by the abbreviation CWC; because of
the electronic format, no page references to it are given, though the origi-
nal print or archival references are often provided or simply used instead.
However, much of the material in the database — such as the complete,
matched Sidgwick—Dakyns correspondence — has been transcribed and
reproduced for the first time, and the originals are from private collections
without archival or other reference numbers. Please note that the transla-
tions of Greek terms and expressions are reserved for the notes, though,
unless otherwise indicated, these are simply the translations given in the
work being cited.



Overture

My aim in what I am about to say now is to give such an account of my life — mainly
my inner intellectual life — as shall render the central and fundamental aims that
partially at least determined its course when apparently most fitful and erratic,
as clear and intelligible as I can. That aim is very simply stated. It has been the
solution, or contribution to the solution, of the deepest problems of human life.
The peculiarity of my career has been that I have sought light on these problems,
and that not casually but systematically and laboriously, from very various sources
and by very diverse methods.

Henry Sidgwick, “Autobiographical Fragment” dictated from his deathbed’

Stranger lives than Henry Sidgwick’s have resulted from the philosophical
quest for the ultimate truth about the Universe, but his is nonetheless a
source of considerable fascination. Asa Victorian philosopher, social scien-
tist, literary critic, educator, reformer, and parapsychologist, an academic
who spent nearly his entire adult life teaching at and reforming Cambridge
University, Sidgwick was at the philosophical heart of England when
England was at the height of its worldly power. He was friendly with
everyone from William Gladstone to George Eliot, had in one brother-
in-law a future prime minister and in another a future archbishop of
Canterbury, and served as a leading figure in that most famous of elite
secret discussion societies, the Cambridge “Apostles,” which would go on
to give the world the Bloomsbury circle and the Cambridge spies. And,
after the publication of his masterpiece, The Methods of Ethics (1874), he
was often regarded as the most philosophically sophisticated defender of
the utilitarianism of John Stuart Mill, who had been perhaps the single
most influential intellectual figure of the mid-Victorian period.

Sidgwick represented a form of philosophical life that held on to many
of the reformist Millian hopes for an open, educating society rich in social
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experimentation and cultural vanguards, a society that would represent
a progressively expanding circle of human sympathy and the flourish-
ing of social intelligence. Like other academic liberals, notably his friend
T. H. Green, he helped open the way for such developments as the ethical
culture movement and the settlement movement. In fact, Sidgwick battled
inabrilliant series of culture wars about the fate of religion, morals, art, and
education, proving himself a forceful critic of Matthew Arnold’s claims
about “the best that has been thought and said.” Significant portions of
the modern university curriculum now being fought over were shaped
by Sidgwick, the classicist who opposed mandatory Greek and Latin,
who helped to establish philosophy as an independent professional disci-
pline, who worried about the scientific illiteracy of the graduates in the
humanities, and who fought to extend educational opportunities to women
and the working class. Cambridge University’s Newnham College stands
today as a vivid reminder of Sidgwick’s life and work, or at least of one of
the more public parts of it. His influence often worked behind the scenes.

Yet Sidgwick always remained rather distanced, even alienated, from a
good many of his cultural contexts; his life, like Mill’s, was punctuated by
mental and moral crises. An exceptionally self-critical, reflective voice, his
brilliance shone through more in his perpetual doubt about the proposed
solutions to “the deepest problems of human life” than in the defense of
one. One formative event, personally and philosophically, was his agonized
decision in 1869 to resign his position at Cambridge because he could no
longer in good conscience subscribe to the Thirty-Nine Articles of the
Church of England, as legally required. This drama would replay itself
over and again in his life, his detailed casuistical reflections on it extending
from his early publications and to his last, since even after subscription
was no longer required he would question whether someone as skeptical
as himself ought to be teaching ethics.” Ironically, given how recent critics
of utilitarianism have urged that it cannot effectively handle the matter
of integrity, Sidgwick’s life and work were entangled from beginning to
end with precisely this issue, which was of a piece with his struggle with
hypocrisy, both his own and that of the larger culture.

Sidgwick thus represented the classic mid-Victorian, post-Darwinian
struggle between the “emancipated head and the traditional heart.”3 How-
ever, to paint his deepest concerns in such broad strokes is scarcely to do
justice to the richer, more intriguing, and more troubling elements of his
legacy. Unlike Nietzsche, who died at nearly the same historical moment,
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Sidgwick was an eminently sane person much loved for his sympathetic
and beneficent character, with a certain genius for intimate friendship and
conversation, albeit of a seriously philosophical sort. But like Nietzsche,
and unlike Bentham or Mill, he regarded the “death of God” as of mon-
umental significance for Western civilization, a potential cataclysm. This
was where the deepest problems were to be found, the ones most demand-
ing of serious reflection and self-scrutiny, of all the rigors of the Socratic
quest. Sidgwick’s various inquiries and reformist efforts were infused with
a sense of urgency and anxiety that finds no clear parallel in the earlier
utilitarians, energetic reformers though they were; this urgency and anx-
iety had everything to do with the fate of civilization in a post-Christian
era and with the need for a new cultural synthesis.

My aim in this book is to convey some sense of just what Sidgwick’s
self-assessment actually involved, and of how his “inner intellectual life”
ultimately evolved, how he became what he was. But the Sidgwick who
emerges in the following pages is quite different from the one featured
in most twentieth-century readings of him, framed when his legacy was
often rather cloudy.

As a once-popular line of interpretation had it, the utilitarian tradition
of promoting the greatest happiness for the greatest number began, in its
modern, secular form, with Jeremy Bentham’s fanatical legal and political
reformism, culminating in Britain’s Reform Act of 1832, which movement
was then philosophically and politically developed and qualified mainly
by the younger Mill, with whom it crested. Sidgwick is then cast as a kind
of bookish, academicized remnant of this legacy, holding out against the
wave of philosophical idealism that swept such figures as Green and F. H.
Bradley into the forefront of British philosophy, until with the new century
G. E. Moore and Bertrand Russell shifted the current, and contemporary
analytical philosophy was launched. “The last surviving representative of
the Ultilitarians” is how Russell depicted and dispatched his teacher, “Old
Sidg.”*

Indeed, during the twentieth century, Sidgwick was all too often viewed
as merely an “eminent Victorian,” an erudite but dull read, what with all
that tedious Victorian earnestness. By the time Russell, Moore, Lytton
Strachey, J. M. Keynes, and Ludwig Wittgenstein were designing the
Cambridge scene, in the early decades of the twentieth century, Sidgwick
was deemed the dead hand of a pre-philosophical, hypocritical, sexually
warped era. It was a lonely C. D. Broad, a later successor to Sidgwick’s
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chair at Cambridge, who would write that “Sidgwick’s Methods of Ethics
seems to me to be on the whole the best treatise on moral theory that has
ever been written, and to be one of the English philosophical classics.”’
For the most part, the aesthetic vanguards of Bloomsbury, along with the
logical positivists and empiricists and those under the spell of the mag-
netic Wittgenstein or of ordinary language philosophy, found Sidgwick’s
substantive ethical theorizing a quaint relic of Cambridge’s dim past, bet-
ter forgotten. And the (long) enduring elements of the earlier, idealistic
school were not exactly given to recalling the importance of Sidgwick,
even when they criticized what they saw as the simplistic formalism of the
new analytical movement. F. H. Bradley went from being a youthful critic
of Sidgwick to being an older critic of Russell and Moore.

Ironically, it was the remarkably pervasive Bloomsbury mentality that,
as much as anything, clouded the reception of Sidgwick during the first
half of the twentieth century. “He never did anything but wonder whether
Christianity was true and prove it wasn’t and hope that it was” — this was
the famous pronouncementof J. M. Keynes, after reading Henry Sidgmwick,
A Memoir (1906), assembled by Eleanor Sidgwick and Arthur Sidgwick.®
The Bloomsbury letters, especially those between Keynes and Strachey,
are littered with disparaging remarks about Sidgwick, his life, his times,
and his philosophy.? Strachey called it “an appalling time to have lived”
and “the Glass Case Age”:

Themselves as well as their ornaments, were left under glass cases. Their refusal to
face any fundamental question fairly — either about people or God — looks at first
sight like cowardice; but I believe it was simply the result of an innate incapacity
for penetration — for getting either out of themselves or into anything or anybody
else. They were enclosed in glass. How intolerable! Have you noticed, too, that
they were nearly all physically impotent? — Sidgwick himself, Matthew Arnold,
Jowett, Leighton, Ruskin, Watts. It’s damned difficult to copulate through a glass

CaSC.S

Strachey had in fact seriously considered using Sidgwick as one of the
featured figures in his wickedly sarcastic Eminent Victorians (1918), but
he contented himself with pronouncing him a “shocking wobbler,” and a
dishonest one at that, someone whose lamentations over his lost faith were
suspiciously prolonged. Moreover, the leading Bloomsberries, mostly bred

by the Apostles, were none too pleased with the light shed on them by the
Memoir, which told of Sidgwick’s involvement with the group.
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Even those who lamented the ascendance of Bloomsbury tended, in
the very act, to concede its importance. F. R. Leavis, the famous literary
critic who directed much of his criticism at both Bloomsbury and the
cult of Wittgenstein, expostulated, “Can we imagine Sidgwick or Leslie
Stephen or Maitland being influenced by, or interested in, the equivalent
of Lytton Strachey? By what steps, and by the operation of what causes,
did so great a change come over Cambridge in so comparatively short
a time?”? That the change was great was something that few cared to
deny, whatever their stance on its quality. But in any event, the younger
generations of Apostles were scarcely prone to casting nostalgic backward
glances, even at one of their “Popes” who had profoundly shaped their own
order.

Given the social and intellectual positioning of the Bloomsbury group, it
1s perhaps not surprising that their judgments on cultural matters carried
such punch, though in the case of Sidgwick, the disparagement was ex-
acerbated by the constant flow of invidious comparisons to Moore, whose
Principia Ethica (1903) was virtually an object of worship. Strachey effused
to Moore:

I think your book has not only wrecked and shattered all writers on Ethics from
Aristotle and Christ to Herbert Spencer and Mr Bradley, it has not only laid the
true foundations of Ethics, it has not only left all modern philosophy bafouce —these
seem to me small achievements compared to the establishment of that Method
which shines like a sword between the lines. It is the scientific method deliberately
applied, for the first time, to Reasoning. Is that true? You perhaps shake your
head, but henceforward who will be able to tell lies one thousand times as easily
as before? The truth, there can be no doubt, is really now upon the march. I date
from Oct. 1903 the beginning of the Age of Reason.™

Echoes of this can still be found in some philosophers of a metaethi-
cal bent. An influential recent work, “Toward Fin de siécle Ethics: Some
Trends,” coauthored by Stephen Darwall, Allan Gibbard, and Peter
Railton,” takes Moore’s Principia as setting the agenda for twentieth-
century ethical philosophizing: “However readily we now reject as anti-
quated his views in semantics and epistemology, it seems impossible to
deny that Moore was on to something.”""

But of course, despite his own Bloomsbury-style rhetoric, most of what
Moore was “on to” was already there in Sidgwick, his teacher in the 18gos,
whose Methods 1s the most heavily cited work in the Principia. Moore
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had attended the Sidgwick lectures that were posthumously published as
Lectures on the Ethics of T H. Green, H. Spencer, and J. Martineau, and
many of the more philosophical reviewers of the first edition of Principia,
such as Bernard Bosanquet, noted how deeply indebted he was to
Sidgwick’s work.”> Moore’s Principia in fact shared much of its philo-
sophical orientation with earlier work by Sidgwick and Hastings Rashdall
and with developing work by H. A. Prichard, David Ross, A. C. Ewing,
and Broad."3 In later years, Russell, at least, readily admitted how unfairly
Sidgwick had been treated during this dawning of “the Age of Reason,”
though his own noncognitivist approach to ethics scarcely served to re-
new interest in the Methods, however indebted to that work he may have
been. "

Getting beyond the caricatures of Sidgwick floating through the first
half of the twentieth century has been no easy task. If few commentaries
on Sidgwick have quite succeeded in doing this, perhaps part of the reason
is that they have failed to grasp how, ironically enough, Sidgwick was so
profoundly important in shaping the Bloomsbury circle itself, or at least the
better, more philosophical parts of it, those reflecting its Apostolic origins.
This latter refers to more than the academic commonalities binding, say,
Moore, Broad, and Ross, or what Keynes acknowledged as “the foot”
Moore had in Sidgwick. It refers, more comprehensively, to the Apostolic
ethic, linked to the Victorian Platonic revival, of molding character for
the wholehearted, high-minded, disinterested fellowship committed to
the pursuit of truth via intimate conversation — a dialogical ethic that in
Sidgwick, as in Moore, often resulted in creative tensions with elements
of the utilitarian tradition, though the utilitarian tradition itself has often
been much too narrowly read on this score. Of the Bloomsberries, I.eonard
Woolf, at least, recognized this:

I am writing today just over a century after the year in which Sidgwick was
elected an Apostle, and looking back to the year 1903 I can say that our beliefs,
our discussions, our intellectual behaviour in 1903 were in every conceivable way
exactly the same as those described by Sidgwick. The beliefs ‘fantastically idealistic
and remote from reality and real life’, the absurd arguments, ‘the extravagantly
scholastic’ method were not as simple or silly as they seemed.

For Woolf, what became Bloomsbury was shaped by Strachey’s genera-
tion of Apostles, who were all given over to Moorism and “the purification
of that divinely cathartic question which echoed through the Cambridge
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Courts of my youth as it had 2,300 years before echoed through the
streets of Socratic Athens: “‘What do you mean by that?’ 'S But Moore’s
Platonism was but another reflection of that Apostolic ethic by which
Sidgwick had been philosophically turned, the one he would carry into
innumerable discussion societies and friendships devoted to the deepest
problems. This was education with the personal touch, putting one’s life
on the line and challenging convention and the common wisdom — the
form of education Sidgwick valued most.

At any rate, had he lived another decade, Sidgwick would have viewed
Bloomsbury as but one more vanguard Apostolic experiment — albeit a
rather naive and apolitical one — testing the limits of the human potential
and the horizons of happiness through unorthodox art and unorthodox sex.
Moore, Russell, Strachey, Keynes, and Virginia Woolf may have mocked
their Victorian predecessors, but to a surprising degree, in their uncon-
ventional explorations of the potential of friendship and art for building
a post-Christian ethic, they simply realized some — by no means all — of
Sidgwick’s hopes for future generations.

Yet if Bloomsbury would have carried little shock value for Sidgwick,
it might have dismayed him in some respects. For Sidgwick had a more
encompassing intellectual vision — a wider, deeper, more troubled, and
ultimately more troubling vision of things to come. Oddly enough, to un-
derstand this more fully, it is necessary to challenge not only his detractors,
but also many of his admirers.

Admittedly, despite lingering Bloomsbury prejudice, Sidgwick is today
a much-prized member of the philosophical canon, perhaps more highly
regarded among Anglo-American philosophers than at any time since his
death. The second half of the twentieth century was considerably kinder
to his reputation than the first half] albeit in a somewhat blinkered way.
Consider Alan Donagan’s instructive exaggeration, expressing something
of the outlook during the late 1970s:

Most of Sidgwick’s contemporary rivals, Herbert Spencer and James Martineau,
for example, have long been unread. And those who are still referred to — T. H.
Green, F. H. Bradley, perhaps Bernard Bosanquet now and then — may safely be
neglected by a young philosopher aspiring to contribute to the main current of
analytic moral philosophy. Nor need he expend much labor even on Sidgwick’s
predecessor and master, John Stuart Mill, or on his pupil and critic, G. E. Moore.
Yet he cannot, in the principate of Rawls, omit to address himself to 7he Methods
of Ethics.™®
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Donagan’s estimation is, of course, a product of the Rawlsian revolu-
tion, sparked by John Rawls’s hugely influential work A Theory of Fustice
(1971) and, more recently, by Political Liberalism (1996)."7 Rawls long in-
sisted on the importance of Sidgwick’s Methods both as a seminal model
of how to do moral theory in general and as a fundamental challenge to
his own particular theory of “justice as fairness.” According to Rawls,
classical utilitarianism was a profoundly important theory of enduring
relevance, and Sidgwick was the most philosophically profound and in-
sightful representative of it; more philosophically acute than Bentham or
James Mill and more consistent than John Stuart Mill, he went beyond all
of them in providing an impartial, scholarly defense of the view that indi-
vidual actions and social institutions ought ultimately to be judged by how
well they serve the greatest happiness.® Not only did Sidgwick power-
fully articulate just what was involved in the classical utilitarian approach
to ethics, economics, and politics, but he did so by using a method that
avoided the dead ends of premature metaethics: careful, comprehensive,
historically informed comparisons of the best of the competing substantive
views about how to determine what one ought to do — that is, the differ-
ent ways of plausibly systematizing the core ethical concepts of right,
good, and virtue. Sidgwick’s exhaustive comparison of the “methods”
of utilitarianism, egoism, and commonsense or dogmatic intuitional
morality — seeking to reconcile these views or at least to clarify their
differences, while pointing up the weak spots even in his own favored
positions — was a far cry from Bentham’s thunderous denunciations of
natural rights as “nonsense upon stilts.” Sidgwick worked assiduously to
do justice to the alternative views, and he went well beyond Mill in show-
ing how utilitarianism could do justice to many of our commonsense moral
rules."

Such claims on Sidgwick’s behalf no doubt reflected Rawls’s own early
struggles to shake free of both the positivistic and Wittgensteinian hostility
to substantive “theory” in ethics and appeals to the history of philosophy.
Clearly, Rawls himself brilliantly succeeded in doing this, playing a central
role in what has been called the “Great Expansion” of substantive ethical
theorizing in recent decades, as well as in the revitalization of histori-
cal work by philosophers. Of course, one of his weighty allies in bolstering
the history of philosophy was J. B. Schneewind, whose brilliant book
Sidgwick’s Ethics and Victorian Moral Philosophy®® was by far the most
important twentieth-century commentary on Sidgwick. On the more
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analytical side, Derek Parfit’s extraordinary Reasons and Persons® was
clearly a direct outgrowth of the renewed interest in Sidgwick’s work.

In certain respects, this book began life as an effort to come to terms
with the ways in which Sidgwick figured in the conflicting arguments of,
on the one side, such neo-Kantian philosophers as Rawls and Schneewind
and, on the other, such neo-utilitarian philosophers as Parfit.?* Of special
importance here has been the issue of just how to interpret Sidgwick’s
methodology and his views on the meaning and justification of moral
claims, his metaethics. Oddly, Sidgwick has been praised both for his
Rawlsian avoidance of metaethical worries and for doing substantive ethical
theory from a developed metaethical standpoint, the theory of knowl-
edge called “philosophical” or “rational” intuitionism (which he con-
trasted with William Whewell’s “dogmatic” intuitionist defense of the
self-evidence of commonsense moral rules).

However, this effort to reconcile the different readings of Sidgwick led
only to a warmer appreciation for Sidgwick’s original and very sophisti-
cated position, a complex, fallibilistic intuitionism that also finds a place
for coherence and consensus as criteria for reducing the probability of
error. His intuitionism dovetailed with his Apostolic, dialogical inquiry,
and he wielded it in a decidedly skeptical fashion, deploying it in ways
that, far from endorsing the ethical status quo, tended to undermine the
notion of certain ethical truth — though without lapsing into relativism
or subjectivism — and avoided most of the metaphysical and metaethical
entanglements usually associated with intuitionism.?3

Some suggestions along these lines have been made by James
Kloppenberg, in Uncertain Victory, but unfortunately his effort to link
Sidgwick to pragmatist and progressivist movements fails to capture the
tensions and shifts within Sidgwick’s epistemological trajectory, or to deal
with the particulars of the history of intuitionism.** Sidgwick came to
have a vivid appreciation for the social nature of inquiry and the disap-
pointments of the philosophical “quest for certainty,” the quest for the
ultimate, final truth about the universe shared by Plato and Descartes,
but he learned the hard way. His Apostolic conscience remained highly
Platonic, however frustrated.

Furthermore, like the works of Rawls, Parfit, Schneewind, and others,
Kloppenberg’s account is silent on, among other things, all questions of
sexuality and race, questions so central to both the late Victorians and
Bloomsbury, and so relevant to matters epistemological. Despite various



10 Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe

abstract concerns with the nature of the knowing self and personal identity,
recent authors concerned with Sidgwick have been largely oblivious to
these proto-Bloomsbury priorities of Sidgwick and his circle. Perversely,
the positive academic reception of Sidgwick’s work still reflects various
prejudicial Bloomsbury readings of him.

Indeed, curiously enough, Sidgwick’s Bloomsbury critics and analytical
admirers have all tended to be blinded by a too-narrow view of the classical
utilitarian backdrop to Sidgwick’s work.?5 Ultilitarianism has, of course,
come in for an extraordinary amount of criticism from a great many quar-
ters during the past century, much of it astonishingly dim. Even Rawls’s
generous acknowledgment of the significance of this tradition was part
of a sustained effort to demonstrate its inferiority to the theory of justice
as fairness. But all too often the historical reading of this tradition has
suffered from a too-hasty equation of it with classical and neoclassical
economic theory and practice, or with rational choice theory generally, or,
worse, some vision of purely administrative rationality.

Thus, in some disciplines, Bentham and his followers, the Philosophical
Radicals of the early nineteenth century, continue to go down in history
as the zealous champions of classical liberal reformism, the authors of
endless proclamations on behalf of institutions productive of the great-
est happiness of the greatest number. Panoptical prisons run by invisible
authorities, a market economy guided by an invisible hand, subterranean
sewers flushing away microscopic germs, a trim and efficient political and
legal system kept in line by an omnipresent public eye, and Lancastrian
schools drilling the scrutinizing conscience of Dickens’s Mr. Gradgrind
into ever-improving pupils — these were the means by which human-
ity would progress and flourish, find happiness as well as pursue it.
Facts, free markets, self-help, and clear law — yes; lawyers, politicians,
and priests — no, or at least in sharply limited numbers. Poets were also
dispensable, being mere purveyors of falsehood. Hard facts to unmask
sinister interests — that was the war cry. The cultivation of one’s soul did
not signify.

But as both a philosophy and a fighting creed, utilitarianism was a wild,
conflicted current of history, figuring in everything from early women’s
liberation to the attempt to decriminalize same-sex behavior. The actual
history of utilitarianism was a strange affair, absorbing and assimilating
everything from the Platonic revival to Romanticism to Darwinism to
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parapsychology. It deserves to be reread from some different perspec-
tives, both positive and negative, that bring out the complexity of its
reformism and of the psychological analyses grounding its reformism.
After all, Bentham allowed that by

the natural constitution of the human frame, on most occasions of their lives men
in general embrace this principle, without thinking of it: if not for the ordering
of their own actions, yet for the trying of their own actions, as well as of those of
other men. . .. There are even few who have not taken some occasion or other to
quarrel with it, either on account of their not understanding always how to apply
it, or on account of some prejudice or other which they were afraid to examine
into, or could not bear to part with. For such is the stuff that man is made of:
in principle and in practice, in a right track and in a wrong one, the rarest of all
human qualities is consistency.?®

The effort to show how ordinary practical reasoning is often inconsistent,
incoherent, or hypocritical, masking the true sources of the self, would
seem to be one that animated Mill and Sidgwick as well, even if they were
less iconoclastic than Bentham.

Of particular importance here is the way in which the utilitarian tra-
dition of Bentham and Mill was much more concerned with — and quite
radical about — matters of sex and gender than has typically been recog-
nized. Bentham produced, though he did not publish, the very first call
for the decriminalization of “paederasty” in the English language. And
his “Offenses Against One’s Self: Paederasty” was remarkably eloquent
in condemning the (often unconscious) “hatred of pleasure and horror of
singularity.” In this, he sounded the note of toleration for difference more
often associated with the younger Mill, though Mill could scarcely have
written the line “It is wonderful that nobody has ever yet fancied it to be
sinful to scratch where it itches, and that it has never been determined
that the only natural way of scratching is with such or such a finger and
that it is unnatural to scratch with any other.”?7 As Louis Crompton has
demonstrated,

Bentham made himself the spokesman of a silent and invisible minority. First, he
rejects the silence taboo. ‘It seems rather too much,’ he remarks with dry irony, ‘to
subscribe to men’s being hanged to save the indecency of enquiring whether they
deserveit.’ Then. .. he pleads from a more rational mode of debate, which would
scrutinize the purported social evils of forbidden sexual conduct rather than give
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rise to fervid rhetoric. . . . But, most of all, he insists that we should establish that
an act really does cause social harm before we criminalize it.?

Although John Stuart Mill did not apply his eloquence to this particular
Benthamite cause, he did of course advance the cause of feminism in ways
that were also concerned with countering the psychology of bigotry and
the unconscious hatred of pleasure, recognizing that legal reform was only
one element of reform. As Mary Lyndon Shanley has suggested:

Mill’s plea for an end to the subjection of women was not made, as critics such as
Gertrude Himmelfarb assert, in the name of “the absolute nature of the principle
of liberty, the exaltation of individuality whatever its particular form,” but in the
name of the need of both men and women for community. . . . The Subjection of
Women was an eloquent brief for men and women and a devastating critique of the
corruption of marital inequality. Beyond that it also expressed Mill’s profoundly
held belief that any “liberal” regime must promote the conditions under which
friendship, not only in marriage but in other associations as well, will take root
and flourish.?®

As Mill famously put it, when

each of two persons, instead of being a nothing, is a something; when they are
attached to one another, and are not too much unlike to begin with; the constant
partaking in the same things, assisted by their sympathy, draws out the latent
capacities of each for being interested in the things which were at first interesting
only to the other; and works a gradual assimilation of the tastes and characters
to one another, partly by the insensible modifications of each, but more by a real
enriching of the two natures, each acquiring the tastes and capacities of the other
in addition to its own.

This, he observes, often happens “between two friends of the same sex, who
are much associated in daily life,” and it would be common in marriage, did
not the lopsided socialization process render it “next to an impossibility
to form a really well-assorted union.”3° No reform was more urgent than
that of rendering the family a school of sympathy rather than a school of
despotism. The capacity for authentic friendship was a core element of
the happiness to be maximized.

To be sure, Mill famously distanced himself from his Benthamite in-
heritance, proclaiming it “one-eyed” and insufficiently sensitive to the
internal culture of the individual, the feeling and caring side highlighted
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by the Romantic movement, which could and should be stimulated by
poetry and art. Wendy Donner has urged that

Mill’s utilitarian commitments require him to maintain that feelings are pivotal to
morality and that if we are to take pleasure in intellectual pursuits or in the good
of others we must be persons who feel deeply, who are in touch with our emotions,
and who are motivated by our concern for others. Cultivation of sympathy with
others is the foundation of moral development, and two widely held tenets of
feminism — a stress on the importance of feelings and of sympathetic attachments
to others — flow from this.3'

Indeed, Mill’s politics of friendship, which also reflected his debt to the
Platonic revival during the Victorian era, also put him at odds with the ear-
lier Benthamite views about laissez-faire. Mill and Harriet Taylor grew
increasingly committed to exploring decentralized socialist alternatives
to capitalism, forms of economic organization less hostile to the cultiva-
tion of sympathy and civic friendship. Happiness, for them, was not a
known quantity but something the frontiers of which needed to be ex-
plored through practical social experiments testing the human potential —
“experiments in living.”

Thus, it is astonishing how often the earlier, secular utilitarian tradition
was in fact busily engaging the very concerns that Keynes and Strachey
(not to mention Russell and Moore) thought it had entirely neglected:
the exploration of states of consciousness (or higher pleasures) defining
ultimate good, the cultivation of these and the sympathetic self through
friendship (and art), the perversities of the social intolerance of heterodox
sexual relations, hetero- and homo-, and, indeed, the challenges posed by
the unconscious roots of motivation.3* For both Bentham and Mill, the
deeper appeal of utilitarianism, and the deeper forms of resistance to it,
worked themselves out below the level of the conscious calculating ego.
And the cause of Greek love had been better served by Bentham than by
Byron and Shelley, and it would be better served still by Sidgwick and
his friends, for whom friendship, in many different varieties, was both a
crucial element of the happiness to be aimed at and a vital aspect of the
inquiries needed to explore the human potential for happiness.

At any rate, the hidden history of utilitarianism — especially in relation
to and in contrast with visions of human nature as basically (and narrowly)
self-interested or egoistic — forms another broad theme of this book, for
Sidgwick’s contributions on this matter are of singular importance. To
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be sure, Sidgwick was rather uncannily in line with many of the more
compelling features of Mill’s moral and social philosophy, and it is useful
to read him as carrying on that eclectic legacy (even more useful than to
link him, as Rawls does, to the more purely hedonistic Benthamite one).
On a great raft of issues, he picked up where Mill — the real Mill — left
off. Thus, Mill reworked utilitarianism: to reconcile it somewhat with
commonsense moral rules and traditions; to recognize the complexity
of individual psychology and the force of Romantic notions of human
emotions, character, and happiness; to appraise the potential utility of
religious belief; to explore the possibilities for some form of socialism
(ethical if not economic); to make it a force for the liberation of women and
the vitality and progress of a truly open society; and even (very tentatively,
and despite his antipathy to Whewell) to suggest grounding it on intuition.
On all of these counts and others, Sidgwick took his point of departure
from Mill, the Mill who was at once a great liberal, a great reformer, a
great socialist, and a great utilitarian. And behind the particular concerns,
there was always the overriding obsession with the growth of “sympathy,”
of “friendship,” so crucial for the future post-Christian era, so crucial
for experiments in living. Sidgwick’s feminism, evident in the work for
women’s higher education that he undertook in collaboration with his
wife, Eleanor, effectively continued the efforts of Mill and Taylor. And
this sheds further light on the continuity of their conceptions of reform
and social equality, culture and civilization.33

Thus, if Sidgwick was a type of utilitarian, he was one who reflected the
real complexity of that tradition rather than the stock view of it, so much
so that later opponents of utilitarianism often look mild in comparison.
As his friend James Bryce remarked:

Sidgwick’s attitude toward the Benthamite system of Utilitarianism illustrates the
cautiously discriminative habit of mind I have sought to describe. If he had been
required to call himself by any name, he would not have refused that of Utilitarian,
justas in mental philosophy he leaned to the type of thought represented by the two
Mills rather than to the Kantian idealism of his friend and school contemporary,
the Oxford professor T. H. Green. But the system of Utility takes in his hands
a form so much more refined and delicate than was given to it by Bentham and
James Mill, and is expounded with so many qualifications unknown to them, that
it has become a very different thing, and is scarcely, if at all, assailable by the
arguments which moralists of the idealistic type have brought against the older
doctrine. 3+
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Indeed, in seeking to ground the “Great Hap” principle on an intu-
itionist epistemology more often associated with the critics of utilitarian-
ism (such as Whewell), Sidgwick, as Moore admitted, remained quite free
of any taint of the “naturalistic fallacy” that supposedly undercut Mill’s
justificatory efforts. Moreover, Sidgwick sought to appropriate Kantian
universalizability for his own purposes, and if he criticized idealism at
length, he also brought out many of the problems involved in trying to de-
fend utilitarianism against commonsense and other objections, clarifying
such matters as the difference between total and average utility calcula-
tions, in connection with the question of optimal population growth. Most
important, however, Sidgwick did not think that utilitarianism could be
reconciled with egoism or self-interest; without a theistic postulate that the
universe has a friendly moral order, there was ever the potential for a basic
conflict between acting for one’s own greatest happiness and acting for
the greatest happiness of all, each option presenting itself as what one has
most reason to do. The gloomy last line of the first edition of the Methods
rang out like an English version of the “crisis of the Enlightenment,”
warning that practical reason might be reduced to a “chaos.”35

This was the infamous “dualism of practical reason,” and the attempt
to get beyond it — to effect some form of “harmonization” — was for
Sidgwick another element of the deepest problems of human life, one that
arose with special urgency with the decline of orthodox religion. He had
none of that Humean insouciance that could take up skepticism toward
such matters as the coincidence of duty and interest — or the worth of the-
istic claims — with imperturbible good cheer. Sidgwick could not bear the
thought of a universe so fundamentally perverse as to allow that the wages
of virtue might “be dust,” and he endlessly explored every possible means
of harmonization, including the perfectionist path of achieving reconcil-
iation via cultivation of the self. In this, he was also more sophisticated
than his predecessors on the problems involved in defining happiness,
the limitations of construing it in terms of pleasure or desirable con-
sciousness, and the uncertainties involved in seeking to maximize it. With
him, Benthamite clarity had an extremely ironic denouement, highlight-
ing the vast realm of the incalculable in human affairs, how much had to be
left to uncertain judgment, and how deeply problematic egoistic reasons
could be.3

Clearly, as much as Sidgwick was obsessed with egoism, he had noth-
ing like the confidence of past or present libertarians in the ability of
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markets and governmental institutions to mobilize self-interest to further
the general happiness. A society cannot long hold together with such weak
cement, and in society as it stood, egoistic concern was too apt to take a
narrow and singularly self-defeating form. Indeed, Sidgwick thought that
it was crucial to foster, among other things, the “spirit of justice,” and “to
develop the elements from which the moral habit of justice springs — on
the one hand, sympathy, and the readiness to imagine oneself in another’s
place and look at things from his point of view; and on the other hand,
the intelligent apprehension of common interests” (PE 61).37 And when
it came to praising attempts to build more cooperative, beneficent social
relations, in which work is its own reward or done for the sake of the
community, he could sound like his mentor Mill on socialism.

But Sidgwick carried these concerns to new limits, places the older
utilitarians had never envisioned. Fretful about the viability of traditional
religious belief, and about the conclusiveness of the reasons for acting to
advance the greatest happiness, he was intensely interested in the possi-
bility that psychical research might provide some new evidence for the
moral order of the universe, for the reality of the afterlife. Thus, the ag-
gressive secular utilitarianism of Bentham, who was morbidly afraid of
ghosts, eventually produced the eclectic utilitarianism of Sidgwick, who
chased ghosts with a passion, convinced that they might reveal to him the
“secret of the Universe.”

Moreover, Sidgwick’s explorations of the Other World were inextricably
linked to his explorations of the Inner World, the world of depth psychol-
ogy that Freud would shortly be entering, partly courtesy of Sidgwick’s
Society for Psychical Research. In his dealings with psychics and mediums,
or with ordinary people who had had extraordinary experiences, he was
exposed to the vast range of unconscious mental processes: trance states,
premonitions, hallucinations, dreams, visions, channelling, split and mul-
tiple personalities. This was unlike anything Mill had ever dealt with, in
his efforts to marry utilitarianism to Romantic celebrations of individual
genius and powerful emotion. If Mill had called for a new science of indi-
vidual psychology — ethology — Sidgwick answered the call by delving into
depth psychology and parapsychology, playing a key role in what has mis-
leadingly been called the “discovery of the unconscious.” Studied religious
introspection, the Platonic revival, Romantic self-expression, Apostolic
friendship, parapsychology, and the utilitarian investigation of the nature
of pleasure all ended up pushing Sidgwick in the same direction — to
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make of himself an experiment in living, to test the limits defining his
“true self,” when the true self was turning out to be difficult to decipher.
Should psychical research fail to provide evidence for the afterlife, much
would depend on how far sentiment could be reshaped to foster sympathy
without such foundations.

What is more, this search for the truth about self-identity was of-
ten tied to questions of sexual identity. It is a remarkable and revealing
fact that nearly all of Sidgwick’s closest friends were champions of male
love: H. G. Dakyns, Roden Noel, Oscar Browning, F. W. Myers, Arthur
Sidgwick (his brother), and, of course, John Addington Symonds.
Sidgwick and his friends were not of Mill’s formative period; they were
admirers not only of Wordsworth’s Romanticism, but also of the pen-
etrating intellectuality of Arthur Hugh Clough’s “Dipsychus,” the am-
bivalences of Tennyson’s “In Memoriam,” and the vitality of Whitman’s
Leaves of Grass — the poetic voices that spoke to the deep homoerotic di-
visions of the self, and from whom they took their deepest inspiration in
their struggles to frame a new science of the self. They too were analysts
of the twin-souled, like James and DuBois.3®

Sidgwick’s relationship with Symonds is of special significance.
Symonds, the son of a physician who positively personified the medicaliza-
tion of discourse surrounding sexuality,3° was early on persuaded that his
homosexuality was an inherent disposition, and in due course he became
equally convinced that it was not a morbid condition, that the culture of
ancient Greece had demonstrated that homosexuality could be a healthy
aspect of high cultural life, and that the poetry of Whitman pointed the way
toanew synthesis of the best of ancientand modern. It was to bea New Age,
with Millian sympathy extended to include that very Hellenic Whitmanian
comradeship.® For Sidgwick, Symonds’s Hellenism and Whitmania rep-
resented further experiments, alternative ways of revitalizing and edifying
a culture that all good Millians agreed needed revitalizing and edifying.+
And his letters and journal exchanges with this remarkable friend would
prove to be the most passionate and revealing of all his writings, intensely
debating the fate of ethics in a godless world and everything else under
the sun and over the rainbow.

Sidgwick was, however, a very cautious reformer when it came to such
explosive issues, and he worked assiduously to keep Symonds from being
ruined by public scandal. No history of utilitarianism has yet captured this
side of the story — how Sidgwick’s intuitionism inexorably led on to an
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epistemology of the closet.#* A dual-source theory of practical reason, a
longstanding concern over hypocrisy, and a dipsychical moral psychology
produced a very sensitive rethinking of the public and the private. An
esoteric morality? Sidgwick, at least, worked very hard to keep it esoteric,
effectively constructing the standard biographical treatment of Symonds
that spun his sexual angst into religious angst. Quite possibly the issue
of hypocrisy loomed so large for him because he was, in so many ways,
perpetually caught up in trying to elude certain forms of public reaction.

Thus, despite a reputation for saintly honesty, won in part by his 1869
resignation, Sidgwick was quite given to behind-the-scenes efforts betray-
ing a highly qualified belief in the value of veracity. And of course, he has
often been criticized in more abstract philosophical terms for advancing a
doubly indirect approach to happiness, both individual and social, coun-
tenancing the possibility of justifying on utilitarian grounds an “esoteric
morality” in which the true (utilitarian) principles of ethics were known
to and practiced by an elite group of philosophical sophisticates only. This
seems in flat contradiction to the Kantian insistence — evident in Rawls’s
theory of justice — on “publicity” as a basic criterion of moral principles,
a criterion usually supposed to be much in accord with common sense.*3

Such accusations, sometimes provocatively framed in terms of the pos-
sibility of Sidgwick’s ethics supporting colonial paternalism or “Gov-
ernment House” utilitarianism, have never been formulated in a clear
and historically informed way.+* That is, not only has Sidgwick’s sexual
politics been glossed over in his critical reception, but remarkably little
attention has been devoted even to his political theory and practice, which
is odd indeed, given how often the classical utilitarians are celebrated —
or derided — for having produced comprehensive works covering poli-
tics, law, economics, ethics, and so on.*5 In Sidgwick’s case, however, it
means that his ethics has been treated only in an isolated and abstract way,
without reference to his economic and political views and entanglements
(much less his sexual ones). To read his Methods without benefit of these
contexts is, alas, to dangerously decontextualize his Methods. His ethical
work appears in a different light when connected with his claims about,
say, home rule for Ireland or the duty to advance the cause of civilization
across the globe. As with Mill; many of the most profoundly troubling
questions arise when one considers Sidgwick’s work outside of the do-
mestic context. Just how were Millian friendship and sympathy supposed
to figure in imperial rule?+®
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Sidgwick was a friend and colleague of such imperialist luminaries as
Sir John Seeley and Charles Henry Pearson, and it is natural to wonder
to what extent he shared their influential views of England’s “civilizing”
imperial mission — and their worries over the “lower” classes and races,
race “degradation,” and so forth. Sidgwick’s invocations of such things
as “common sense,” the “consensus of experts,” and the direction of
“civilised opinion” read quite differently if read as tacit or possible affir-
mations of racial superiority. Just who, it may well be asked, concretely
represented the “spirit of justice” and the “consensus of experts”? The
Millian inheritance, although pre-Darwinian and emphasizing nurture
over nature, was nonetheless deeply involved in British rule in India.#7
Sidgwick’s work was post-Darwinian and the product of an environment
that was often both more crudely racist and more enamored of empire.
And these changing historical contexts made themselves felt in Sidgwick’s
life and work: he took seriously views that he should have dismissed with
the full force of his skeptical intellect and was guilty of some very serious
lapses of judgment, amounting to a form of racism.*

Indeed, the great outstanding paradox of Sidgwick’s life and work is how
he could have been so soberly critical of all the philosophizing that went
into the ethical and political vision of the gentlemanly imperialists while
remaining so complacent, even enthusiastic, about England’s civilizing
mission, its role in educating the world.* The Platonic, idealistic, and
utilitarian ideals afloat in the Victorian world in general and Oxbridge in
particular could be all too unreflective.5°

That these matters have been treated with a method of avoidance for
the past century is singularly unfortunate and philosophically distorting,
of a piece with the distortions resulting from the neglect of Sidgwick’s
sexual politics, practical ethics, and casuistry. Admittedly, some will find
this line of interpretation disturbing — the issues of racism and ped-
erasty are disturbing. If some come away from this book agreeing with
Moore that Sidgwick was a “wicked edifactious person,” that cannot be
helped, though Moore and Bloomsbury shared many of Sidgwick’s fail-
ings. On my Goethean reconstruction of Sidgwick’s quest, Sidgwick ends
up being a much harder philosopher to come to terms with — better than
the familiar depictions in some respects, worse in others.5" Perhaps he
ends up being a more interesting philosopher simply because he ends up
being a more complex and conflicted person, his own mix of light and
shade.
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So much for thematics and problematics. My general pragmatist orien-
tation spares me any undue worries about eclecticism, or about the some-
what unorthodox organization of this book. The treatment is only roughly
chronological; the chapters often recapitulate earlier material from a new
angle; and the argument is often indirect and allusive. The following two
chapters deal with Sidgwick’s early intellectual life, before the publication
of the Methods, and the formative influences on him; although many of
the basic facts rehearsed may be familiar, the focus on his Apostolic ideals
and the context of the Platonic revival is somewhat novel, and opens
the way to the emphasis in later chapters on the social dimensions of
Sidgwick’s epistemology. The fourth chapter deliberately changes voice
and approaches the Methods through the interpretive controversies of
Sidgwick’s more narrowly philosophical commentators, past and present.
The purpose of this is twofold: to convey some sense of the most significant
philosophical readings of the Methods and the content of Sidgwick’s philo-
sophical ethics in more analytical terms, butalso to suggestin a preliminary
way some of the limitations of analytical efforts to treat Sidgwick’s work so
innocently, as though it were simply that of a slightly senior contemporary.
Just how different Sidgwick’s world was becomes increasingly evident in
the following chapters, which deal with his parapsychology, his views on
sex and gender, and his elaborate, often offensive positions on economic
and political issues, including imperialism and race. Again, these dimen-
sions of Sidgwick’s inquiries do illuminate his philosophical work, and
the way he interpreted his social epistemology of Apostolic fellowship and
Millian friendship. The Sidgwickian ascent to abstraction, in the perpet-
ual hope of winning the prized consensus of experts, may strike some
as in effect another mask of conquest, papering over legitimate concrete
conflict with high principle and tacit elitism. At any rate, it is hard to deny
that the life can in some ways reveal the thought and stimulate rethinking.

Ironically, in the end, it may well seem that [ have agreed with Sidgwick’s
self-assessment concerning the symmetry and continuity of his life — at
least his inner life — even if much of my gloss of it may appear highly
destructive. But as Sidgwick once said, “I think my present formule de la
vie 1s from Walt Whitman. ‘T have urged you forward, and still urge you,
without the slightest idea of our destination.”” (M 514).



First Words

But in the English universities no thought can find place, except that which
can reconcile itself with orthodoxy. They are ecclesiastical institutions; and it is
the essence of all churches to vow adherence to a set of opinions made up and
prescribed, it matters little whether three or thirteen centuries ago. Men will some
day open their eyes, and perceive how fatal a thing it is that the instruction of those
who are intended to be the guides and governors of mankind should be confided
to a collection of persons thus pledged. If the opinions they are pledged to were
every one as true as any fact in physical science, and had been adopted, not as they
almost always are, on trust and authority, but as the result of the most diligent and
impartial examination of which the mind of the recipient was capable; even then,
the engagement under penalties always to adhere to the opinions once assented
to, would debilitate and lame the mind, and unfit it for progress, still more for
assisting the progress of others. The person who has to think more of what an
opinion leads to, than of what is the evidence of it, cannot be a philosopher, or a
teacher of philosophers.

John Stuart Mill, “Whewell on Moral Philosophy”*

I. Sidgwick and the Talking Cure

When Henry Sidgwick died of cancer, on August 28, 1900, he was even
less at home in the world than Bentham or Mill had been when they passed
on. He was buried in the quiet family corner of the village churchyard at
Terling Place, the spacious Essex estate of the Rayleighs, to whom he was
related by marriage. Although he had prepared a brief, minimally religious
statement to be read at his funeral, he was given the Church of England
ceremony, and thus in death maintained something of the tolerant facade to
which he had become accustomed in life. His brother-in-law, the famous
Tory politician Arthur Balfour, wrote of him to Lady Elcho: “He was
ardently desirous of finishing some literary and philosophic designs, so

21
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far only sketched in outline: and I am sorry that it was otherwise ordained —
not merely because it was a disappointment to him but because, though I
never was a disciple of his, I do believe that he had something valuable to
say which he has left unsaid.” By contrast, Mill’s dying words were “You
know that I have done my work.”?

There is more than a little irony in the idea that Sidgwick died leaving
much unsaid, for he was by all accounts a most expressive man, albeit one
whose books did not do him justice. The Methods of Ethics, first published
in 1874, may well be his great philosophical masterpiece, but those who
knew him best were unanimous in thinking that it was his talk, and the pro-
foundly sympathetic character that the talk expressed, that made Sidgwick
what he was. The Millian struggle to come to terms with imagination and
intimacy, friendship and fellow feeling, had found a new champion, a
philosopher of interiority for whom intimate talk, and its role in inquiry
into personal and philosophical truth, would become a guiding concern.
The pursuit of truth involved the pursuit of unity, and the pursuit of
unity involved intimate talk, even poetic talk. As Frank Podmore, one of
Sidgwick’s younger colleagues in parapsychological research, flatly put it:
“No one who knew Sidgwick only from his most important philosophical
works could form any fair idea of the man. ... His talk was always alive
with sympathy and humour.”3

That Sidgwick was devoted to talk may not seem terribly surprising,
given that he spent hisentire adultlife in the academic setting of Cambridge
University — from 1883 as Knightbridge Professor of Moral Philosophy —
and was every bit as much the philosopher-educator as Plato, Rousseau,
or Dewey. But like such illustrious counterparts, he was also highly crit-
ical of the educational system as he found it. He agreed with Mill that
Oxbridge was more church than university, often a fount of the “higher
ignorance.” The talk at which he excelled was neither Victorian sermoniz-
ing, nor political oratory, nor donnish lecturing, which last he deemed a
relic from the pre-Gutenberg era.* His conversation was not in the mode of
Carlyle’s peremptory holding forth, or, except reluctantly, along the lines
of the German professorial model. His was very much the “new school”
of professional academics, whose reforms virtually created modern
Cambridge and changed the face of higher education in general. He stood
for modern languages, modern literature, modern biblical criticism, mod-
ern science, and the attitudes toward intellectual freedom that such in-
quiries manifested — which may be part of the reason why his views are
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proving uncannily relevant to current debates over multiculturalism, post-
modernism, and the fate of the university.

Still, for Sidgwick the ultimate meaning of education ran deeper than
any canon or curriculum, and reflected his conversational virtues. In line
with recent sentiment, he would have agreed that although it is important
which books one has read, more important still is how one has read
the books. Sidgwickian inquiry, like Socratic inquiry, demanded critical
thinking, not displays of barren erudition or fawning invocations of great
thinkers and great books. As Balfour, who had been his student before
becoming his brother-in-law, observed: “Of all the men I have known he
was the readiest to consider every controversy and every controversialist
on their merits. He never claimed authority; he never sought to impose
his views; he never argued for victory; he never evaded an issue.” In an
afterthought richly suggestive of the tensions in Sidgwick’s life, Balfour
adds: “Whether these are the qualities which best fit their possessor to
found a ‘school’ may well be doubted.” (M 311)

Sidgwick regarded this as the meaning of education, even of culture,
which he rarely missed an opportunity to advance. In a later essay on “The
Pursuit of Culture,” filled with the reflections of a lifetime, he explained
that

since the most essential function of the mind is to think and know, a man of culti-
vated mind must be essentially concerned for knowledge: but it is not knowledge
merely that gives culture. A man may be learned and yet lack culture: for he may
be a pedant, and the characteristic of a pedant is that he has knowledge without
culture. So again, a load of facts retained in the memory, a mass of reasonings got
up merely for examination, these are not, they do not give culture. It is the love of
knowledge, the ardour of scientific curiosity, driving us continually to absorb new
facts and ideas, to make them our own and fit them into the living and growing
system of our thought; and the trained faculty of doing this, the alert and supple
intelligence exercised and continually developed in doing this, — it is in these that
culture essentially lies. (PE 121)

Perhaps, in the end, it was the promotion of culture in this sense that de-
fined Sidgwick’s reformism and his efforts to “elevate and purify” social
life. Like both Mill and Dewey, he had before his mind a vision of an
educating society, not simply an educated society.> But his endeavors
followed a certain pattern. Although, in one capacity or another, he often
found himself participating in the more conventional forms of public and
private address, the one project to which he was unstintingly devoted,
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for which he never seemed to want energy, was the discussion group.
Not only did he always remain faithful to his first and formative such
group, the famous Cambridge Apostles, but he became a mainstay of
any number of other discussion societies as well: the “Grote Club,” the
Eranus, the Metaphysical Society, the Political Economy Club, the Ad
Eundem Society, and Synthetic Society all received years of commitment
from him, and these are only the better known of the groups to which he
lent his skills. Such interaction provided him with his model for critical
inquiry — be it philosophical, theological, or scientific — and thus for both
his academic work and his work for academic reform — for example, his
work for philosophy as an academic discipline, for universities open to
women and extending their resources to all classes, and for a curriculum
less preoccupied with rote learning of the classics and more attuned to
modern methods and topics. Pluralistic and interdisciplinary, drawing
from academic and nonacademic worlds, these were vehicles for cultivating
humanity that went beyond narrow institutional reformism. And the traces
of his participation in these groups are visible in The Methods of Ethics,
even if it was in person that Sidgwick struck others as the true /umen
siccum, or “pure white light.”®

The lure of discussion was always the same: free and open inquiry into
issues of deep concern, usually involving religious or moral questions, and
this as a search for unity in a conflictual world and an antidote to the dogma
and dogmatism of school and church. If the Enlightenment project were
to be realized, it would have to be realized in this context, with the sincere
pursuit of truth and no authority but the better argument. What Sidgwick
brought to these discussions, however, was genuinely exceptional, and
reflective of the character that he brought to his friendships. As his student
and colleague F. W. Maitland put it, in a review of Henry Sidgwick, A
Memoir:

Sidgwick was a wonderful talker; a better I have never heard. . . . Sidgwick’s talk
never became, and never tended to become, a monologue. He seemed at least
as desirous to hear as to be heard, and gave you the impression that he would
rather be led than lead. Even more than the wit and the wisdom, the grace and
the humour, it was the wide range of sympathy that excited admiration when the
talk was over. To see with your eyes, to find interest in your interests, seemed to
be one of his main objects, while he was amusing and instructing and delighting
you. As a compliment that was pleasant; but I cannot think that it was a display
of mere urbanity. Sidgwick genuinely wished to know what all sorts of people
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thought and felt about all sorts of things. His irony never hurt, it was so kindly;
and, of all known forms of wickedness, ‘Sidgwickedness’ was the least wicked.
Good as are the letters in this book, I cannot honestly say that they are as good,
or nearly as good, as their writer’s talk. A letter, being a monologue, cannot
represent just what seemed most to distinguish him from some other brilliant
talkers.”

Maitland allowed that Sidgwick was a “most unegotistical talker, and a
most unegotistical man,” whose singular virtue was “truthfulness.”

Relatives, friends, colleagues, former pupils, acquaintances were all in
agreement about the singular attractiveness of Sidgwick asa conversational
partner: he impressed everyone from Gladstone to Madame Blavatsky.
Again, this did not necessarily refer to his lecture style, which, though
it had the merits of careful, many-sided argument, could be something
of a strain for those not truly engaged with the relevant subject. Many
students found his lecturing admirable — W. R. Sorley called his teaching
“a training in the philosophical temper — in candor, self-criticism, and
regard for truth”® — but even some of the good ones, such as Bertrand
Russell and G. E. Moore, found him dull. Russell observed that Sidgwick
always told precisely one joke per lecture, and that after the suspense
of awaiting its appearance had passed, attention flagged.9 But Russell
would also in due course confess that he and Moore had not given
Sidgwick anything like the respect that he deserved, even as both of
them more or less unconsciously absorbed a great deal of Sidgwick’s
outlook.

According to James Bryce, who knew Sidgwick well and joined him in
many discussion societies:

Sidgwick did not write swiftly or easily, because he weighed carefully everything
he wrote. But his mind was alert and nimble in the highest degree. Thus he
was an admirable talker, seeing in a moment the point of an argument, seizing
on distinctions which others had failed to perceive, suggesting new aspects from
which a question might be regarded, and enlivening every topic by a keen yet
sweet and kindly wit. Wit, seldom allowed to have play in his books, was one of the
characteristics which made his company charming. Its effect was heightened by
a hestation in his speech which often forced him to pause before the critical word
or phrase of the sentence had been reached. When that word or phrase came, it
was sure to be the right one. Though fond of arguing, he was so candid and fair,
admitting all that there was in his opponent’s case, and obviously trying to see
the point from his opponent’s side, that nobody felt annoyed at having come off
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second best, while everybody who cared for good talk went away feeling not only
that he knew more about the matter than he did before, but that he had enjoyed
an intellectual pleasure of a rare and high kind. The keenness of his penetration
was not formidable, because it was joined to an indulgent judgment: the ceaseless
activity of his intellect was softened rather than reduced by the gaiety of his
manner. His talk was conversation, not discourse, for though he naturally became
the centre of nearly every company in which he found himself, he took no more
than his share. It was like the sparkling of a brook whose ripples seem to give out
sunshine. "™

9«

“A first-rate talker,” “a brilliant talker,” “the best talker I ever heard” —
such phrases are littered throughout the reminiscences of Sidgwick. In his
younger days, as an undergraduate and junior Fellow, he was apparently
more aloof, striking some as cold or priggish, with a chilly Socratic wit.
When E. W. H. Myers praised a mediocre religious writer, exclaiming “Of
such is the Kingdom of Heaven!,” Sidgwick sneered, “H-h-h-ave you been
there?”'" And even some of his later friends, such as his prize student and
literary executor E. E. Constance Jones, could paint Sidgwickedness in
this cooler light, complaining that the Memoir failed to catch the “Socratic
irony, that Horatian satire, that malice (in the French, not the English,
sense of the word) which gave a peculiar zest and charm to Sidgwick’s
conversation.”'> When Balfour exclaimed that he would follow the Church
of England through thick and thin, Sidgwick dryly replied that he would
follow it through thin.

On Myers’s account, the reserve and preoccupation of Sidgwick’s
youth, when he was professedly “cased in a bark of selfish habit,” gave
way because “by sheer meditation, by high resolve, he made himself such
as we all know him.”"3 Whether this was quite the case may be doubted —
it rather smacks of the Victorian worship of self-command and character
building. But Myers would come to know Sidgwick very well, as a long-
standing member of the “Sidgwick Group” of psychical researchers. What
is surely correct is that Sidgwick regarded himself as a kind of psycholog-
ical experiment — or “experiment in living,” to use the Millian expression.
He did think of his life in terms of a test of the human potential, of the
possibility of a more sympathetic and conversational culture, one less de-
pendent on orthodox religion. The “New Woman” whom he did so much
to encourage was to be accompanied by a “New Man,” and both would
enter a “New Age.” Such was the distillation of Sidgwick’s quest to solve
the “deepest problems” of human life.
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Tracing the vicissitudes of this experiment, of how Sidgwick became
what he was, is no small task. The multitude of respects in which he re-
mained a creature of his time will become plain enough. Certainly, he
was not immune to talk of character and self-control, or civilization and
progress, or race and rule. And he felt, to varying degrees, the three great
anxieties of modern liberalism. As sketched by Alan Ryan, these are: “fear
of the culturally estranged condition of what has been variously called the
‘underclass,” the ‘unwashed mob,’ the lumpenproletariat, or (by Hegel) the
Pibel . . . unease about ‘disenchantment,’ the loss of a belief that the world
possesses a religious and spiritual meaning . . . [and] fear that the degen-
eration of the French Revolution between 1789 and 1794 into a regime of
pure terrorism was only the harbinger of revolutions to come.”'* These
anxieties have often congealed into something resembling the Platonic
dread of genuine democracy (as apt to degenerate into mob rule, dema-
goguery, etc.) or have resulted in a kind of “self-inflicted wound,” since
liberals “want the emancipation that leads to disenchantment, but want
the process that emancipates us to relocate us in the world as well.”*5 This
last, as we shall see, was what produced the most troubled Sidgwickian
dreams.

Butif Sidgwick felt these anxieties, so did Mill, James, Dewey, and a host
of others whose works remain highly relevant and contested today, and it is
vital to achieve some comparable understanding of just how he negotiated
these matters, so crucial to the development of the public sphere.

Clearly, Sidgwick’s experiment was filled with unresolved tensions. It
was Sidgwick the philosopher who chastened a nephew for dismissing a
scientific heretic for having no claim to be heard: “He asks for attention,
not to his authority, but to his arguments.” An admirable position, but it
was also Sidgwick the philosopher who held that “those who could hope
to advance the study of philosophy, or even could profit by the study, were
few” (M 305). How did he construe the role of the philosopher in the
educating society? What were his hopes for the democratic potential of
the more open, more sympathetic, more utilitarian society of the future?
How might the conversational norms of the private discussion group be
translated into a larger cultural sphere? Between Mill’s belief in a cul-
tural elite or vanguard, the Coleridgean clerisy, and Dewey’s Whitmanian
faith in radical democracy and social intelligence, where does one find
Sidgwick? Did quantity of participation stand in inverse relation to qual-
ity of participation? Was he the apostle of the democratic Socrates, or the
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elitist Plato? Whose voices mattered, and why? And what did all this talk
have to do with utilitarianism?

II. Sidgwick the Apostle

I still think the best motto for a true Metaphysic are those two lines of
Shelley: —
I am the eye with which the Universe
Beholds itself and knows itself divine.
Sidgwick to Roden Noel (M 151)

It is not too much to say that Cambridge University destroyed the
young Henry Sidgwick, and as a result the mature Henry Sidgwick fell in
love with the place. For when Sidgwick arrived at Trinity College in the
autumn of 1855, he was as fortified in Anglican orthodoxy as any young,
rising member of the bourgeoisie could be, thanks in large measure to his
first mentor, Edward White Benson, the future archbishop of Canterbury.
But by the time of his graduation in 1859, wreathed in every possible
honor, he was in a state of religious, moral, and philosophical turmoil
that took ten years to work out — his years, as he explained to Benson, of
“Storm and Stress.” The ongoing crisis culminated in the resignation of
his Fellowship because he could no longer in good conscience subscribe
to the Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of England.

In external respects, his life had been an unbroken success story. As at
Rugby, he distinguished himself in both classics and mathematics, and he
was reading voraciously in literature, poetry, philosophy, political econ-
omy, and many other areas.”® He had won the Bell scholarship in his
second term, and the Craven in 1857, when he was also made a scholar of
Trinity College. In 1858, he added Sir William Browne’s prize for Latin
and Greek epigrams. Although he took both the classical and the mathe-
matical Triposes, he had been advised to focus more heavily on his classics,
which he did. He took a First Class in both and was First Chancellor’s
Medallist, but he was Thirty-third Wrangler in mathematics and Senior
Classic in his chosen study — the very top classical scholar. With surprise
to none, he was elected a Fellow of Trinity College in October of 1859.
His first lectureship was in classics, and it was in that area that his teach-
ing had its beginning, with the normal mix of formal duties and private
tutoring.
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But the most important development in Sidgwick’s life was not quite
so visible to the public eye: it had come in the shape of the Cambridge
Conversazione Society, better known as the Cambridge Apostles. Founded
in 1820 by a number of St. John’s undergraduates — including George
Tomlinson, later bishop of Gibralter — the Society quickly evolved into a
secret, select discussion group for Cambridge’s best and brightest, drawn
primarily from Trinity and King’s. Before Sidgwick’s time, it had had such
notable and influential members as Alfred LLord Tennyson, Arthur Hallam,
Erasmus Darwin, John Frederick Denison Maurice, John Sterling, James
Fitzjames Stephen, Henry Sumner Maine, William George Harcourt,
Richard Monckton Milnes, and Edward Henry Stanley. After Sidgwick’s
active membership, it became perhaps the best-known secret society in
England, celebrated for honing the philosophical abilities of Russell and
Moore and for fortifying the gay propensities of the Bloomsbury set,
especially Keynes and Strachey.'?

Sidgwick found the Society irresistible:

Thave noted the great change that took place about the middle of my undergraduate
time. Up to that point I cannot remember that I had formed any ambition beyond
success in my examinations and the attainment of a Trinity Fellowship; but in the
Michaelmas term of my second year an event occurred which had more effect on
my intellectual life than any one thing that happened to me afterwards: I became a
member of a discussion society — old and possessing historical traditions — which
went by the name of “The Apostles.” A good description of it as it existed in
his time is to be found in the late Dean Merivale’s autobiography. When I joined
it the number of members was not large, and there is an exuberant vitality in
Merivale’s description to which I recall nothing corresponding. But the spirit, I
think, remained the same, and gradually this spirit — at least as I apprehended it —
absorbed and dominated me. I can only describe it as the spirit of the pursuit of
truth with absolute devotion and unreserve by a group of intimate friends who
were perfectly frank with each other, and indulged in any amount of humorous
sarcasm and playful banter, and yet each respects the other, and when he discourses
tries to learn from him and see what he sees. Absolute candour was the only duty
that the tradition of the society enforced. No consistency was demanded with
opinions previously held — truth as we saw it then and there was what we had
to embrace and maintain, and there were no propositions so well established that
an Apostle had not the right to deny or question, if he did so sincerely and not from
mere love of paradox. The gravest subjects were continually debated, but gravity
of treatment, as I have said, was not imposed, though sincerity was. In fact it
was rather a point of the apostolic mind to understand how much suggestion and
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instruction may be derived from what is in form a jest — even in dealing with the
gravest matters.

T'had atfirst been reluctant to enter this society when I was asked to join it. I thought
that a standing weekly engagement for a whole evening would interfere with my
work for my two Triposes. But after I had gradually apprehended the spirit as I
have described it, it came to seem to me that no part of my life at Cambridge was so
real to me as the Saturday evening on which the apostolic debates were held; and
the tie of attachment to the society is much the strongest corporate bond which
I have known in life. I think, then, that my admission into this society and the
enthusiastic way in which I came to idealise it really determined or revealed that
the deepest bent of my nature was towards the life of thought — thought exercised
on the central problems of human life. (M 34—35)

Here, then, against all the forces of Sidgwick’s youth, was a powerful
counterforce: the Saturday evening Apostolic meetings over “whales” (an-
chovy toast), with papers given and discussed by luminaries and friends,
faculty and students, sharing the Apostolic spirit. In this “school of mind
and heart,” as a later Apostle would explain, one “mastered the art of
reconciling by a phrase the most divergent of hypotheses, the most funda-
mentally antagonistic of antinomies” and grew accustomed to differ from
one’s comrades in “nothing but opinion.” Like so many others, Sidgwick,
“upbourne by the ethereal atmosphere of free and audacious enquiry,”
could discover “to his delight that, towards midnight on a Saturday, he
too could soar.”"8

And small wonder, given the intellectual ferment of that time and place.
Sheldon Rothblatt has noted how Sidgwick’s first decade at Cambridge
“coincided with one of the most exciting intellectual periods of the nine-
teenth century, and he was soon completely absorbed in the writings of
Mill; Comte, Spencer, Strauss, Renan, Carlyle, Matthew Arnold, George
Eliot and Darwin, wandering freely from biological science to biblical
scholarship, ethics and problems of proof.”"9 Of course, the ferment was
sometimes quite foul-smelling, especially in the aftermath of the Indian
Mutiny of 1857, when racist pseudoscience increasingly entered the de-
bates. And the overly orthodox young Sidgwick was not always as receptive
as he should have been to such things as, say, Mill’s case against the sub-
jection of women.>®

By Sidgwick’s day, the Apostles were not just a model for the life of
the mind. Members were elected for life, and even after they became
“Angels,” ceasing to participate on a regular weekly basis, they often
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maintained strong ties to the Society and its past and present members —
a habit encouraged by the Society’s annual dinner, at which old and new
“Brethren” had a chance to meet and mingle. Indeed, the Society was
caught up in the London literary scene, via such means as the brief interest
of Sterling and Maurice in the literary paper the Athenacum, and it would
be increasingly active, behind the scenes, in various reform movements,
particularly in education. Thus, it provided a powerful support group
for its members, support that would be of special value to those seeking
academic careers. As later chapters will show, the Society was, in effect,
a powerful tool for challenging the Church of England’s domination of
education.

Election to the Apostles was no little accomplishment, even for someone
like Sidgwick, who seemed the virtual embodiment of the virtues of the
rising middle and professional class. But surpassing expectations was a
habit of his. The son of an Anglican clergyman of modest means, Henry’s
entire life fell within the reign of Queen Victoria, but by the end of it
he was about as well connected as any nonaristocrat could be. His two
brothers, William and Arthur, would both become Oxford classicists, and
his sister Mary would wind up marrying Benson and living in Lambeth
Palace. The upward trajectory of the family, courtesy of Rugby, Oxbridge,
and the church, was spectacular. And this is not to mention his future
brothers-in-law Arthur Balfour and Lord Rayleigh, the latter of whom
would win the Nobel Prize for discovering argon. Thus, Sidgwick found
himself belonging to some of the most influential cultural and political
circles in England, at a time when England was the greatest imperial
power on earth.

Yet if the Sidgwicks ended up on a lofty plateau of cultural accomplish-
ment, their path was not untypical, inauspicious as the beginnings may
seem. Henry set out like many a middle-class clergyman’s son; he simply
went further.

What little is known of Sidgwick’s early life has mostly been reported
in the Memoir.*" He was the son of Mary Crofts and the Rev. William
Sidgwick, who at the time of Henry’s birth, on May 31, 1838, was head-
master of the grammar school at Skipton, near .eeds in Yorkshire. William
Sidgwick’s father was another William; he had arrived in Skipton from
Leeds in 1784 and owned a water-powered cotton-spinning mill, a busi-
ness most of his sons followed him in. But it is hard to go much fur-
ther back. In the Memoir, Sidgwick records a visit to the “Raikes,” his
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uncle Robert’s house in Skipton, and the light this shed on the Sidgwick
genealogy:

My uncle is still meditating the problem of our genealogy; he gave me a copy of
the stamp which the tobacconist at Leeds — believed to be ‘Honest James’ and my
great-great-grandfather — used for his packets of Virginia. But we do not seem
able to trace back the tobacconist to our ancestral hill-valley on the Cumbrian
border. So we must be content to begin with Tobacco. One might start from a
worse thing. (M 423)

The allusion here is to “a persistent tradition in the family that they had
originally migrated from Dent, a picturesque dale in the far north-west
of the county.... At Dent there have been for the last four centuries at
least, as the parish registers show, ‘sidesmen’ (or small farmers owning
their own land) of the name of Sidgwick or Sidgswick. The only one of
the clan who was at all widely known was Adam Sedgwick of Cambridge.”
(M 1)** The altered spelling of the name of the famous geologist and
philosopher was apparently an error from the mid eighteenth century. At
any rate, as one of Henry’s American obituaries would note, the “district
will best be recognized by Americans as the Bronté€ country, and Sidgwick’s
family were ‘dalesmen,’ —an acute, hard-headed, and never-tiring race.”*3
But in some of his correspondence, Sidgwick would remark on how his
own family afforded many excellent examples of the problem of finding
appropriate employment for solid but not terribly ambitious middle-class
types.

Henry’s father did not go into the cotton-spinning business, but was
sent to Trinity College, Cambridge, graduating in 1829. The Memoir re-
ports that after his graduation, he apparently made a grand tour of the
Continent, and that he counted among his friends W. M. Thackeray and
Perronet Thompson, the second of whom would figure in the develop-
ment of utilitarianism. Sidgwick’s mother, Mary Crofts, had come from
East Riding, Yorkshire. She had been orphaned at an early age and had
been raised, along with three brothers and two sisters, by her bachelor
uncle, the Rev. William Carr, whose family had for generations held the
living at Bolton Abbey. She married William Sidgwick in 1833.

Henry’s older brother, William Carr Sidgwick, had been born in 1834,
but the next two siblings, Henrietta Rose and Edward Plunket, both died in
childhood, despite efforts to relocate to healthier environs. The boy died
in 1840, and the girl in 1841, not long after the death of the father, when
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Henry was only three. This was an alarming and quick succession of losses,
and it must have left a painful mark on the family. Perhaps Henry was seeing
ghosts from a very early age. At any rate, even his earliest correspondence
would refer to his “ghost-seeing” tendencies, and he would always have
members of his family collect ghost stories for him.

He was not of particularly robust health himself. Though not exactly
unhealthy, he was never positively athletic or vigorous, and was vari-
ously plagued over the course of his life by hay fever, stuttering, insom-
nia, depression, impotence, and dyspepsia, with one very serious bout
of this last as a Cambridge undergraduate, when he seemed near death.
As a five-year-old he was forced on doctor’s orders to give up chess be-
cause the game was said to “overexcite” him, possibly contributing to
his later stammer (though as an adult he continued to enjoy playing).
In all, though Sidgwick’s body would be a source of physical and meta-
physical consternation to him for his entire life, he managed to com-
pensate for many of his infirmities, and as an adult pursued serious
walking, jogging (fully clothed, and through the middle of Cambridge),
lawn tennis, and garden golf. These concessions to health were some-
what compromised by a sedentary, academic lifestyle and an addiction to
cigarettes.

With William, Henry, and the two younger siblings, Arthur and Mary,
it was a fairly full Sidgwick household that in 1844 settled in Redland,
on the outskirts of Bristol. Mary Sidgwick built a happy and comfortable
life for them, though no doubt their impressive upward trajectory was
smoothed by the prosperity and proximity of the larger family. In 1873,
upon hearing of the death of his uncle, J. B. Sidgwick, Henry wrote to
his mother: “I was much startled and grieved, having no idea that he was
in any danger. I remember well the last time that I saw him at the mill,
little thinking that it was the last time. [ seem to remember all my childish
feelings about him as the Head of the family, and it makes me sad to think
that I shall never see his fine impressive old face again.” (M 279)

Once the family was settled, Henry proved to be a rather precocious
child, with marked Apostolic tendencies:

After the move to Redland the boy lived at home for four years under a gov-
erness (Miss Green), with Latin lessons from his mother, and then for two
years more he went to a day school in Bristol known as the Bishop’s College. . . .
The younger brother and sister remember chiefly the earlier years, when Henry
was the inventive genius of the nursery. Nearly all the games which the three
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children most relished were either devised by him, or greatly improved by his
additions, and amongst them was a special language whereby the children be-
lieved they might safely discuss their secrets in the presence of the cold world
of elders. The tedium of Sunday, when games (unless constructively religious)
were forbidden, was beguiled, under his direction, not only by an extended sec-
ular use of the animals of Noah’s ark, but for a while by the preaching of actual
sermons written with all seriousness, on which the children bestowed remarkable
pains. (M 4)

This inventiveness was in fact kept up in later life. A mysterious
piece entitled “The Ural Mountains: A New Parlour Game” appeared
in Macmillan’s Magazine in early 1862, signed with the initials E.E.B. and
H.S. It described a game in which one person would be elected judge and
the rest of the company would be divided into two sides, each side electing
a captain. “The game is begun by the captains, one of whom accuses the
other of some imaginary crime, — the more absurd the better. He is then
subject to an examination from his antagonist as to the circumstances of
the charge, his means of knowing it, the supposed motives, and anything
in heaven or earth that may be considered to be in any way connected with
it.”?4 The interrogation and counterinterrogation are carried on by each
team member in turn, each being responsible for elaborating the charge or
defense in a consistent way. Any inconsistencies are challenged as “blots”
and referred to the judge; the side that ends up with the fewest blots wins.

In a letter to his close friend Graham Dakyns from March of 1862,
Sidgwick explains that he had nothing to do with the Macmillan’s article,
though he “assuredly” did invent the game. His close friend and fellow
Apostle Earnest Bowen was the one responsible for the published account,
though Bowen apparently thought it right to give Sidgwick his share of the
credit. Such inventiveness and creativity were also evident in Sidgwick’s
talent for improvising stories for children, who generally liked him, and in
this connection it is also important to note his love of poetry as a creative
outlet. According to the Memoir, although Sidgwick published only a few
of his poems, “he had in his early years, like many others, higher hopes
and ambitions in this line” (M 64).%5

In 1850, Sidgwick was sent off to a school in Blackheath, run by the
Thucydides scholar H. Dale, where his brother William was also a student.
William later recalled “the gaiety and vivacity of his disposition, which
made him a general favourite,” the “unusual cleverness which he showed
from the first in his studies,” and his nearly being killed by an accidental
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blow from a golf club (M 5). But the school closed the following year, and
after a brief return to the Bristol day school, Henry was off to Rugby —
a somewhat surprising development, since his father “had always held
the strongest objections to the old public schools, from a rooted belief in
their low moral tone” (M 6). His view, however accurate, had been formed
before Thomas Arnold’s reformism improved the reputation of Rugby,
producing the image of it as inspiring in students a high sense of duty and
social responsibility.2®

Sidgwick made many lifelong friends at Rugby — most notably Henry
Graham Dakyns, Charles Bowen, T. H. Green, F. E. Kitchener, Charles
Bernard, and C. H. Tawney — and he succeeded brilliantly in his studies,
working mainly under the classical scholars Charles Evans and Thomas
Evans. Bowen would later produce a charming and vivid reminiscence of
the young Sidgwick that serves as something of a corrective to Myers’s
recollections:

[Wlithin his first few years after leaving school there were but few branches of
knowledge and of human interest into which he had not plunged, and in many
with good results. Perhaps I should except the world of sport, which he regarded
not indeed for a moment with contempt, but with an amused and large-hearted
tolerance quite his own. In intellectual matters I should put down, as his first and
supreme characteristic, candour. It seemed to me then, as it does now, something
morally beautiful and surprising; it dominated and coloured his other great qual-
ities, those of subtlety, memory, boldness, and the tolerance of which I have just
spoken was in the next degree his most striking attribute. Perhaps pure laziness
was the shortcoming for which he had least sympathy; but he seemed to make,
as a very great mind does, allowances for everything; he was considerate and
large-hearted because he saw so much.

A younger generation cannot well realise how bright and cheerful a companion
he was in early years. In the spring of life he could be versatile and gay with the
rest: abundant in quiet humour: not boisterous, as many or most, but full of playful
thoughts and ready for the mirthful side of things as well as the serious. He was
small and not very strong; I doubt whether he excelled in any physical game, but
he could walk fairly, and I have a delightful recollection of a short knapsack tour
that we had together in South Wales.?”

The decision to allow Henry, and then Arthur, to attend Rugby was by
all accounts the result of a new force in the Sidgwick household: Benson.
Benson was actually a cousin of the Rev. William Sidgwick, and another
product of Cambridge. In 1850, when still an undergraduate, he had been
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stunned by the unexpected deaths of his mother and older sister, which
turn of events left him in charge of the family, which he in turn discovered
had not been provided for. Relief came from friends and relatives, among
them Mary Sidgwick, and Benson formed a close bond with her fam-
ily. Shortly after persuading her that Rugby under E. M. Goulburn had
undergone a great improvement in morals, and that Henry could safely
attend, Benson himself was offered a mastership there, so that he and
Henry headed to Rugby together. Benson would become, in succession,
Sidgwick’s first mentor, his occasional teacher, his brother-in-law, and, ul-
timately, archbishop. He nurtured Henry from the start, especially during
some unhappy times at Rugby, and the mentoring was made all the more
complete after June of 1853, when Mary Sidgwick moved the family to
the “Blue House” on Newbold Road in Rugby. For the next two years,
Sidgwick could live at home, thus avoiding the “low morals” associated
with school life, and Benson also came to live there, with the result that
their contact was greater than ever. In Sidgwick’s words, “through his
talk in home life, his readings aloud, etc., his advice and stimulus abun-
dantly given #éte-a-téte, his intellectual influence over me was completely
maintained.”?® All other influences paled beside that of Benson: “The
points in which Sidgwick differed from other boys — his unusual ability
and intellectual curiosity, his passion for reading, and his lack of interest
or aptitude for some of the more active pursuits of the ordinary boy — all
tended to make natural the close tie with one only a few years older, to
whom he owed much, whom he deeply admired, and whom it was his
strong ambition and hope, at this time, to follow and resemble” (M 15).
As he wrote to his sister, Mary:

No one knows, my dearest Minnie, I do not think even you could tell, what Edward
has been to me — it is not merely that he has been my hero ever since I knew him,
and that my hero-worship of him has grown even as my admiration for goodness
& beauty & truth has grown — it is not merely that he has come to be as one of
ourselves, a sharer of the firm & deep household affection that nothing else can
ever resemble — a deeper debt still than these and more than I can tell you now I
owe him. There is only one bond that could knit him closer to us, and I need not
say what that one is.?9

Henry was close to his sister, and to his younger brother Arthur, and
would forever be dispensing elder brotherly advice to them. The bond
referred to in this letter was of course the marital one, but it must be said
that, to judge from Mother, the memoir of Mary Benson assembled by
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her son Fred, this bit of brotherly advice may have reflected an excessive
deference to the hero rather than to his sister’s interests. Mary’s gentle
and sympathetic nature was fairly quashed by her marriage to the much
older Benson, who had apparently decided that Mary was to be his wife
long before Mary herself was mature enough to so much as consider the
matter in a serious way. The marriage was not a happy one, and Mary,
who was often depressed, and even suffered something of a breakdown,
apparently found some relief from her autocratic husband in intimate
female friendships.3°

What was the precise content of Benson’s influence on Henry? Decid-
edly non-Apostolic. The model that Benson afforded Sidgwick was one
that, after having first thoroughly assimilated it, would serve as the ob-
ject of rebellion for him for the rest of his life. Benson was a moderate
High Churchman, with few genuinely liberalizing tendencies. With later
hindsight, Sidgwick would describe his position thus:

For him, the only hope of effective and complete social reform lay in the increased
vitality and increased influence of the Christian Church: useful work might be
done by those outside — his recognition of the value of such work was always ample
and cordial — but it could only be of limited and partial utility. The healing of the
nations could only come from one source; and any social science that failed to
recognize this must be proceeding on a wrong track. And the struggle for perfect
impartiality of view, which seemed to me an imperative duty, presented itself to
him — as I came to understand — as a perverse and futile effort to get rid of the
inevitable conditions of intellectual and spiritual life. I remember he once said to
me in those years that my generation seemed to be possessed by an insane desire
to jump off its own shadow: but the image was not adequate, for in the spiritual
region he regarded the effort to get rid of the bias given by early training and
unconsciously imbibed tradition, as not only futile but profoundly dangerous.

I do not mean that he failed to do justice to the motives of free-thinkers. Even in the
sixties — when it was not uncommon for orthodox persons to hint, or even openly
say, that no man could fail to admit the overwhelming evidence for Christianity,
unless his reason was perverted by carnal appetites or wordly ambitions — I never
remember his uttering a word of this kind: and I remember many instances of his
cordial recognition of the disinterested aims and moral rectitude of particular free-
thinkers. Still, the paralysis of religious life, naturally resulting from the systematic
and prolonged maintenance of this attitude of ‘unbiassed’ inquiry, seemed to him
fraught with the gravest spiritual perils; however well-intentioned in its origin, it
could hardly fail to be seconded by the baser elements of human nature, the flesh
desiring to shake off the yoke of the spirit.3'
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Of course, such insights and distance were a Cambridge development,
and could hardly have been manifest in the years when Benson was
Sidgwick’s ego ideal, providing the (male) intellectual and moral guidance
that had been missing from his home life. Benson provided the willing,
earnest pupil, and the “extraordinary intellectual diet” of Cambridge pro-
vided the conflict. As Rothblatt explains, the Apostles must have “both
stimulated and depressed” Sidgwick, “since the questions raised by his
reading could never be purely academic. Rugby had sent him into the
world to be useful, but as he turned over in his mind the implica-
tions of higher criticism, neo-epicureanism, positivism and Darwinian
science, little seemed left of the Rugby world of service, responsibility and
certainty.”3* The Apostles were no respecters of orthodoxy. At the least,
what they tended to seek was some ideal union of Jesus and Socrates. The
conflict was complete; the whole manner of conversation was in contrast.
As Sidgwick perceptively observed of Benson:

I think he had little taste for arguing out methodically points of fundamental
disagreement where the issues were large and vital. At any rate I think he would
rather do this with comparative strangers than with intimate friends: in the case
of the latter, the sense of profound divergence, which such discussions inevitably
intensify, was painful to him. The disposition to avoid such discussions was,
indeed, only the negative side of the sympathetic quality that constituted the
peculiar charm of his conversation, — the quickness and tact with which he found
topics on which his interlocutor’s mind was in general harmony with his own, and
the spontaneous buoyancy and force of sympathy with which he threw himself
into full and frank discussion of these topics.33

Any such attitude was in marked contrast to the Apostolic demand for
sympathetic intimacy and truth, for the conversation that put everything
on the line. Consequently, and not surprisingly, Benson could be of little
intellectual help to Sidgwick during his years of religious doubt. The most
intimate friends of Sidgwick’s adult life would also be, in Apostolic fashion,
the mostintellectually significantand demanding ones. Admirably, his wife
would count among them.

Ironically enough, Benson himself would set Sidgwick on the very path
that would lead to their doctrinal — though never personal — alienation
from each other. With Benson’s aid, Sidgwick’s Rugby career flourished.
Goulburn wanted him to try for the Balliol scholarship, for which promis-
ing Rugby students traditionally competed. But Sidgwick knew that
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Benson, without directly saying as much, wanted him to go to his own
Cambridge. Even an unexpressed Benson wish was sufficient, of course,
and in October of 1855, Sidgwick began his life at Trinity College. Until
the year 1900, when the cancer that would end his life forced him to resign,
he would be present there every single term save one.

III. Little Systems

Our little systems have their day;

They have their day and cease to be:

They are but broken lights of thee,

And thou, O Lord, are more than they.
Alfred Lord Tennyson,
In Memoriam

Sidgwick tells another story about his Cambridge self-creation, in ad-
dition to the one about joining the Apostles. It was not a whimsical letter
to Minnie in which he recounted how “he had always been rather a selfish
being,” until in 1857 he was taken seriously ill: “Suddenly my attention
was concentrated on My Digestion.” With this, he realized how selfish he
was, meaning not that he was absorbed in his “own pleasures and pains,”
but in his “own notions and dreams.” At first he tried to shape himself
directly, “by conscientious struggles, efforts of Will,” but eventually he
came to a very Millian insight about the indirect pursuit of happiness,
realizing that direct effort “does not answer for an invalid; one has not to
fight oneself in open battles, but to circumvent oneself by quietly encour-
aging all the various interests that take one out of self.” And for him, “the
great artifice was the direct and sympathetic observation of others. I used
to try and think how they were feeling, and sometimes to prophesy what
they would say. I think most of my little knowledge of my fellow-creatures
comes from that period of my life.” (M 271)

That Sidgwick’s indigestion may have thus contributed to his Apostolic
conversational abilities may seem a silly, low-minded gloss on such high-
minded activity, but the significance of such invalidism — or of the body
generally — cannot be lightly dismissed.3* Recall Maitland’s observation
that Sidgwick’s “range of sympathy was astonishingly wide. He seemed
to delight in divining what other people were thinking, or were about to
think, in order that he might bring his mind near to theirs, learn from
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them what could be learnt, and then, if argument was desirable, argue at
close quarters.”35

As will become increasingly evident, Sidgwick’s construction of the
fleshly body in relation to sympathetic understanding played an exceed-
ingly important role in his religious, ethical, and parapsychological strug-
gles. Some would also try to situate this obsession with figurative and
literal forms of telepathic empathizing, mingling of minds, and so on, in
the context of the fascination with mesmerism that first became marked
during the earlier Victorian period, and that itself represented a response
to anxiety over social conflict and the growth of democracy, with new forms
of political leadership seeking to understand and achieve crowd control
and consensus in novel ways.3® This line of interpretation, not heretofore
developed in connection with Sidgwick, will be more fully addressed in
Chapter 35, but it is suggestive of just how emblematic of social currents
the seemingly more eccentric side of Sidgwickian sympathy may actually
have been, of just how much his parapsychological interests reflected what
was “in the air.”

Moreover, Sidgwick’s friendship with John Addington Symonds, the
source of some of the most intense intellectual and emotional exchanges
of his life, was very much shaped by Symonds’s chronic invalidism and
the way this affected his philosophical outlook. Symonds shared many
of Sidgwick’s interests, especially in forms of depth psychology, and his
own explorations of Platonic eros provided further forms of struggle with
bodily existence and how it related to the intimacy of minds. Sidgwick
was positively robust compared to Symonds, and in the only times he ever
experienced anything close to Symonds’s tubercular physical weakness
were during this undergraduate bout and in the last months of his life.

It appears that he did make the most of such experiences. Evident
in the foregoing remarks is the struggle with egoism and the body, via
sympathetic talk, that would color the rest of his life, especially during
his times of intellectual crisis. His diary and commonplace book, from his
early years at Cambridge, are filled with records of his battle with self and
flesh. Consider this earnest prayer, recorded in his diary:

Before the Sacrament. I confess my errors to
Jesus Christ in whom I humbly hope & pray
that I believe with a saving faith —

1. My selfishness — This I feel is my great evil
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combined with my self-consciousness & my
occasional reactionary asceticism it leads to
acts of great folly as well as wrong-doing.

O God deliver me from this make it

my sole aim primarily to do thy will,
secondarily to further my own health

& self-improvement intellectually morally
& physically; but always relatively if

not subordinately to the welfare of

others — give me a complete devotion

to Jesus Christ & a desire to imitate

him in his utter abandonment of self

in the cause of those whose nature He

took — grant me to realize so as to

feel these great realities; that I may

not merely prate about but acknowledge
from my heart the superiority of heavenly things
to earthly.

2. Pride of Intellect — O God grant me neither
to exalt too high nor to despise this
gloriously capable part of my nature.37

The “reactionary asceticism” leading to “acts of great folly as well as
wrong-doing” was apparently quite real, and this may be a reference back
to his earlier abstemiousness, his habit of drinking only water, which his
physicians claimed contributed to his digestive problem. But his somewhat
compulsive battling with his own constitution took other forms as well,
such as his efforts to overcome his insomnia and stammering.3® Indeed, it
is intriguing that his celebrated conversation involved just such a struggle
on the very surface, as it were, in that he was often complimented for
deploying his stammer to enhance the effect of his wit, turning a kind of
physical resistance into a triumph of intellect. As he wrote to Dakyns, in
August of 1864, “Strive not to let your spirit be clouded by your flesh: in
every disease this is the worst danger. I mean what is called hypochondria,
the state when one’s thoughts are enslaved to one’s clay.”39 It is not at all
far-fetched to read these things as symptomatic portents or manifestations
of the battles against materialism characteristic of his parapsychology and
his own self-experimentation. But then, one had to watch out for the
intellect as well.
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It should be remarked that Sidgwick apparently had quite extraordi-
nary powers of mental concentration, no doubt related to that absorption
in thought that often kept him from recognizing friends and acquaintances
when he passed them in the street. Oscar Browning recorded his obser-
vations of Sidgwick during the University Scholarship exam, noting how
while everyone else was scribbling away at their Latin verses, Sidgwick
simply sat there motionlessly meditating for nearly the entire period. With
only minutes to go, he came out of his spell and wrote out his entire exam
perfectly.*°

Absorption in self and pride of intellect — such were the sins of the
young Sidgwick. And sins they were, to his mind, even after the influence
of Benson started to fade. The commonplace book records:

ButI desire only studies that however abstractin . . . reasonings have for their end
human happiness. Thus Political Economy to make men happier and better en
masse: Theology, to know, not what conduces to my eternal weal, but to our &c.
The strongest conviction I have is a belief in what Comte calls “altruisme”: the
cardinal doctrine, it seems to me, of Jesus of Nazareth. I do not penetrate into my
innermost feelings: it may be that my philanthropy has it’s root in selfishness: I
may be convinced that the only means of securing my own happiness is to pursue
that of my fellow-creatures: but surely if this profound and enlightened selfishness
be a vice, and I sometimes fear that it is, in me, no better regimen could be applied
to it than that suggested by itself, namely, devotion to Society. Whether Comtist
or not I feel as if I never should swerve from my cardinal maxim, wh is also his
“L’amour pur principe. Le progres pour but.”+'

Such remarks, linking Christianity to Comte, should suggest the thor-
oughly religious context (even without Benson) of Sidgwick’s early dab-
blings with utilitarianism. His reluctance to penetrate his innermost feel-
ings was not at all like that of the eighteenth-century skeptics —say, Hume,
whoasked, “Why rake into those corners of nature which spread a nuisance
all around?” Nor, at this early stage, did he show any great confidence in
Bentham’s artificial harmony of interests, as so often construed, however
misleadingly, as simply a matter-of-fact acceptance of the prevalence of
self-interested motives. Even in his later sympathy with Bentham, he was
apt to regard the prevalence of self-interest as akin to the prevalence of sin,
something that had to be recognized and dealt with realistically, though
certainly not applauded. He was bent on disciplining himself to altruism,
always suspecting, however, that his deeper nature could be betraying him.
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His consolation was that perhaps he could satisfy his true self by altruistic
action.

And of course, the truth is that Sidgwick did seek to penetrate his in-
nermost feelings, and his gloriously capable intellect was largely employed
in doing precisely that. After all, that was his Apostolic quest. Again, al-
though during his first year or so at Cambridge he was still under Benson’s
sway, the next year saw him “fall under different influences, which went
on increasing” until he was “definitely enlisted as an ‘Academic Liberal.””
And it was the “rapidity and completeness of his transfer of allegiances”
that would later strike him, and the way in which it was effected by groups
like the Apostles and by his own independent studies, rather than by his
formal schooling, about which he hardly ever spoke with any enthusiasm
(rather the opposite). But the transformation was not like that of, say,
Bertrand Russell, who would speedily abandon the religion of his youth
under similar Apostolic circumstances, but then turn a scornful eye on
the entire Christian tradition. Sidgwick would always regard insouciant
atheism or agnosticism as shallow, insensitive to the religious experience
and the demands of the human heart.

Sidgwick’s account of his transition is of the first importance, and neatly
outlines the different sides of his quest.

To explain more precisely the ‘contrast’ of which I have spoken, I will begin by
sketching briefly the ideal which, under the influence primarily of J. S. Mill, but
partly of Comte seen through Mill’s spectacles, gradually became dominant in
my mind in the early sixties: —I say ‘in my mind,’ but you will understand that it
was largely derived from intercourse with others of my generation, and that at the
time it seemed to me the only possible ideal for all adequately enlightened minds.
It had two aspects, one social and the other philosophical or theological. What we
aimed at from a social point of view was a complete revision of human relations,
political, moral and economic, in the light of science directed by comprehensive
and impartial sympathy; and an unsparing reform of whatever, in the judgment of
science, was pronounced to be not conducive to the general happiness. This social
science must of course have historical knowledge as a basis: but, being science, it
must regard the unscientific beliefs, moral or political, of past ages as altogether
wrong, — at least in respect of the method of their attainment, and the grounds
on which they were accepted. History, in short, was conceived as supplying the
material on which we had to work, but not the ideal which we aimed at realizing;
except so far as history properly understood showed that the time had come for
the scientific treatment of political and moral problems.
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As regards theology, those with whom I sympathised had no close agreement in
conclusions, — their views varied from pure positivism to the ‘Neochristianity’ of
the Essayists and Reviewers: and my own opinions were for many years unsettled
and widely fluctuating. What was fixed and unalterable and accepted by us all was
the necessity and duty of examining the evidence for historical Christianity with
strict scientific impartiality; placing ourselves as far as possible outside traditional
sentiments and opinions, and endeavouring to weigh the pros and cons on all
theological questions as a duly instructed rational being from another planet — or
let us say from China — would naturally weigh them.*

This account comports well with the better-known one affixed to the
sixth edition of the Methods, in which Sidgwick alludes to the suffocating
orthodoxy of both Benson and the formal Cambridge curriculum: “My
first adhesion to a definite Ethical system was to the Utilitarianism of Mill:
I found in this relief from the apparently external and arbitrary pressure
of moral rules which I had been educated to obey, and which presented
themselves to me as to some extent doubtful and confused; and some-
times, even when clear, as merely dogmatic, unreasoned, incoherent.”
(ME xvii) But it also indicates the larger historical currents that Sidgwick
was caught up in. Utilitarianism was but one possible form for this en-
thusiasm, and it did not in itself define the complex of religious questions
and controversies, the general innovativeness, of the era. In fact, as will
be shown, it did not represent the direction of the times at all, but was
in some respects a more old-fashioned creed. The academic liberals were
a much more diverse and divided group than the term “Millian” would
suggest.

The academic liberals of these years, the many university figures who
went in for reformism and public service, certainly cherished ambitious
hopes for the revamping of all that was sectarian, and they expected to play
a leading role in preparing the nation for greater democratization, better
and broader education, increased professionalization, and more progres-
sive, less superstitious and dogmatic forms of worship and morality. The
Apostles were of course much identified with this movement, as were sev-
eral other vanguard groups around Oxbridge, though as a movement it
could shelter philosophies as diverse as Sidgwick’s utilitarianism, Huxley’s
Darwinism, T. H. Green’s idealism, and the Oxford Hellenism of Pater
and the early Symonds.

Theologically, the Essays and Reviews proved to be a turning point, when
published in 1860. The book was a collection of critical and latitudinarian
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or Broad Church pieces, designed to encourage open discussion of biblical
questions by figures of eminence — Benjamin Jowett, Frederick Temple,
Baden Powell, Mark Pattison, H. B. Wilson, Rowland Williams, and C. W.
Goodwin. Of these, only Goodwin, of Cambridge, was a layperson. The
heated controversy that followed its appearance predictably pointed up
the differences that now existed between Sidgwick and Benson. Sidgwick
was disgusted by the reaction of the church and sent a harsh letter to the
Times, stating: “What we all want is, briefly, not a condemnation, but a
refutation. The age when ecclesiastical censures were sufficient in such
cases has passed away. . .. For philosophy and history alike have taught
them [the laity] to seek not what is ‘safe,” but what is true.” (M 64—
65) This was what Benson had in mind when he complained about the
insane desire to jump off one’s own shadow. Some years later, after the
book had been condemned by the Convocation of Canterbury, Benson
would defend the promotion of Temple to the see of Exeter, but he would
do so on the grounds that Temple did not share the views of the other
contributors.

To seek not what is safe but what is true, and to do so with strict
scientific impartiality, even on questions of religion and morality — these
were convictions that Sidgwick absorbed as his own, the convictions of
his generation. How could one go out, in good Rugby fashion, to do one’s
Duty, when all was doubtful, even Duty itself?

The content of Sidgwick’s theological transformation will be addressed
in subsequent chapters. First, however, it is necessary to consider at greater
length a more fundamental transformation, the transformation reverber-
ating throughout Sidgwick’s talk about talk and self-creation — namely, his
Apostolic vision of the pursuit of truth. This is the key to his theological
and ethical development, and even to his talk itself. However playful the
Apostolic banter may have been, it had a very real effect on Sidgwick and
the growth of his utilitarian orientation. Lurking within his utilitarianism,
one always finds a poetic Apostolic soul.

IV. Pursuit of Truth

Truth, I hold, not to be that which every man troweth, but to be that which lies
at the bottom of all men’s trowings, that in which these trowings have their only
meeting point.

Frederick Denison Maurice, in Towards Unity
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Now, though there were different roads to this end, and though each teacher
believed himself, and induced his disciples to believe, that his was the shortest,
yet one method was common to them all; all sought to acquire power by means of
words. The mastery over words was the great art which the Athenian youth was
to cultivate; his own feelings, and an observation of what was passing every day
in his city, told him that there was a charm and fascination in these which the
physical force of an Oriental tyrant might vainly try to compete with. It seems to
have been the first observation of Socrates when he began earnestly to meditate
on the condition of his countrymen, that in this case, as in most others, the tyrants
were slaves; that those who wished to rule the world by the help of words were
themselves in the most ignominious bondage to words. The wish to break this
spell seems to have taken strong possession of his mind. ... As he reflected, he
began more and more clearly to perceive that words, besides being the instruments
by which we govern others, are means by which we may become acquainted with
ourselves.

Frederick Denison Maurice, Moral and Metaphysical Philosophy*3

Important as it surely is to understand the Benthamite and Millian influ-
ences on Sidgwick, it should be clear, by this point, that it is more important
still to understand the influence of the Apostles on him, since they were
the ones who liberated his mind in the first place, kindling his passion
for truth, for the life of thought, for mastering the “deepest problems of
human life.” But to understand the Apostles, one must begin by shedding
light on the mysterious figure of F. D. Maurice, a man who, though vir-
tually unread today, was a gigantic force during the Victorian period and
in many ways stood behind both Sidgwick and Mill, as a powerful voice
pleading the limitations of utilitarianism.

John Frederick Denison Maurice was Apostle number thirty, vetted in
1823. But as Arthur Hallam would write to his Oxford friend Gladstone,
the effect that Maurice “has produced on the minds of many at Cambridge
by the single creation of that society, the Apostles, (for the spirit though
not the form was created by him) is far greater than I can dare to calcu-
late, and will be felt both directly and indirectly in the age that is before
us.”# Tennyson, too, admired Maurice, making him godfather of his own
son (named after Hallam), and Maurice would in turn establish the long
Apostolic tradition of worshipping the Tennyson and Arthur Hallam
relationship, at the heart of In Memoriam.

Born in 1805, Maurice was the son of a very liberal-minded Unitarian
clergyman, and it has often been suggested that his lifelong opposition
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to doctrinaire religion and admiration of the search for unity in practical
ethical conduct was the result of witnessing his happy family life torn
apart by the conversion of his mother and older sisters to Calvinism. In
any event, his liberal Unitarian background certainly had an enduring
effect on him, even after his conversion to Anglicanism.

After an unusual undergraduate career at both Cambridge and (fol-
lowing a journalistic stint in London) Oxford, when his religious het-
erodoxy had pushed him in directions allowing him to avoid subscrip-
tion, he eventually quelled his doubts sufficiently to be ordained and
became chaplain of Guy’s Hospital and Lincoln’s Inn, and then a pro-
fessor of English literature, later theology, at King’s College, L.ondon. His
reluctance to believe that a benevolent God could decree eternal damna-
tion in any literal sense led to his dismissal from King’s in 1853, but
he had nonetheless become one of the most influential Broad Church
theologians of the day, a founding father of Christian Socialism, and a
champion, like Mill, of higher education for women. In 1866, after the
death of John Grote, he would return to Cambridge as the Knightbridge
Professor.

Quite prolific, Maurice published such works as The Kingdom of Christ
(1838), Theological Essays (1853), and a novel, Eustace Conway (1834).
It was he who would directly or indirectly lead a number of younger-
generation Apostles — including Apostle number 138, Sidgwick — into
involvement with such causes as the Working Men’s Colleges and women’s
higher education. Sidgwick knew Maurice personally from the annual
Apostolic dinners, which Maurice always attended, and, after the latter’s
return to Cambridge, from their joint participation in the “Grote club,” the
philosophical discussion group for dons that had originally metat the home
of the previous Knightbridge Professor, John Grote.#> Sidgwick in fact
drew the elder Maurice into the club, at a time when the former’s struggles
with subscription were coming to resemble those of the latter’s earlier
self. The Memoir records how he would stimulate his older colleague’s
recollections of “English social and political life in the thirties, forties, and
fifties” (M 137).40

But Maurice’s influence was more encompassing, vaster, than such
concrete institutional connections would suggest. His work, like Mill’s,
spanned the transition from the age of the First Reform Bill and the
bourgeois reformism of the Benthamites and Whigs against the Tories,
through the radical working-class protests of the Chartists, all the
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way into the era of the Second Reform Bill and the dominance of
Gladstone’s Liberal Party. The means by which he navigated these de-
mands for greater democracy were bound to appeal to certain kinds of
academic liberals. As Richter has observed of Sidgwick’s friend T. H.
Green, there was an

orthodox unorthodoxy about the faith he constructed, like so many others in
his age, out of Wordsworth and Coleridge, Dr Arnold, Carlyle, F. D. Maurice
and Kingsley. . . . Disparate in detail, they were united in their Romantic, Broad
Church, or Christian Socialist opposition to what they regarded as undesirable
characteristics of the eighteenth century which had persevered as the cardinal
errors of their own time. Among these were the previous century’s mocking spirit,
or lack of reverence, its atheism, materialism, hedonism, its mechanical model of
the universe, its psychology based upon the association of ideas, and its egoistic
individualism.*7

For Maurice, by contrast with “Benthamism,” societies hold together
“through the trust of men in each other and through trust in someone
whom they could not see and could not name, but who, they felt, was
not far from any one of them.”*® The Christian socialists allowed that the
working class had been treated brutally by capitalism, but thought the
cure was fostering Christian fellowship rather than revolution.* Maurice,
however, abjured any claim to found a theological or philosophical school;
dogma, doctrine, system, party — all were the selfish and blinding forces
working against unity, the recognition of “Christ in you.” He held that
the righteousness of God speaks “in Christ directly to that in each man
which God has created to recognize His voice. . . . the conscience with its
mysterious duplicity is the very self in each man; that which is feeling after
God haply it may find him, that which, if it does not find him, must sink
into selfishness and brutality and make gods after its own likeness.”5° He
even disliked the label “Broad Church.” The Anglican “Church” was not
a “System,” with an official point of view, but rather an attempt to em-
brace all warring factions: “Let us make Spaniards, Frenchmen, Italians,
understand that we do not ask them to leave their churches for ours, to
accept any single English tradition which is not also theirs.”5' As he put
it in later life, “I was sent into the world that I might persuade men to
recognize Christ as the centre of their fellowship with each other, that so
they might be united in their families, their countries, and as men, not in
schools and factions.

»52
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It was this faith that led Mill to complain that

there was more intellectual power wasted in Maurice than in any other of my
contemporaries. . . . Great powers of generalization, rare ingenuity and subtlety,
and a wide perception of important and unobvious truths, served him not for
putting something better into the place of the worthless heap of received opinions
on the great subjects of thought, but for proving to his own mind that the Church
of England had known everything from the first, and that all the truths on the
ground of which the Church and orthodoxy have been attacked (many of which
he saw as clearly as any one) are not only consistent with the Thirty-nine Articles,
but are better understood and expressed in those Articles than by any one who
rejects them.53

Mill had gotten to know Maurice and his friend John Sterling at the
London Debating Society during the late 1820s, at just about the time
Maurice was shaping the Apostles, and despite his exasperation with his
Anglicanism, learned a tremendous amount from him, becoming in effect
an Apostle in absentia.

Sidgwick, for the most part, did not think any too highly of Maurice’s
theology or biblical scholarship either. But it was not on such elements
that the influence depended. Maurice was a source for Sidgwick in other
ways — for example, in the fear of premature system building, and the
effect that it might have on the pursuit of truth. It is well to bear in
mind the title of Sidgwick’s masterwork, when considering Maurice’s in-
sistence that “[w]hen once a man begins to build a system the very gifts
and qualities which might serve in the investigation of truth, become the
greatest hindrances to it. He must make the different parts of the scheme
fit into each other: his dexterity is shown, not in detecting facts, but in
cutting them square.” The terms “system” and “method” are “the great-
est contraries imaginable: the one indicating that which is most opposed
to life, freedom, variety; and the other that without which they cannot
exist.”54

Method, for Maurice, was truth, or the dialogical pursuit of it, anyway.
But truth, as Chadwick remarks of him, “was to be found only in hints
and shadows.” To Maurice’s mind, “direct knowledge and experience of
God was beyond language and could allow no substitute in the religious
catchwords of the sects. . . . He reached towards the indefinable while he
struggled to avoid defining it.”55 And thus, as Schneewind has argued,
“Maurice is a true Coleridgean in his insistence that there is something
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of value to be learned from the deepest views of any thinker on religious
matters. Each in his own way has seen a part or an aspect of the truth.
So far as each has done so, each is right: it is only their denials, Maurice
teaches, that are wrong.”5

The reference here is, of course, to Samuel Taylor Coleridge, the poet
and critic whom Mill himself had set against Bentham as representing the
opposing spirit of the age. If Bentham had always inspired one to ask of
“any ancient or received opinion, Is it true?,” Coleridge inspired one to
ask “What is the meaning of it?” Thus, the

one took his stand outside the received opinion, and surveyed it as an entire
stranger to it: the other looked at it from within, and endeavoured to see it with
the eyes of a believer in it; to discover by what apparent facts it was at first
suggested, and by what appearances it has ever since been rendered continually
credible — has seemed, to a succession of persons, to be a faithful interpretation
of their experience.57

The Coleridgean orientation is certainly evident throughout Maurice’s
work, but, as Mill notes in another context, if Maurice was a Coleridgean,
he was “far superior” in intellect to Coleridge, who in fact had little philo-
sophical originality and merely plagiarized vast tracts of German phi-
losophy. In reality, much of the Romanticism that led Mill to qualify and
humanize the utilitarian doctrines that he had inherited from his father and
Bentham came to him via Maurice. And it was just such allegiances that de-
fined Maurice as one of the “Mystics,” when it came to his participation in
the Apostles during their early years. The Benthamites, Whigs, and Tories
might dominate such vehicles as the Cambridge Union, but when it came
to the Saturday evening discussions, the Mystics set the tone, and Maurice
chief among them. They appropriated Coleridge’s notion of a clerisy, a set
of opinion leaders who could substitute for the traditional clergy and lead
the work of spiritual regeneration. It was a regeneration to be won through
such things as modern literature — the works of Wordsworth, Shelley, and
Keats —rather than through mere political reform. Thus, Wordsworth was
useful because his poetry could “make men look within for those things
in which they agree, instead of looking without for those in which they
differ.”s8

As Allen has maintained, this kind of work called for Apostles, for a set
of the spiritually awakened, or at least of the soul-searching. “This aspect
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of the Apostolic spirit encouraged the choice of new members on the basis
of their potential for spiritual growth. Once elected, a new member found
himself a part of an intimate, exclusive group which invited, expected, but
did not normally compel him to confess his deepest thoughts and to share
with others the experience of self-examination.” And this was indeed an
alternative to traditional Cambridge, of which John Sterling complained
that “God is called upon to erect his tabernacle among the crumbling and
weed-clad ruins of a wasted mind.” Thus,

Whatever one may think of Maurice’s early beliefs as a guide to political behaviour
(or for that matter as a guide to Coleridgean principles), there is no doubt of their
value as educational theory, for they are based on a profound sense of the psycho-
logical needs of young men like himself. In place of the self-denying accumulation
of factual knowledge demanded by the Honours degree system, in place of the
self-indulgent idleness encouraged by the Ordinary degree system, in place of
the self-assertive rant enforced by the Union’s traditions, Maurice offered his
fellow-Apostles a justification for personal growth through contemplation, a pro-
cess based on the individual’s own assessment of his needs yet shared with others
pursuing the same ideal. The Society did not merely fill a gap in the University’s
curriculum by providing informal discussion of contemporary culture. Its more
essential educational role was to promote the individual’s sense of his identity
and personal worth through exploration and definition of his most deeply held
beliefs. Again, one notes the Society’s similarity to. .. the confessional group,
in which soul-searching and public confession of belief are the group’s main
business.*®

It is also surely no coincidence that the growth of such alternative edu-
cational resources would overlap and mutually interact with the Tractarian
movement, which has been credited with revitalizing and personaliz-
ing the tutorial method in ways that proved useful to Jowett and the
Oxford Hellenists.’ However different their orientations toward religion,
they shared a strong sense of the moral bankruptcy of the educational
status quo.

When it came to the “art of reconciling by a phrase,” and of soaring,
Maurice knew no peer. But when it came to penetrating innermost feel-
ings, and being separated by nothing but opinion, the “Brethren” worked
together. They descended from Maurice like a spiritual family, inheriting
his drive to seek “a deeper, unifying level, one of active sympathy for other
people and their personal beliefs.”®" Here, then, was the mission of true
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education, of a culture fit for an educating society. Unity and sympathy,
but without Millian naturalism.

Quite plainly, mystic Apostledom shared much with old Socratic
method.% As Rothblatt has suggested, Maurice’s use of paradox, of avoid-
ing system and synthesis by a “logical sleight of hand,” was a “way of
finding unity,” and for his admirers, it made him “a supremely socratic
figure . . . singularly successful in defining terms and devising meanings
which furthered his own argument, at the same time conveying to his
listeners an appreciation of their own careless reasoning and the argument
which had been concealed from them.”® Maurice himself would have
been happy to allow that this was so. Indeed, his ascendance coincided
with the revival of Platonism in England, one figure in which had been
Maurice’s own revered classics teacher, Julius Hare. As he remembered
Hare’s dialectical approach:

One could not get the handy phrase one wished about Greek ideals and poet-
ical unity; but, by some means or other, one rose to the apprehension that the
poem had a unity in it, and that the poet was pursuing an ideal, and that the
unity was not created by him, but perceived by him, and that the ideal was not
a phantom, but something which must have had a most real effect upon himself,
his age, and his country. I cannot the least tell how Hare imparted this con-
viction to me; I only know that I acquired it, and could trace it very directly
to his method of teaching. ... we were reading the Gorgia of Plato. But here,
again, the lecturer was not tempted for an instant to spoil us of the good which
Plato could do us, by talking to us about him, instead of reading him with us.
There was no résumé of his philosophy, no elaborate comparison of him with
Aristotle, or with any of the moderns. Our business was with a single dialogue;
we were to follow that through its windings, and to find out by degrees, if we
could, what the writer was driving at, instead of being told beforehand. ... to
give us second-hand reports, though they were ever so excellent — to save us the
trouble of thinking — to supply us with a moral, instead of showing us how we
might find it, not only in the book but in our hearts, this was clearly not his
intention.%

Perhaps, despite his Christianity, Maurice was more Socratic than
Platonic, as the designation “Broad Church” might suggest. That is, as-
suming (with Vlastos, Nussbaum, and many other classical scholars) that
the claims of Socrates really were quite distinct from those of Plato, it ap-
pears that the tension between these different approaches to inquiry runs
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through much of the debate in these early culture wars. In Nussbaum’s
words, the

historical Socrates is committed to awakening each and every person to self-
scrutiny. He relies on no sources of knowledge external to the beliefs of the citizens
he encounters, and he regards democracy as the best of the available forms of gov-
ernment, though not above criticism. Plato, by contrast, argues for the restriction
of Socratic questioning to a small, elite group of citizens, who will eventually gain
access to timeless, metaphysical sources of knowledge; these few should rule over
the many.%

As we shall see, the Apostolic legacy certainly had its share of Platonic
elitism, and of other forms of elitism as well. But the better, more endur-
ing legacy of Maurice came from the Socratic temperment that he passed
on, a temperament that Sidgwick, a later “Pope” among the Apostles,
would manifest with special clarity. Moreover, even the Socratic side
of the Apostolic story was refined and complicated. It is notorious that
Socrates himself was cold, ironic, strange, not a model of compassion
or even justice.®® What marked out Apostolic conversation, however, as
it was realized in such figures as Maurice and Sidgwick, was the deter-
mined, sympathetic effort at unity, the empathic, kindly entering into the
perspectives of others. Whether Christian or Romantic, the aim of the con-
fessional group or the encounter group, this imaginative effort was tinged
by Platonic eros, the philosophical friendship celebrated in the Symposium.
In Memoriam, something of an Apostolic bible, was after all a celebration of
homoerotic friendship, and profoundly suggestive of the Apostolic vision
of insight achieved and expressed intimately and poetically.

In truth, the lessons of the leading lights of the Apostles cannot be
happily reconstructed in terms of many of the familiar battle lines of recent
debates over ancients versus moderns. Neither Maurice nor Sidgwick
regarded Socratic inquiry as in some kind of basic conflict with modern
methods of (genuine) critical inquiry. Maurice attributed to Hare

the setting before his pupils of an ideal not for a few ‘religious’ people, but for all
mankind, which can lift men out of the sin which ‘assumes selfishness as the basis
of all actions and life,” and secondly, the teaching them that ‘there is a way out of
party opinions which is not a compromise between them, but which is implied
in both, and of which each is bearing witness.” ‘Hare did not tell us this. . . . Plato
himself does not say it; he makes us feel it.’
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And by this means, the spirit of Bacon was also present: “we were, just as
much as the student of natural philosophy, feeling our way from particulars
to universals, from facts to principles.”®7

Debates over the canon in English-speaking universities often betray
a remarkable ignorance of the fact that Plato only entered it during the
early Victorian period, that he had such champions as Mill and Maurice,
and that he proved a most controversial innovation, being widely regarded
as a “misleader of youth.” In 1837, Macaulay complained in the pages of
the Edinburgh Review that while the Baconian philosophy sought sim-
ply “to provide man with what he requires while he continues to be
man,” the “aim of the Platonic philosopy was to exalt man into a god.”
Thus, “Plato drew a good bow: but, like Acestes in Virgil, he aimed at the
stars. . .. The philosophy of Plato began in words and ended in words —
noble words, indeed — words such as were to be expected from the finest of
human intellects exercising boundless dominion over the finest of human
languages.”®

Yet Maurice’s assimilation of Bacon and Wordsworth, Socrates and
Plato was sincere. He was not one to admire the Greeks for despising
what human experience might teach. His “whole sympathies had been
with the scientific men when they were asserting what they had humbly,
patiently investigated, and found out to be true. He was never tired to quot-
ing the spirit of Mr. Darwin’s investigations as a lesson and a model for
Churchmen.”® And in this, Sidgwick was truly his spiritual heir, though
as Richard Deacon has noted, against “Sidgwick’s claim that the Apostles
‘absorbed and dominated’ him, L.eonard Woolf made the point that this was
‘not quite the end of the story . . . every now and again an Apostle has dom-
inated and left an impression . . . upon the Society. Sidgwick himself was
one of these. .. refertilising and revivifying its spirit and traditions.” ”7°
For it was Sidgwick who “paved the way to the Apostles becoming a society
of total doubters, if not atheists.”

Just words — but what else did one need to go soaring on a Saturday
night?

V. Dialogue

If I say that it is impossible for me to keep quiet because that means disobeying
the god, you will not believe me and will think I am being ironical. On the other
hand, if I say that it is the greatest good for a man to discuss virtue every day and
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those other things about which you hear me conversing and testing myself and
others, for the unexamined life is not worth living for men, you will believe me
even less.

Socrates, Apology

When he [Socrates] speaks of the dignity of the philosopher, he means us to
understand the dignity of a man who does not exalt himself, who does not put
himselfin the way of the thing which he is examining, who has the simplest, most
open eye for receiving light, whencesoever it shall come. That there is a source
of light from whence it does come, and that this light is connected with man, is a
principle assumed, if it is ever so imperfectly developed, in all his words and acts.

F. D. Maurice, Moral and Metaphysical Philosophy

In the sweep of the Platonic revival that so marked the Victorian era,
Socrates was to be catapulted into a new prominence in cultural debates.
Maurice and the Apostles, Mill and the utilitarians, and a host of Anglican
theologians took Socrates as a figure whose importance was surpassed only
by that of Jesus. This was how he figured in Mill’s On Liberty, a work the
Apostles eagerly devoured.

Of course, as later chapters will detail, the Platonic Revival was also a
sexually loaded affair, and Sidgwick and his friends played no little role in
demonstrating how subversive an appeal to the ancients could be. But it is
also important simply to situate Sidgwick’s Apostolic notions of sympa-
thetic conversation in this context in a preliminary way, the better to bring
out the full significance of Maurice and Mill for his vision of philosophy.
This is a social and intellectual context that merits independent treatment,
such was its importance to the Victorian world.

On the surface, at least, Plato and the Greeks were supposed to help
revitalize a flagging, self-doubting culture, and an extraordinary range of
thinkers would try to appropriate this inheritance for their own purposes.
Of these, Sidgwick was one of the more acute, and it is instructive that the
1860s, which are so often identified as his years of religious “storm and
stress,” were also the years during which his Apostolic sense of dialogue
matured, as he evolved from classicist to philosopher. And in hammering
out his own interpretive stance, he could again draw on Mill and his
disciples, who, as much as Maurice, regarded themselves as bold innovators
in reviving the study of Socrates and Plato in the thirties. Indeed, one of
Mill’s chief philosophical and political allies, George Grote, was perhaps
the leading figure in the Platonic revival, and an avowed Benthamite.”* Of
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his monumental History of Greece and Plato, 'T. H. Irwin has observed:
“Grote’s work constitutes a contribution of the first rank both to the study
of Greek history and to the study of Greek philosophy. None of his English
contemporaries equalled his contribution to either area of study; and no
one at all has equalled his contribution to both areas.”7*

Much of what Mill wrote on Plato was, in fact, by way of enthusiastic
reviews of Grote. For Mill, Grote had succeeded in setting out the best
side of Socrates, his role as a critic and skeptic. Sidgwick, too, would
align himself with Grote’s work, though in a somewhat different way.
Still, one’s views on Grote served as something of a political touchstone.
When Mill and Sidgwick linked themselves to Grote on Greece, they
were self-consciously allying themselves with the chief liberal alternative
to and critique of the conservative, Tory interpretation of the failings of
Greek democracy. Grote was simply the most formidable to those who, like
Connop Thirwall, Hare, Jowett, and Maurice, sought to liberate Greek
history from the conservative opponents of democracy, from such figures
as William Mitford. Mill the empiricist and Maurice the mystic may have
differed on epistemology, but both passionately believed that the lesson of
ancient Athens was nof the impossibility — or viciousness — of democratic
self-rule and the necessity of a paternalistic aristocracy.

Just how Sidgwick fell in with Grote’s program is a complex matter.
Frank Turner, in The Greek Heritage in Victorian Britain, cites him in con-
nection with some comments by James Bryce, his close friend, to the effect
that so great were the differences between the direct democracy of Athens
and the representative democracy of nineteenth-century Britain that “no
arguments drawn from their experience are of any value as enabling us to
predict its possible results here.””3 And there is much to such a reading,
which highlights the characteristic Sidgwickian caution about the lessons
of history.

Still, it is illuminating to try to situate Sidgwick a little more precisely
in the context of these debates, which were so vital for the Millians, the
Apostles, and the academic liberals in general. The method that went into
the Methods owed an enormous amount to his developing views, during
the 1860s, on the meaning of the Greeks, especially Socrates, Plato, and
Aristotle. What Sidgwick called his years of storm and stress had more
turbulence in them than his account of religious struggles suggests.

To be sure, there were profound differences between Jowett’s
Hellenizing Oxford and Sidgwick’s less humanistic Cambridge. Robert
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Todd has even argued that Sidgwick was responsible for diminishing the
role of the classics in the study of philosophy at Cambridge, doing so out of
his general analytical aversion to the history of philosophy. Although there
is some truth in the claim that Sidgwick’s notion of the Moral Sciences
Tripos made the classics less significant in the undergraduate philosophy
curriculum, this does not do justice to the extraordinary importance of
Plato and Aristotle in Sidgwick’s own philosophical work, or to the way
they shaped his larger Apostolic vision of the educational enterprise.’+

Indeed, during the sixties and even the seventies, Sidgwick would iden-
tify himself as one of Grote’s disciples. As always, he took scrupulous care
in framing his arguments, but he was not wholly averse to trying to draw
some lessons from the fate of Socrates. In his review of Thomas Maguire’s
Essays on the Platonic Ethics, for example, he made it plain that if the battle
was between the Academy and modern positivism — which is to say, be-
tween philosophers like Maguire and Grote, respectively — then he would
side with the latter:

Mr. Grote was a historian, and a philosopher, and a philosophical historian: but
he was not exactly a historical philosopher, and had nothing better to do, after
expounding the views of an author, than to try and condemn them by the standard
of the latest empiricism. Such a procedure naturally provokes a rejoinder ‘from
the Academy.” But Mr. Grote’s results had attractions which the answer inevitably
lacks. In the first place, the modern adversary has much less temptation to blur
the outlines of ancient thought than the modern apologist. Further, Mr. Grote’s
manner of direct and simple controversy enhanced the fresh and vivid presen-
tation of the Athenian world which is the great charm of his work. We had the
English Benthamite in the market with Socrates, and in the garden with Plato: and
the result, though incongruous, was enlivening, and stimulative to the historical
imagination. Dr. Maguire’s commentation has no compensating interest: and we
cannot but regret that he has not devoted his scholarship and ability to a work
more adapted to the age in which he lives.?s

To give a somewhat tangled, but still useful, illustration of Sidgwick’s
position on the Socratic method, consider how he goes about explaining,
in his seminal essays on “The Sophists,” that although the Socrates of
the Gorgias tries to identify sophistical argument with rhetoric, he also
insists that the self-styled teachers of the art of conduct — many taken to
be sophists — are merely too superficial, rather than subversives promot-
ing “a speculative moral scepticism leading to pure egoism in practice”
(LPK 56).7% Ata time when popular opinion had become overtly hostile to
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all such “experts,” who were blamed for the decline of Athenian democ-
racy, Plato

has no sympathy whatever with the prevalent fury against the Professors of Con-
duct, the blind selfish impulse of the Athenian public to find some scapegoat to
punish for the general demoralisation which had produced such disastrous con-
sequences. He does not say — as posterity generally have understood him to say —
“It is not Socrates who has done the mischief, but other teachers of virtue with
whom you confound him.” On the contrary, he is anxious to show that the mis-
chief is not attributable to Professors of Conduct at all. It is with this view that
he introduces Callicles, the ‘practical man’ who despised professors, and thinks
that the art of private and public life is to be learnt from men of the world. This
is the sort of man who is likely to hold egoistic and sensual maxims of conduct.
His unaided reflection easily penetrates the incoherences and superficialities of
the popular morality: his immoral principles are weeds that spring up naturally
in the social soil, without any professional planting and watering, so long as the
sun of philosophy is not risen. (LPK 368-69)

The same worry, he continues, is evident in the Republic, which is
eloquent on “the naturalness of the evolution of audacious unrestrained
egoism from conventional morality.” This is a worry that would loom very
large in Sidgwick’s Methods.

At any rate, the Platonic Socrates is not obsessed with the “Professors
of the Art of Conduct,” or with “shielding morality from their destructive
analysis, and reaffirming the objectivity of duty in opposition to their
‘Absolute Subjektivitit’.” “Sophistik” is a “scarecrow” put together by
German commentators on Plato, including the illustrious Zeller.77 In fact,
in “one of the most brilliant and effective passages that Plato ever wrote,”
he “rings forth” that “You, the Public,” are the “Arch-Sophist, it is your
Public Opinion that corrupts youth” (LPK 347). As Sidgwick recasts it, to
the charge of the demos against Socrates that he corrupts youth, who then
“make oligarchical revolutions,” the disciple of Socrates may respond, in
effect, “it is you who cause the demoralisation, by your low views of virtue
and of the gods. An acute and spirited youth pushes these to their logical
conclusions: he decides that consummate Injustice is one of the koA&
which the proverb declares to be xaAemd: and thus inspired he enters
clubs and plots revolutions.” (LPK 370)

It was not quite in Sidgwick to think that the degeneration of Athenian
politics into oligarchy was the result of the sun of philosophy having
risen, of youth being exposed to too much by way of the “art of words.”
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He rejected the view of German classicists that “the earliest professional
teaching of morality in Greece must have been egoistic and anti-social”
(LLPK 371). More problematic was the low state of popular morality, the
mocking irreverence toward religion, which led the brighter (and better-
off) youth not to take it seriously.” This was a lesson, congenial to his
estimate of the state of Christian faith, that he would carry forth into many
departments of theory and practice. If, in 1862, his friend Green could
chide him for being a “kind of mild Positivist,” this may have been in part
because, although he could not “swallow” Comte’s Religion of Humanity,
he did allow that Comte’s “arguments as to the necessity of Religion of
some sort have great weight with me” (M 87, 76). To Sidgwick’s mind,
the Socratic street evangelist might too readily be supplied with a cross
for his troubles; popular morality was not to be trusted, which was one
of the things that made the dualism of practical reason that much more
disturbing.

But the moral Sidgwick drew here was not one congenial to landed
aristocrats. Although he allowed that the public could be dangerous, the
attitude of Callicles was only a potential problem. Sidgwick never held that
the “tyranny of the majority” was a concern applicable to ancient Athens,
which showed “a remarkable maintenance of liberty in the strict sense
of individual liberty — power of doing what one likes, without dangerous
disorder.” Indeed, the end of Greece’s cultural greatness had nothing to
do with democracy, but was the result of the Macedonian conquest of
336 B.C. And besides, speaking of the great Greek philosophers, “while
agreeing that unbridled democracy is bad, our writers all seem to agree
that ordinary selfish oligarchy — the government of the rich minority in
their own interest — is worse.”79 All classes needed educating, all needed
the benefit of clerisy. And still more importantly, even the philosopher
could go only so far in rejecting common sense.

Indeed, Sidgwick was concerned, more than Mill or Grote, to draw out
a positive, constructive Socrates. At the least, he argues, “there was a time
at which Plato attacked as Sophists rhetorical moralists and politicians,
a later time at which he defined a Sophist as a perverse disputer, and a
time between the two at which he contended against the same sort of
perverse disputations without identifying it with Sophistry.” And this
“seems strongly confirmatory” of the view “that this kind of disputatious
Sophistry is post-Socratic and a degenerative offshoot of Socratic method”
(LLPK 350). The true Socrates, as he would later put it, had a positive side,
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combining an ardent, skeptical search for knowledge of ultimate good with
a “provisional adhesion to the commonly received view of good and evil,
in all its incoherent complexity” and a “personal firmness, apparently as
easy as it was actually invincible, in carrying out consistently such practical
convictions as he had attained.” Thus,

it is really essential to the Socratic method that the perpetual particular scepticism
it develops should be combined with a permanent general faith in the common
sense of mankind. For while he is always attacking common opinion, and showing
it, from its inconsistencies, not to be knowledge, still the premises of his arguments
are always taken from the common thought which he shares with his interlocutors,
and the knowledge which he seeks is implicitly assumed to be something that will
harmonise and not overthrow these common beliefs. This is manifested in the
essential place which dialogue holds in his pursuit of truth: it is only through
discourse that he hopes to come to knowledge. (OHE 31, 29)

This was a vision of the Socratic method that fell midway between the
more destructive side emphasized by Mill and Grote and the positive, even
mystical unity emphasized by Maurice. And it fits well with recent read-
ings of the Socratic elenchus. Thus, for Gregory Vlastos, Socrates is less
interested in propositions than in lives, for that is the test of seriousness:

One can put on a solemn face, a grave voice, shamming an earnestness one does
not feel. But if one puts oneself on record as saying what one believes, one has
given one’s opinion the weight of one’s life. Since people consider their opinions
more expendable than their life, Socrates wants them to tie their opinions to their
life as a pledge that what they say is what they mean.

Thus, there is a double objective: “to discover how every human be-
ing ought to live and to test that single human being who is doing the
answering — to find out if /e is living as he ought to live.”%° Philosophy and
therapy are mixed, often in potent poetic form, and there is a personal risk
in asking “What is justice?” or “What is love?” when in such company.

This much the Apostles well knew — it was practically the foundation of
their faith, the new faith that shaped and was shaped by Henry Sidgwick.
Words were the way to the “true self.”
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(1) We may be over-conscientious about using words which do not to us convey
what we believe: we must remember that our ideas are more or less incommunicable
to uneducated minds and that what we have out-grown is actually not only ‘best
for them’ but perhaps brings them as near as they can be brought to the truth.
(2) We may often clothe new ideas in old words: the uneducated will not feel the
inconsistency, and will imbibe the new teaching unconsciously: Mr Maurice is an
excellent pattern in this species of useful ingenuity, though he carries it I think too
far. (3) We must sometimes sacrifice our individuality to a system: if the teaching
we are forced to give is better than what would otherwise be given, we must be
satisfied with having chosen the lesser evil.

I must say a word as to my phrase ‘Regulative Beliefs’. I did not mean by this
moral rules only but such parts of our creed as we believe to influence conduct: if
we are only sceptical as to any of these beliefs, we should still, I think, teach them,
if teaching be our duty: if we have rejected any of such beliefs, generally held, we
should not, except in a very urgent case — alluded to in (3) — As to speculative
beliefs the Athanasian creed offers an excellent example of what I would avoid
teaching. If I had to teach a moral duty such as obedience I think I should teach
the broad rule at one time, and the limitations at another, as a suitable opportunity
arose for introducing them. They would be more likely, I imagine, thus to combine
in due proportions in the rustic brain.

REIE

Henry Sidgwick, “Instructions for the ‘Initial Society

I. Serious Thought

The Initial Society was a very curious group. Formed around 1860, it
included not only Sidgwick and such intimate Rugby friends as Henry
Graham Dakyns, but also such young women as Elisabeth Rhodes
and Sidgwick’s sister Mary. It was, that is, a rare co-ed venture and,
rather paradoxically, a “discussion by correspondence” society, meant to
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duplicate to some degree the virtues of live, candid discussion, in part by
having the members contribute their thoughts on various questions via
letters signed only with their initials. Protective anonymity for what might
prove to be embarrassing statements.

As the instructions just quoted suggest, Sidgwick was the ringleader of
this particular unit of the liberal clerisy. Especially noteworthy is the direct
invocation of Maurice, who had not yet returned to Cambridge, and the
various Mauricean themes — the painful necessity of sometimes sacrificing
individuality to system, the need to formulate educational strategies for
the “rustic brain,” and so forth. The Platonic note is sounded throughout.
Very earnest, very reforming, and very secure in the superiority that comes
through educational achievement of the right sort — such was the creed of
the academic liberal, who sought to liberalize academics and academicize
everyone else. The road to an ounce of humility would be a long and
difficult one, especially when it led through other cultures.

In some respects, Sidgwick’s baldly elitist instructions represent a dis-
tillation of the attitude that he would bring to his many reforming efforts,
and should be kept in mind when trying to reconstruct these. However,
also important is the recognition that the reforming activities themselves
sometimes proved better than the attitudes that set them in motion —
attitudes that, at least occasionally, changed in consequence.

Much depended on context. Although Sidgwick would certainly be an
avid participant in any number of larger efforts at cultural reform, with
groups ranging from the Initial Society to the Metaphysical Society to
the Cambridge Cabinetmakers Cooperative, his special concern was aca-
demic reform, the field that he knew best and in which he felt he could
make a serious difference. Of course, his Apostolic vision of Socratic
searching was more or less destined to put him at odds not only with
family and such old friends as Benson, but also with the academic estab-
lishment that had established him. If the Apostles had taught him that
his true bent was the investigation of the “deepest problems of human
life,” they had also taught him that such investigations were often unwel-
come in the ancient universities. Both the older Apostles and the newer
academic liberals recognized this unpleasant fact. Donnishness was not
thought.

Thus, it is not surprising that some of Sidgwick’s earlier efforts at
reformism had to do with reforming classics, the very field in which he
lectured. He went public with what would prove to be a lifelong cause in
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the mid-sixties, agitating for the reform of the Classical Tripos to lay more
stress on philosophizing and less on memorization and versification:

[TThere are but few undergraduates who ‘generalize, classify and combine’ for
themselves or ‘collect into rules and principles’ the results of their own observa-
tion. But I do believe they learn close attention, accurate observation, subtlety
of discrimination, and the power of applying the generalizations of others with
judgment and tact, and moreover their verbal memory is cultivated to a consider-
able extent. But the habits of reading reflectively and intelligently, of combining
isolated facts into an organized whole, of following and appreciating a subtle and
continuous argument, of grasping new ideas with facility and just apprehension,
are at least equally valuable: and if they are more difficult to acquire, that is pre-
cisely the reason why the highest education in the country ought to make vigorous
efforts to impart them. Strong powers of abstract and discursive thought must be
always rare: but I lament that we do so little to stimulate and direct them. Nor
must we forget that it is much more important for ordinary men to learn to think
correctly about historical and philosophical subjects than about philological: and
that each study requires to a certain extent a special training; which men who do
not receive it from others have to acquire for themselves (except in the case of a
gifted few) by gradually finding out their mistakes and deficiencies in a prolonged
process of self-education.”

Such thoughts were given fuller expression in “The Theory of Classical
Education,” which Sidgwick published in 1867.3 There he pointedly ob-
served that “the advocates of classical education, while they rightly insist
that educational studies should be capable of disciplining the mind, forget
that it is equally desirable that they should be capable of stimulating it.”
With true Socratic irony, he cites a Mr. Clark’s claim that “it is a strong
recommendation to any subject to affirm that it is dry and distasteful,”
commenting that one “cannot help thinking that there is some confusion
here between ‘dry’ and ‘hard’” (MEA 314-15).

These may not seem like democratic sentiments, given the concern with
elite philosophical education, but the message is at least the broadly Millian
one about making education more relevant and thereby improving the
quality of public deliberation. When Sidgwick trained his critical acumen
on his own time and place, he was concerned with both the state of popular
morality and the inadequate reflectiveness of elite morality, as this was
molded by elite education.

Much could be made of Sidgwick’s reform of classics at Cambridge.
Again, the influence of classical authors on his philosophical vision
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has sometimes been underestimated out of an exaggerated sense of
how Sidgwick’s Cambridge differed from T. H. Green’s Oxford. As
Christopher Brooke has observed, the

history of Oxford and Cambridge is a saga of mutual imitation; and yet there have
been some things which Cambridge has failed to copy from Oxford, to its loss.
By linking philosophy to classics in Mods and Greats the Oxford tutors ensured
that numerous undergraduates studied history and philosophy as well as classical
literature; and although no Oxford moral philosopher of the age now seems to us
to hold a candle to Sidgwick, far more Oxford students studied philosophy than
sat at Sidgwick’s feet.*

Thus, the suggestion is that despite Sidgwick’s debts to Socrates, Plato,
and Aristotle, and his feeling that the classics should not be an exercise in
rote learning, he failed to turn Cambridge into the equivalent of Jowett’s
Oxford, the hotbed of the Platonic revival, when he had the chance to
do so by working more of the classics into the Moral Sciences Tripos.
Robert Todd, quoting Sidgwick’s exasperated confession that he hated
“the history of philosophy even more than any other history; it is so hard
to know what any particular man thought, and so worthless when you do
know it,” argues that it was just this analytical attitude that contributed
to his downplaying of classical education at Cambridge.> According to
Todd:

This larger need to understand the contemporary world was clearly one that
Sidgwick satisfied philosophically in a Moral Sciences Tripos freed from any
extensive historical studies. It helps explain why he was content to leave the study
of ancient philosophy to the Classical Tripos, after he had found it unsuitable
for an undergraduate curriculum in philosophy. In his own work Sidgwick of
course made constructive use of the history of philosophy, ancient as well as
modern. He also held general views about the nature and historical evolution
of Greek ethical thought, and formulated a sound conception of the procedures
to be followed in dealing with the history of philosophy. But none of this either
significantly influenced him in the teaching of philosophy, or led him to emphasize
the study of ancient philosophy in the Cambridge Moral Sciences Tripos. He
placed limited value on historical studies in philosophy generally in the context
of an undergraduate curriculum.®

As Todd observes, in “The Theory of Classical Education,” Sidgwick
emphasized not only science but also modern literature, the branch of
literature “which explains to us (as far as possible) the intellectual life of
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our own age; which teaches us the antecedents of the ideas and feelings
among which, and in which, we shall live and move.” This, as we shall see,
would prove to be of fundamental importance: Sidgwick would devoutly
carry on the Apostolic tradition of using modern literature, particularly
poetry, to explore, express, and refine the human emotional fabric. Again,
he was himself a poet and critic of some talent.

And yet, in some respects, what Todd demonstrates is just how rele-
vant Sidgwick found the classics to his ethical work. Todd notes that in his
essay on “Liberal Education,” for example, in which Sidgwick posed the
question of whether philosophy ought “to be studied, to the extent that it
1s at Oxford, through the medium of Plato and Aristotle,” he allowed that
this would be appropriate for the history of ethics, since “the principles
of ethics lie still involved in doubt and conflict” and hence might be bet-
ter confronted via problems from a more remote period.” This effort to
achieve impartiality through greater historical distance would often serve
as a counterweight to his view that progress had rendered historical ex-
ample largely irrelevant, and it would be evident in such works as The
Elements of Politics. But in any event, Sidgwick, in this essay, took the
opportunity largely to endorse Mill’s recent lecture at St. Andrews on
the nature of education, noting that he and Mill agreed that “there should
be some literary element in general education” and that “classical litera-
ture,” including Plato and Aristotle, is “best adapted for this purpose,”
though the superiority is only a matter of degree and study of it should not
preclude interest in other literatures. This is not quite the stock Cambridge
emphasis on Newton, Locke, and mathematics, but a more balanced view,
though Oxford is criticized for its “exaggerated neglect of the more defi-
nite branches of study in favour of the less definite.” For the Sidgwickian
student: “Before he attempts the problems with which the human mind
is still militant, he should understand the processes by which it had been
triumphant.”?

Furthermore, by Sidgwick’s lights, much of the deeper educational en-
terprise took place more or less outside of the formal institutional context.
When it came to the discussion societies, for example, the differences be-
tween Cambridge and Hellenizing Oxford were less marked; education
could be a very personal affair at both of the ancient universities.9 Indeed,
it had to be. Like Mill and the early Apostles, Sidgwick was not enamoured
with the educational quality of formal Oxbridge: “the warmest admirer of
these ancient seats of learning is forced to speak of their intellectual aspect
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in much colder terms; and the comparatively meagre results of the large
sums spent upon liberal studies there, has become a commonplace with
the critics who undertake the ungrateful task of making periodic inroads
on our national self-complacency.”"®

To be sure, Sidgwick did have a rather different vision of professional
philosophy from that of Hellenzing (or idealizing) Oxford, one that was
more analytical and less historical."* But that should not be taken to mean
that he disparaged the value of this philosophical inheritance in the fashion
of later (or even Comtean) positivists. In an early paper, probably delivered
to the Apostles, Sidgwick struggled with the question, as his title put it,
“Is Philosophy the Germ or the Crown of Science?” He was keenly aware
that “the great philosophers each has made a system, and his system has
made a noise and filled a considerable space in the horizon of thought for
a time but ultimately it has collapsed, dwindled, and vanished, leaving
behind it what? Why some particular discovery some luminiferous and
fructiferous ideas in some special department of study.” But he could not
rest content with this reduction of philosophy to the “germ” of science,
or with the disparaging views of the ongoing philosophical quest it could
support:

Many would say that man is now mature: his time for the stimulating dreams of
youth is over: he is deeply impressed with the vanity of attempting ever anew the
solution of the insoluble: and he has been impressed with this in time, because the
incidental profit of these vain attempts has ceased.

I confess that to me to argue this seems a flagrant abandonment of just the
basis of experience on which the arguer plants his feet. How can we tell that
the function of Philosophy is over? Even if we attribute to it no more than this
Germinal function? If a man says to me that he and his friends have really no
interest in solving the Universe, I have nothing to answer but “Then in heaven’s
name leave the universe alone.” But if he tries to prove that any one else ought to
leave it alone, I ask by what empirical arguments he proves that this crisis in the
history of thought has been reached: that the endeavour to grasp the Golden robe
of complete Wisdom will no longer as of old leave even a fragment thereof in our
hands.

But more: it may be said that it is impossible that Philosophy should perform
this germinal function, as long as we have made up our minds that this is it’s only
function. The supreme effort from which alone any partial discovery of the kind
described can come, cannot be made without a hope of the supreme attainment
that transcends all partial discoveries. Therefore in this as in other matters just
from the most practical point of view, for the winning of just the most definitely
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measurable results we must pursue the ideal: and that though the face of the ideal
is “evermore unseen/and fixed upon the far sea line.” (CWC)"?

These last lines, a bit of Tennyson’s “The Voyager” that Sidgwick would
frequently quote, are perhaps a little too bleak to capture his early vision of
philosophy. Consider, by contrast, how he responded to his friend Roden
Noel in a letter of 1871:

You say that “we do not use terms in the same way” and there is one which
we certainly do not — Absolute. / do not mean by it total complete: all that can
be known about the objects. But I oppose it to relative in the sense in which
you generally but not always use the word: i.e. implying that two contradictory
opinions about the same object — say a planet — held by two persons may both be
true.

It is this latter opinion, and all that hangs on it, which I feel it important to
refute. As to the unknowable, [ admit that I have a faith that nothing is intrinsically
unknowable: that if one thing is true, true today yesterday and for ever, true for
all men; then is the Spirit of Truth come who will guide us into all truth. Or, (to
parody Archimedes,) ‘Give me but a locus Standi and I will prove the Universe.

(CWC)

To deny the larger philosophical impulse, then, would be self-defeating
and contrary to his faith in “things in general.”'3 And after all, if Mill
could join in the Platonic revival, so could Sidgwick, and all the more
easily. Both thought that they were being truer to the Greek spirit than
their critics:

And if there be any who believe that the summit of a liberal education, the crown of
the highest culture, is Philosophy — meaning by Philosophy the sustained effort, if
it be no more than an effort, to frame a complete and reasoned synthesis of the facts
of the universe — on them it may be especially urged how poorly equipped a man
comes to such a study, however competent he may be to interpret the thoughts of
ancient thinkers, if he has not qualified himself to examine, comprehensively and
closely, the wonderful scale of methods by which the human mind has achieved its
various degrees of conquest over the world of sense. When the most fascinating of
ancient philosophers taught, but the first step of this conquest had been attained.
We are told that Plato wrote over the door of his school, ‘Let no one who is without
geometry enter here.’ In all seriousness we may ask the thoughtful men, who
believe that Philosophy can still be best learnt by the study of the Greek masters,
to consider what the inscription over the door should be in the nineteenth century
of the Christian era. (MEA 316-17)
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In effect, the classicists had abandoned the actual spirit of Greek phi-
losophy, had become a church of sorts, requiring submersion in scripture.
Everything vital was missing. And of course, this was in perfect parallel to
Sidgwick’s thoughts about orthodox religion. The two were scarcely sep-
arable — the question of the role of philosophy could not be separated from
the question of the role of religion. By Sidgwick’s time, to promote the
one was to demote the other, and this was a heavy responsibility, one that
bore especially heavily on an academic liberal out to improve cultural life.
Given the fragility of goodness, the precariousness of ordinary decency,
the philosopher’s position was fraught, even if it was not the main causal
factor involved in the degeneration of a society’s morals. For Sidgwick,
it was crucial to understand how the sun of philosophy might rise, in his
own era, and what this would mean for a popular morality that was of-
ten as confused and incoherent as that of the ancient Athenians. Indeed,
materialism and mocking irreverence had never had so much corrosive
power, and this courtesy of science itself. And this was not to mention
sexual matters.

What was a philosopher to do? What was the larger cultural project,
beyond improving the institutional apparatus of philosophical education?
Just how important was it not to “be over-conscientious about using words
which do not to us convey what we believe”? And what kind of Millian
reformer could insist that “our ideas are more or less incommunicable to
uneducated minds and that what we have out-grown is actually not only
‘best for them’ but perhaps brings them as near as they can be brought to
the truth”?

II. After the Way of Heresy

He who begins by loving Christianity better than truth, will proceed by loving
his own sect or church better than Christianity, and end in loving himself better
than all.

Samual Taylor Coleridge, Aids to Reflection

The more a man feels the value, the true import, of the moral and religious
teaching which passes amongst us by the name of Christianity, the more will
he hesitate to base it upon those foundations which, as a scholar, he feels to
be unstable. Manuscripts are doubtful, records may be unauthentic, criticism is
feeble, historical facts must be left uncertain. Even in like manner my own personal
experience is most limited, perhaps even most delusive: what have I seen, what do
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I know? Nor is my personal judgement a thing which I feel any great satisfaction
in trusting. My reasoning powers are weak; my memory doubtful and confused;
my conscience, it may be, callous or vitiated. . . . I see not what other alternative
any sane and humble-minded man can have but to throw himself upon the great
religious tradition. But I see not either how any upright and strict dealer with
himself — how any man not merely a slave to spiritual appetites, affections and
wants — any man of intellectual as well as moral honesty — and without the former
the latter is but a vain thing — I see not how anyone who will not tell lies to himself,
can dare to affirm that the narrative of the four Gospels is an essential integral
part of that tradition.

Arthur Hugh Clough, The Religious Tradition

This Socratic prelude to the discussion of Sidgwick’s struggles with reli-
gious faith is important because, after all, as Sidgwick agonized over the
corrosive effects of religious doubt and skepticism in his own time, his
chief anthropological and sociological sources for thinking about the role
and meaning of religious belief were derived from his classical training.
Socrates and the fate of Athenian democracy were ever before his mind,
much more so than any other historical precedent — say, the period of
the Reformation or the Enlightenment, or even the French Revolution,
important though that undoubtedly was. And both Mill and the Apostles
would have inspired him to deploy this historical material for the cause of
reason and reform, however acute his historical sensibilities might have
been. And they were very acute.

It is very helpful to think of Sidgwick as taking his point of departure in
ethics from the (Apostolic) Socratic method, while trying to develop the
more constructive side of it, just as Plato and Aristotle had done. Unlike
Plato and Aristotle, however, Sidgwick was never able to convince himself
that philosophy could deliver ultimate and final ethical truth. Progress, yes,
but clear and certain truth, no. This led to considerable worrying on his
part, since he seemed always in danger of lapsing back into a naive Socratic
acceptance of common sense in the large, while treating it to merciless
critical dissection in the small. And science itself, the chief evidence of
intellectual progress, often seemed to threaten rather than to buttress the
claims for ethical progress. In short, he was often on the verge of doubting
the meaning of progress altogether, which was a most heretical thought
for an era so apt to confuse evolution with progress, and a most painful
one for an individual whose mission was to impart truth to the rustic
brain.
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In fact, Sidgwick’s entire classical orientation also came in for something
of a jolt during the sixties, when he both expanded his linguistic interests
considerably and developed a keen sense of the questions raised by textual
criticism. Or rather, one could say that in struggling with the historical
Socrates, he was also brought to struggle with the historical Jesus, and to
employ many of the very same scholarly techniques. After all, did not the
problem of determining just what measure of inspiration one might take
from the historically distant Socrates translate into a similar problem with
the historically distant Jesus?

In the “Autobiographical Fragment,” Sidgwick recounts how in 1862 he

was powerfully impressed by Renan’s Etudes d’Histoire Religieuse, and derived
from Renan’s eloquent persuasions the conviction that it was impossible really to
understand at first hand Christianity as a historical religion without penetrating
more deeply the mind of the Hebrews and of the Semitic stock from which they
sprang. This led to a very important and engrossing employment of a great part
of my spare time in the study of Arabic and Hebrew. I may say that the provisional
conclusions I had formed with regard to Christianity are expressed in an article
on “Ecce Homo.” ... My studies, aimed directly at a solution of the great issues
between Christianity and Scepticism or Agnosticism, had not, as I knew, led to
a really decisive result, and I think it was partly from weariness of a continual
internal debate which seemed likely to be interminable that I found the relief,
which I certainly did find, in my renewal of linguistic studies. (M 36—37)

The effort was a daunting one, for from September of 1862, when he
“devoted every day and the whole day for five weeks in Dresden to the
study of Arabic with a private tutor,” until 1865, he gave over the “greater
part” of his spare time “to the study of Arabic and Hebrew literature
and history” and even considered putting in for one of the Cambridge
professorships in Arabic. This latter seemed an attractive plan because,
although he was still lecturing in classics, his interests had shifted, and
the more appealing alternative seemed closed: the sole chair in moral
philosophy at Cambridge also included moral theology, and “it seemed
most probable that a layman would not be appointed to it — still less a
layman known to be unorthodox.” No such difficulty would attend an
Arabic professorship.

To his credit, Sidgwick came to see that “the study of Arabic, pur-
sued as it ought to be pursued by one who aimed at representing it in
the University, would absorb too much time” — drawing him “inevitably
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away from the central problems which constituted my deepest interest”
(M 37)."* That those problems, religious and metaphysical, did constitute
his deepest interest had been forcibly brought home to him by another
employment opportunity, an 1861 offer of a position at Rugby. Despite
the enthusiasm of his family, and his own initially positive response to this
warm tribute from his alma mater, Sidgwick was blocked by “one plain
fact” — namely, that he knew his “vocation in life to be not teaching but
study” (M 71). True, he would often deny that he was sufficiently pious
to believe that “destiny has placed me among modern monkery to do in it
whatever the nineteenth century, acting through me, will” (M 118). But
it was a rather Apostolic thought.

Although Sidgwick’s projected “comparison of the Hebrew develop-
ment of religion with Arabic Mohammedanism” never saw the light, the
intensive linguistic study (which also included German, the better to read
the latest biblical criticism) was clearly of great importance to his intel-
lectual growth. In the Essays and Reviews, Jowett had confidently urged
that the Bible be read in just the same way as any other book; its value
would withstand the effort. But figures such as Renan, and the even more
formidably erudite David Friedrich Strauss,'> had done just that, treating
scripture to textual and historical criticism that raised serious scholarly
questions about its historicity, consistency, accuracy, and coherency.'® The
results were extremely discomfiting to orthodox Christians.

Earnest Renan was a renowned scholar and linguist, and it is not sur-
prising that his work made a deep impression on Sidgwick, who had been
trained by both Benson and Cambridge to appreciate the minute and care-
ful study of language. Renan was born in a small village in Brittany in 1823,
and rose from these very humble origins to become one of the most con-
troversial and provocative of French scholars, with such productions as his
Vie de Fésus (1863). His early education had been at Catholic seminaries,
with the expectation that he would go into the priesthood, but as with
Sidgwick, a corrosive intelligence and love of free inquiry led him astray.
In one of his autobiographical writings, he recalled how a so-so teacher of
metaphysics turned out to be a good judge of Renan:

My argumentations in Latin, given with a firm and emphatic air, astonished
and disquieted him. ... That evening he took me aside. He pointed out to me
eloquently what was anti-Christian in the commitment to reason and the harm
that rationalism did to faith. In strange agitation, he reproached me with my
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passion for study. Research! What good was that? Everything essential for us is
known. Science saves no souls. And, his excitement rising more and more, he said
to me with a deeply felt emphasis: “You are not a Christian.”"?

In the end, most French Catholics would probably have agreed with
Renan’s hapless instructor, though Renan, like Sidgwick, always remained
a model of personal rectitude. He rejected all claims to the supernatural,
to the miraculous, and sought to show how the life of Jesus might inspire
even if he were regarded as no more than human. He accepted a fully
scientific worldview, in which all of nature works in accordance with causal
laws, and he regarded history and criticism as working within just such
an understanding. His own contributions were primarily linguistic. As
Blanshard has explained, Renan “was not a genius in philosophy; he was
a genius in language.” That is,

He read the book of Isaiah, and saw that there was not one Isaiah, as the church
had taught, but two. He read the book of Daniel, whose prophecies were ac-
cepted by the church as inspired, and concluded that it was too unreliable to
have a place in Scripture at all. He read the Pentateuch, which was accepted by
the church as written by Moses, though Moses could hardly have written the
account of his own death. It was thus not the metaphysical difficulties of two
worlds of truth that finally settled the balance; it was rather the drip, drip on the
soil of his mind of hundreds of these incidents of contradiction, of the histori-
cally incredible, of parallels with pagan religion, that wore his creed away by their
attrition.™

Such was his scholarship, but his life of Jesus sought more. Written
mostly while he was on a tour of Palestine, and without any scholarly
apparatus, it was a sustained attempt to present a demystified Jesus who,
while he did not work miracles, was an ethical teacher of such force and
greatness that it was perfectly understandable how he could have altered
the course of the world. Jesus had founded religion just as Socrates had
founded ethical philosophy; if he was mistaken about a supernatural King-
dom of Heaven or God, he was nevertheless right about universal love as
the absolute ethical ideal. Such an expression of faith and hope was im-
mortality enough.

However, as Edward Said has emphasized, Renan’s philological mission
was fundamentally orientalizing. Renan “did not really speak as one man
to all men but rather as a reflective, specialized voice that took. .. the
inequality of races and the necessary domination of the many by the
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few for granted as an antidemocratic law of nature and society.” This
vision of philology, opening the way to Nietzsche and certainly relevant for
understanding the larger dimensions of Sidgwick’s religious and linguistic
struggles, may seem puzzling:

[H]ow was it possible for Renan to hold himself and what he was saying in such a
paradoxical position? For what was philology on the one hand if not a science of all
humanity, a science premised on the unity of the human species and the worth of
every human detail, and yet what was the philologist on the other hand if not —as
Renan himself proved with his notorious race prejudice against the very Oriental
Semites whose study had made his professional name — a harsh divider of men
into superior and inferior races, a liberal critic whose work harbored the most
esoteric notions of temporality, origins, development, relationship, and human
worth. . .. Renan had a strong guild sense as a professional scholar, a professional
Orientalist, in fact, a sense that put distance between himself and the masses. But
more important . . . is Renan’s own conception of his role as an Oriental philologist
within philology’s larger history, development, and objectives as he saw them. In
other words, what may to us seem like paradox was the expected result of how
Renan perceived his dynastic position within philology, its history and inaugural
discoveries, and what he, Renan, did within it. Therefore Renan should be charac-
terized, not as speaking about philology, but rather as speaking philologically with
all the force of an initiate using the encoded language of a new prestigious science
none of whose pronouncements about language itself could be construed either
directly or naively."

The idea of spelling out the direction of history, be it progress or decay,
through the esoteric and elite (not to mention Eurocentric) analysis of
language was scarcely a foreign one to Sidgwick and his Apostolic circle.
Naturally, his positivist, Comtean tendencies — shared and stimulated by
his intimate friend Dakyns — would incline him to hunt for laws of reli-
gious and moral historical development. Interestingly, however, another
particularly close friend from this period, Noel, did a great deal to stim-
ulate his orientalist interests. The aristocratic Noel, who was the fourth
son of the earl of Gainsborough and whose godmother was none other
than Queen Victoria, was four years older than Sidgwick, though he had
joined the Apostles a year later, in 1857. Upon graduation, as Desmond
Heath has observed, “Roden went to Egypt with another friend, Cyril
Graham — in fact they reckoned they were the first Europeans to reach
the oasis of Kur-Kur, in the Libyan desert, with its forests of petrified
palms. For two long years, he continued in the East . . . visiting Nubia and
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the Holy Land, Palmyra, then Lebanon, Greece and Turkey.”?° Noel’s
accounts inflamed Sidgwick’s imagination:

You take me through a number of dream-like scenes and experiences, investing
them with a reality that they did not before possess, as clustering round you,
whom I have actually seen and known and talked to and shared anchovy toast
with! ... Your account of Palestine and Palmyra almost recalled the old feeling
of half-pleasant, half-painful longing (like a hungry man’s reading about a feast)
with which I used to devour Eothen and The Crescent and the Cross. ... Well, I
wish you freedom from fevers, conquest over bronchitis, and that you may quarry
countless treasures of learning from the neglected mines of the Royal tombs. If
you throw any light on Platonic mysticism, bring out any esoteric doctrines that
our uninitiated eyes are now blind to, why, we shall be proud of you as a man and
a brother. (M 48)

Curiously, though, Noel tended to be less unorthodox than Sidgwick at
this time, much less in the grip of the new criticism:

I confess I know nothing of the processes of historic criticism by which all our
beliefs in any past events are so skilfully hocus-pocused away. Of course I am aware
it must be a valuable science.

But I have not yet had occasion or interest for the mastery of it. So that I fear
you would think me quite out of court if I were to attempt to testify what I think
of that great problem — which certainly is a Aistorical one. Indeed you know what
I think. The Gospel History you have ascertained to be legend. Then of course
Jesus was not Son of God and Man — for there never was such a person, or we
know nothing of him who was so called for centuries.

It may be the effect of sheer prejudice. / cannot help believing the main body of
the history as I read it. True,  have not minutely analysed the various accounts and
found all the constituent elements evaporating and leaving a sorry residuum. But
as a whole it commends itself to me as the most solid, substantial history of all —
as the central history, throwing light on all other. Who conceived the character
of Christ? — fluctuating and heterogeneous from Renan’s point of view, no doubt,
but from one which I shall call profounder and more spiritual, (and that partly
because the profoundest and most spiritual men in successive ages have taken it),
homogeneous and consistent. This is not a mere Art-creation. And if a profound
spiritual harmony and homogeneity underlies the character, it is not an accretion
of myths — No, look at all other myths. There is not the flesh and blood life-look
about them that there is here.

Besides, if some History be resolvable into Myth, is not Myth often resolvable
into History?
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For Noel, the figure of Christ — who “both proclaimed and acted upon the
purest and most exalted morality, who was at all events the most loving and
unselfish of men, the most self-renouncing and self-sacrificing” and “by
the force of His life and death, as well as His words” made “the principle of
Love the most honoured of all, giving it a new energising force in society,
teaching men, in short, to feel that God is Love” — quite transcends
biblical criticism: “Now cut away passage after passage with criticism, still
you must destroy the whole conception of the character in the Gospels
before you get rid of this distinct impression.” Thus,

I must believe that His consciousness simply mirrored the Truth. I do not say that
God has not given us other less spiritual kinds of light — intellectual, e.g. from
other sources — other old-world civilisations, such as the Roman, and Greek. Let
us fully acknowledge it. But such a God-saturated human life is the profoundest
and most vital of all influences on the human spirit, and therefore indirectly acts
upon all our systems of thought.

I do not wish to isolate Him. I know I am most unorthodox. If I isolate Him He
is no use to me. But I cannot agree with you that whether He was all this, or not,
is of no religious importance. To me it is of the very highest. For /ere . . . God has
manifested Himself as He has not done elsewhere, and if so, we cannot dispense
with the contemplation of this biography without lowering our standard and our
idea of God. Comparing ourselves with Christ, we feel infinitely dwarfed, and yet
(as His is our own proper human nature of which we have all the elements) there
is that in us which responds to the virtue in Him, and draws us up to His level.
We learn then both about God and about man. He reveals in His person the fact
of our Sonship to God — He opens up in our Nature the choked spring of Deity
within it — and He leads the way to the full realisation, in the consciousness of
all men, of their relationship to God, and their full enjoyment of the privileges of
it. He has triumphed over selfishness. . . . Without that life as a beacon, I should
have thought it impossible that the Ideal should so triumph in me or my race.”

Noel admits that he has left Sidgwick a “loophole,” since he could
urge that Christ’s ideal was a mistaken one, not the highest. But there
“we should differ in toto. Goethe, I suppose, could hardly think His
Life the highest. But if you say ‘we cannot know what is the highest
kind of life,” you then cut away all possible hope of progress. You must
have an ideal, and strive to live more and more up to that.” Indeed, the
“ideal” is more than mere argument. Sidgwick seems to “undervalue his-
tory — fact — example — the love and worship of an external noble object.”
But “[t]heories and metaphysics won’t do alone to teach us all about the
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‘eternal and spiritual part of our nature’. And Christ truly is a man, not the
dried-up part of one, a philosopher or metaphysician, (that is why most of
them object to Him).” To such an ideal, one must subordinate one’s own
judgment.

This is fine Apostolic soaring, though one would never guess from
Noel’s religious arguments that he was to prove to be one of Sidgwick’s
most licentious bisexual friends, one who was once photographed naked as
Bacchus. But their discussions of religious matters rather overshadowed
their exchanges on sexual matters, such as the advisability of marriage,
which will be considered in later chapters. For the present, what is of
interest is the way in which Noel, more than such friends as Dakyns, was
impressing upon Sidgwick the importance of both orientalist studies and
the figure of Christ as an ideal of perfect love and altruism. Here was an
Apostolic intimate pushing a case that resembled in some respects that of
Renan — who retained a vivid appreciation of Christ as a moral exemplar —
but who was perhaps even more in line with other forces attempting in
unorthodox ways to revitalize the image of Christ’s greatness. At a later
date, Noel would be more mystical, more Hegelian, more pantheistic,
and more apt to put forth Whitman as an exemplar of greatness. But in
the years of storm and stress, he, like so many others, was obsessed with
the personality of Jesus, and he found in Sidgwick a most disturbing
doubter. For Noel, “Manhood reverences noble example and experience,
and profits by them” — or ought to. And the example of Goethe is not the
right one: “Intellect is the Deity of Goethe. But to furnish food for intellect
he sees the fullest experience to be necessary. Yet both the practical and
the etherial Goethe is radically wrong, Intellect is not the most Divine
element. In my creed, it is Love. Therefore Christ and not Goethe is
the ideal of Humanity.”?* This would prove to be, for Sidgwick, the all-
important contrast, capturing the contest between Christian sympathy
and Greek perfection in more modern form. His theological vacillations
met his ethical vacillations just here.

Of course, given the battering that religion was receiving at this time,
from biblical criticism and Darwinian and geological science, it is not to
be wondered at that such revisionary readings of the Gospels as Renan’s
should find a wide audience, or that he was hardly alone in providing
provocative new interpretations of the life of Jesus. In England, a book that
shared this emphasis on the character and ethics of Jesus was published
anonymously in 1866. This was Ecce Homo, which, as it transpired, was
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authored by Sidgwick’s longtime Cambridge colleague, the historian John
Seeley — not coincidentally, another profoundly orientalizing influence,
one of the leading theorists of British imperialism.?3 It was Sidgwick’s
review of Seeley’s volume that summed up the results of his linguistic
turn, the fruit of his visits to Germany. The review was published in the
Westminster Review in 1866, and it included some trenchant remarks on
Renan:

The defect of Renan’s Vie de Fésus was not its historical fidelity but its want of
that quality. It was not in so far as he had realised the manner in which the idea
of Jesus was conditioned by the circumstances of time and place and the laws of
human development, but in so far as he had failed to do so, that his work proved
inefficacious to stir the feelings of Englishmen. We felt that he had looked at his
subject through Parisian spectacles; and taken up too ostentatiously the position
of a spectator — a great artistic error in a historian. His most orthodox assailants
in England felt for the most part that their strength lay in showing not that the
Jesus of Renan was a mere man and ought to have been more, but that he was not
the right man. (MEA 22—23)

Asis clear from other sources as well, Sidgwick had some sympathy with
such critics. Renan’s type of history is a “system of ingenious guesses,” and
if Darwin’s great champion T. H. Huxley would “have us worship (‘chiefly
silently’) a Subject without Predicates,” Renan would “have us adore . . .
Predicates without a Subject.” Strauss is “better than many Renans.”
(M 105, 147). Perhaps Sidgwick even had in mind Maurice’s view that
Renan’s Jesus “is a charming Galilean with a certain sympathy for beautiful
scenery and an affectionate tenderness for the peasants who follow him;
but he is provoked to violence, impatience, base trickery, as soon as he finds
his mission as a reformer unsuccessful. . .. We in England should say he
was a horrible liar and audacious blasphemer.” For Maurice, “the book is
detestable, morally as well as theologically. It brought to my mind . . . that
wonderful dream of Richter’s in which Jesus tells the universe, ‘Children,
you have no Father.””?+

For all that, when it comes to addressing the vision of Ecce Homo,
Sidgwick’s indebtedness to the more critical, historical sides of both
Strauss and Renan is manifest; his views contrast with Seeley’s in much
the same way they did with Noel’s:

Considering that we derive our knowledge of the facts from a limited num-
ber of documents, handed down to us from an obscure period, and containing



78 Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe

matter which in any other history we should regard as legendary: considering
that in consequence these documents have been subjected for many years to an
elaborate, minute, and searching investigation: that hundreds of scholars have
spent their lives in canvassing such questions as the date of their composition,
their authorship, the conscious objects or unconscious tendency of each author,
his means of information, and his fidelity to fact, the probability of their be-
ing compiled or translated from previous works in whole or part, or of their
having undergone revisions since the original publication, the contradictions
elicited by careful examination of each or close comparison of them together,
the methods of reconciling these contradictions or deciding between conflict-
ing evidence, and many other similar points, — it might seem natural that the
author of such a work as this should carefully explain to his readers his plan
and principles for settling or avoiding these important preliminary questions.
(MEA 2)

Sidgwick, in other words, was not impressed by the historical conscious-
ness of Ecce Homo — the method is “radically wrong” and the conclusions
“only roughly and partially right” (MEA 39).

In fact, the criticisms directed at Seeley are withering, and often devel-
oped by way of invidious comparison with the historical school. Unlike the
historical school, Seeley believes that the compelling, “incontrovertible”
evidence regarding the character and thought of Jesus might in itself be
so suggestive of his uniqueness that it could lend credence to the mira-
cle stories. But to follow Seeley and speak “of miracles ‘provisionally as
real’ is the one thing that no one will do. The question of their reality
stands at the threshold of the subject, and can by no device be conjured
away.” The new criticism accepts the principle applied elsewhere in his-
tory — namely, that nothing happens in violation of the laws of nature —
and does “not regard the reality of miracles as a question of more or less
evidence, to be decided by presumptions with regard to the veracity of
witnesses.” (MEA 4, 5) The very question of which evidence is acceptable
requires taking a position on the miraculous, and in fact the evidence that
Seeley adduces is anything but incontrovertible. As Owen Chadwick has
observed, for Renan, “to believe in the supernatural was like believing in
ghosts.”?5 Sidgwick, as we shall shortly see, thought that this was just the
right challenge.

Characteristically, however, and in line with his Socratic anxieties,
Sidgwick could not rest content with mere negative criticism. Sound
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history may require unstinting criticism and controversy, but

it is good to be reminded from time to time to drop the glass of criticism, and let
the dust-clouds of controversy settle. Many students who cannot patiently lend
their minds to our author’s teaching may be stimulated by it to do as he has done:
may be led to contemplate in the best outline that each for himself can frame, with
unwonted clearness of vision and unwonted force of sympathy, the features of a
conception, a life, a character which the world might reverence more wisely, but
can never love too well. (MEA 39)

As he put it to Dakyns:

I have had the work of Christ put before me by a powerful hand, and been made
to recognise its extraordinary excellence as I have never before done; and though
I do not for a moment relinquish my right to judge it by the ideal, and estimate
its defects, partialities, etc., yet I do feel the great need that mankind have of a
pattern, and I have none that I could propose to substitute. Hence I feel that I
should call myself a Christian if I were in a country where [text missing]. Now,
as long as the views I hold on religion and morality are such as I should think
only desirable to publish to the educated, it seems to me it is not my social duty
to dissent. (M 145—46)°

Seeley is “diffuse,” but he is not “turgid,” and he has stirred Sidgwick
“with real eloquence.” There is much in his vision of Jesus that, as with
Renan’s or Noel’s, would appeal to someone with utilitarian sympathies,
since heis presented as a teacher of love, whose view of religion as a positive,
warm, emotional matter contrasted with the older Hebrew conception of
religion in terms of a legalistic set of “Thou shalt nots.” Still, Sidgwick’s
vision of Jesus and the Christian religion is subtler and far more historical
than Seeley’s. He even accuses Seeley of going too far in making Jesus
out to be a utilitarian, objecting to his central claims about Jesus’ placing
happiness in a political constitution and requiring “a disinterested sacrifice
of self to the interests of the whole society.” This, Sidgwick urges, is an
overstatement, making Jesus too nearly akin to Bentham. It is better to
say that “Jesus taught philanthropy more from the point of view of the
individual than from that of society” (MEA 19). Ultimately, according to
Sidgwick,

The truth seems to be that in the simple and grand conception that Jesus formed
of man’s position and value in the universe, all the subsequent development of
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Christianity is implicitly contained: but that the evolution of this conception was
gradual, and was not completed at his death. The one thing important to Jesus
in man was a principle so general that faith, love, and moral energy seem only
different sides of it. It was the ultimate coincidence, or rather, if we may use a
Coleridgean word, indifference of religion and morality. It was “the single eye,” the
rightness, of a man’s heart before God. It was faith in the conflict with baser and
narrower impulses, love when it became emotion, moral energy as it took effect
on the will. It was that which living in a man filled his whole body with a light,
purified him completely, so that nothing external could defile him. (MEA 23)

This principle carries several further consequences. Jesus’ work “in-
tensified or deepened all moral obligations,” for the “inner light could not
produce right outward acts, except through the medium of right inward
impulses,” and the man who had it “could acquiesce in no compromises,
but must aim at perfection.” It is this inner rightness of heart that fixes
one’s place in the Kingdom of God — not birth, wealth, etc. — and the
Kingdom is thus open to all of Adam’s seed. With this development, “the
ceremonial law must fall. This elaborate system of minute observances
was needless, and if needless it was burdensome.” (MEA 25) But not all
of this work was done by Jesus; clearly, Saint Paul was crucial in explic-
itly drawing out these implications, and indeed, the historical progress
of ethics and civilization suggests how much was yet to come after Jesus,
great as his ethical example was. Seeley’s account could not accommodate
the growth, the progress, of doctrine, though such a view of history was
an element common to Coleridge, Maurice, Whewell, Newman, Comte,
Mill, and perhaps most of the notable moral theorists of Darwin’s century.
“Here and there we feel that if Jesus planted, Jean Jacques and Comte have
watered” (MEA 19). Progress was real, whether or not it was the result of
divine intervention.

Thus, Sidgwick’s (rather ironic) appeal to Comte and Mill as repre-
senting the best in the Christian tradition allowed that that tradition had
grown and progressed, and that it contained various elements that were
difficult to reconcile. To Noel, Sidgwick explained, with reference to his
criticisms of Seeley and others,

I'have counted the cost, and am content to go on exciting the disgust of enthusiasts —
that is, of the people whose sympathy I value most — in defence of (what seems
to me) historic truth and sound criticism. It seems to me that ultimate religious
agreement is ideally possible on my method, and not even ideally possible on
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yours — as each sect and party will go on making a particular view of history a test
of spirituality and thus feel itself at liberty to dispense . . . with other arguments.

(M 150)

One could scarcely hope for a plainer statement of Sidgwick’s own quest
for unity, of how critical inquiry, for him, held out the hope of both truth
and reconciliation. The Socratic search was a very personal business.

And in this pursuit of truth, there is a profound sense in which Sidgwick
took up directly the challenge, not of Seeley, but of Renan. One could not,
with Seeley, deduce the miracles from the morality of Jesus — Renan was
right. But perhaps Renan was wrong in too hastily assuming that modern
science could not recognize the existence of ghosts. Although the gospels
should not receive a special dispensation to ignore the laws of nature,
perhaps the laws of nature might allow that the “miraculous” does occur,
today as much as two thousand years ago. But that is not a question to be
settled by books.

ITI. Rational Faith

I pass by a kind of eager impulse from one Drama or Heart-Tragedy or Comedy
as the case may be to another: and when I begin to take stock as it were on my
account, my prudential instincts being awakened, I wonder what it all means, and
whether there is any higher or lower, better or worse in human life, except so far
as sympathy and a kind of rude philosophy go.

Sidgwick to Dakyns, April 29, 1862 (M 78)

The sixties were undoubtedly some of Sidgwick’s most turbulent years,
but in many respects, the overall direction of his thought during this time
was a painfully consistent one:

I want to earn my freedom from the Church of England. What a hideous compro-
mise between baseness and heroism! Yet I do not see anything else in this strange
age of transition for a man who feels bitterly the Driick of hypocrisy, yet cannot rec-
oncile himself to cut the Gordian knot. My feeling is that emotional Theism will
shine in more and more upon mankind through the veil of history and life; that all
religions are good in so far as they approximate to it, and that formulae are neces-
sary for the mass of mankind in their present state: and that the task of substituting
apurer foracrasser formulaisa grand one, but I must leave it toa man who has more
belief in himself than I have. In short I feel with regard to the Church of England
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xpfioal, & I mean to put it if possible in my power. (M 122-23)*7

In 1862, he had declared that “one ought to begin by being a Theist — to
contemplate, I mean, a Heart and Mind behind phenomena” and allowed
that if, at that point, he was “only a Theist,” it would not be “for want of
profound and devoted study” if he did not “become a Christian” (M 81—
82). No one could deny that he gave himself over to profound and devoted
study, avoiding any open break with his church, but the effort never got him
beyond the above formulation of historical theism, at least for any length
of time. He was determined not to barter his “intellectual birthright for a
mess of mystical pottage.” By 1866, after much linguistic study, he could
still complain that he had “discovered nothing and settled nothing. Is
Theism to be the background or the light of the picture of life?” (M 141)
And by 1870, he is concluding,

I do not feel called or able to preach religion except as far as it is involved in
fidelity to one’s true self. I firmly believe that religion is normal to mankind, and
therefore take part unhesitatingly in any social action to adapt and sustain it (as
far as a layman may). I know also that my true self is a Theist, but I believe that
many persons are really faithful to themselves in being irreligious, and I do not
feel able to prophesy to them. (M 228)

His complaint with the irreligious is not their disbelief, but “that they
are content with, happy in, a universe where there is no God” (M 228).
Sidgwick could entertain the thought that there was no God; what he
could not entertain was the thought of being happily content in such a
cold, uncaring, unjust universe.?®

The essence of Sidgwick’s position was nicely expressed in an 1870
letter that he sent to the Times concerning “Clerical Engagements.” He
delineated three different theological orientations: that of “Simple Scrip-
turalism,” holding that the errors of the Bible are insignificant and that “all
the more important historical statements, and absolutely all the statements
on moral and theological subjects in the Bible, are true”; that of “Histor-
ical Scripturalists,” who agree that the theology of the Bible is final, but
who “hold that only its theological and moral statements have this peculiar
claim on our acceptance, and that on all other subjects a Biblical writer is
just as likely to err as any other equally honest and conscientious person,”
and that even the theology of the Bible should be read historically; and
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finally, that of the “Rationalist,” who holds that although the “most impor-
tant part of religious truth (what may be fairly called the true religion) was
discovered or revealed before the first century of Christianity was closed”
and “no sound developments of later thought are likely to deviate from
the main lines laid down in the Bible,” nevertheless, “no expression, even
of these truths, by the Biblical writers is to be regarded as authoritative.”
According to this last view, with which Sidgwick identifies himself, the

theology of the Bible has, and always will have, a unique interest for mankind,
but unique only as the interest of Greek philosophy is unique, because it is the
fountain from which the main stream of thought upon the subject is derived; so
that not only must it always be presupposed and referred to by religious thinkers,
but must always possess for them what M. Renan calls the ‘charme des origines.’

However, the Rationalist believes that

the process of development which the historical scripturalist traces between the
earlier and later of them has continued since, and will continue, and that we cannot
forecast its limits; and that even where the doctrine of the Bible, taken as a whole,
is clear, an appeal lies always open to the common sense, common reason, and
combined experience of the religious portion of mankind. (CWC)*

It is, of course, the Rationalist view that Sidgwick takes to be the di-
rection of history. He is confident “that the thought of civilised Europe
is moving rapidly in its direction, and that it must inevitably spread and
prevail,” but he also wishes “as heartily as any broad Churchman can, that
it may spread with the least possible disruption and disorganization of
existing institutions, the least possible disruption of old sympathies and
associations.”

Hence, the three-way current of Sidgwick’s storm and stress. He cannot,
intellectually, ignore the possibility of atheism and materialism, though
he cannot accept such a worldview as emotionally satisfying and does not
think humanity at large capable of this either. Yet the crude superstition
and ahistoricism of most orthodox Christianity is hardly something that he
can accept intellectually, though he recognizes its sociological and political
importance and is determined not to abandon orthodoxy lightly. He hopes
to be able (eventually, at least) to vindicate a minimal, theistic conception
of the universe and to work for gradual social reforms that will duly install
this view in place of the older ones.
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What was the precise content of Sidgwick’s critique of orthodox
Christianity? How did it accord with or differ from the views of Renan,
Noel, and Strauss?

Sidgwick’s views on various points of doctrine certainly did fluctuate a
great deal, but in retrospect, he was fairly consistent in singling out certain
key difficulties. In the manuscript of the “Autobiographical Fragment,”
the text breaks off into a number of scattered remarks that include his
confession that of all the miracle tales in the Bible, the one that struck
him as simply unbelievable was the doctrine of the Virgin Birth of Jesus.
His testimony on this score must have struck his wife, Eleanor Mildred
Sidgwick, as accurate and unsuspect, since she was taking the dictation
and never in public or private registered any objection to this point. And
in his 1870 pamphlet on “The Ethics of Conformity and Subscription”
(actually composed around 1867), he singled out the Virgin Birth as one of
the most problematic issues dividing Anglicans, since a sincere Christian
could certainly believe that Jesus was God and that miracles could occur,
yet also hold that “legends may have been mixed up with the evangelical
narrations, and that some probably have been. A man who holds this
general view is very likely to reject the miraculous conception of Jesus,
as the narrative of it has a very legendary aspect, and the evidence which
supports it is exceptionally weak.” (CS 33)

However, a later friend, Canon Charles Gore, would record that
Sidgwick had confessed to him that his chief difficulty with orthodoxy
had to do with Jesus’ apparent belief in his immediate return as the glo-
rified Christ; this difficulty would have been especially hard to overcome,
since it involved an error by Jesus on a matter of great theological and
ethical significance, and the historical, textual evidence for attributing this
false belief to him was overwhelming.3°

Evident as it may be that such objections are bound up with the results
of historical biblical criticism, Sidgwick could, in some humors, speak
rather disparagingly of the additional value of such historical work. Thus,
even in the midst of his “orientalist” studies, he could complain that

I have the secret conviction that the great use of learning Hebrew is to ascertain
how little depends on it, and, with regard to Biblical criticism, that it is impossible
to demonstrate from themselves the non-infallibility of the Hebrew writings: just
as it would be to demonstrate the non-infallibility of Livy if there was any desire
to uphold it. It all depends on the scientific sense, and antiquarianism will never
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overthrow superstition except in a few intellects who would probably have got rid
of it anyway.3'

In 1863, he wrote to Dakyns: “My own views do not alter; you know L attach
less and less value to criticism the more time I spend over it. How can a
close knowledge of Hebrew help us to convince a man who after reading the
English Version believes that God Almighty wrote the account of Noah’s
flood?” (M g9) The year 1864 finds him sarcastically observing that it “was
probably an erroneous idea of my relations to the infinite” to suppose that
“it was all-important to have a view on the historical question. As if after
dying I were likely to meet God and He to say, Well, are you a Christian?
‘No,’ I say, ‘but I have a theory on the origin of the Gospels which is really
the best I could form on the evidence; and please, this ought to do as
well.”” (M 123-24) And at length, in 1865, he complains “How I wish I
had employed my leisure which I have so wasted, in studying philosophy
and art!” (M 122)
As the “Autobiographical Fragment” records:

I began also to think that the comparative historical study which I had planned
would not really give any important aid in answering the great questions raised by
the orthodox Christianity from which my view of the Universe had been derived.
Was Jesus incarnate God, miraculously brought into the world as a man? Were
his utterances of divine authority? Did he actually rise from the grave with a
human body glorified, and therewith ascend into heaven? Or if the answers to
these questions could not strictly be affirmative in the ordinary sense of the term,
what element of truth, vital for mankind, could be disengaged from the husk of
legend, or symbolised by the legend, supposing the truth itself capable of being
established by human reasoning? Study of Philosophy and Theology, which I had
never abandoned, began again to occupy more of my time. (M 37—38)

Because Sidgwick’s somewhat exaggerated reaction against historical
study in some ways carried over to the history of philosophy, and even
to the teaching of such, it should be stressed that his considered com-
plaint was not that historical criticism was valueless (though he sometimes
made it sound that way), but that it was insufficient by itself to solve the
“deepest problems of human life.” The exasperation that he vented over
his inconclusive results scarcely conveyed just how indebted he was and
would remain to Strauss and Renan. After all, Seeley’s shortcomings were
shared by many more orthodox figures, such as Bishop Mansel, another
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object of Sidgwick’s critical talents. Of Mansel’s Bampton Lectures, he
wrote: “He really is a well-meaning man, and i/ a raison for the most
part against Metaphysicians. But he talks of Revelation as if the Bible
had dropped from the skies ready translated into English; he ignores all
historical criticism utterly.” (M 81) And in a review of 1873, in which he
anticipates a number of arguments he would later marshall against the ide-
alists, he challenges Mansel’s apparent claim that, theological beliefs being
designed to guide practice rather than to satisfy reason, the contradiction
between two such beliefs is no argument against them:

It is no use to say that it is restricted to the interpretation of Revelation: for the
deduction of dogma from Scripture is a process of reasoning, which has always
been guided by the maxim that different texts of Scripture must be made mutually
consistent. Now either this maxim is invalid, in which case the creeds must crumble
again into a chaos of texts: or if it is valid, we require some criterion to distinguish
the contradictions that we ought to embrace. Such a criterion Mansel never offers:
and he seems to deal in a perfectly arbitrary manner with the antinomies which
beset the exercise of our reason when it strives to attain the absolute.3*

This hardly seems like a profession of the uselessness of historical crit-
icism, and it is in fact more in keeping with Sidgwick’s general attitude,
evident in many other works, than the impatience expressed in some of his
letters. Before embarking on his biblical criticism, he could complacently
say that a man “impressed with the Divine Government and the Divine
sympathy” by “reading simply and candidly the New Testament, will end
by being more orthodox than at first one thinks possible when one feels
one’s indignation kindled against Persecuting Bishops” (M 79). No such
claim could have passed his pen after his exposure to Renan and Strauss.

Although Sidgwick did at one time or another toy with going whole-
heartedly with “Maurice and Broad Church,” his fundamental objections
to that position formed a more conspicuous feature of his theological twists
and turns. They were given cogent expression in an 1871 review of a book
by one of Maurice’s disciples:

[T]he key to Mr. Hutton’s theology, as it is to that of his master, Mr. Maurice . . .
may be expressed thus: ‘God is immediately or intuitively, but not adequately,
made known to us: and what is made known of Him is more than can be expressed
in propositions, or communicated from one man to another.” This seems to me
an appropriate account of our apprehension of Divine, as of much other, fact:
but I am unable to see how it furnishes the barrier against scepticism which
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Mr. Maurice and Mr. Hutton seem to find in it. The ‘sources of our faith’ may be
indefinitely wider than that ‘evidences of our convictions’: but when the diversities
of faith cause any one to enquire into the truth or falsehood of his own, a rational
answer must indicate ‘evidences’ and not ‘sources.” Mr. Hutton sees this, and
offers ‘really universal reasons’ for believing the Incarnation. These are the old
combination of psychological and historical premisses: only miracles are omitted
from the latter. ‘We have need of believing in a Filial God: and Jesus claimed to be
and was recognised as such.” In explaining the former premiss Mr. Hutton rather
confounds emotional want with intellectual anticipation: even if it be true that our
spiritual yearnings cannot be satisfied without this belief, the presumption thus
obtained cannot be compared with the presumption that a friend or a chemical
substance will act in a given way. The exposition of these spiritual needs, as
Mr. Hutton apprehends them, is highly interesting: but they seem to me too
idiosyncratic to constitute ‘really universal reasons.” Who, except him, ‘knows’
that the ‘free will of all men (except Jesus) is intrinsically indifferent,’ and that ‘self-
sacrifice is not indigenous in man’? If we long to institute a complete comparison
of the spiritual effects of pure theism and Christianity, we find the materials too
scanty: so that Mr. Hutton’s method of psychological proof, even if cogent, is as
yet inapplicable.33

Much as Sidgwick admired the Mauricean passion for unity, he was
too sharply aware of conflict and difference to go along with that version
of Platonized Christianity. For what if what is being apprehended is only
the God of theism, rather than that of Christianity in its more proper
forms? Perhaps the unifying intuition was more Platonic than Christian.
Or perhaps it was more Socratic than Platonic, something simpler and even
less amenable to articulation than Plato’s eternal forms. Maurice’s appeal
to conscience was a wonderfully sophisticated and liberal-minded one, but
for all that, it was still an appeal to conscience, and for practical purposes
useless. Sidgwick, who found that his conscience “was more utilitarian
than most,” sought a way of actually reconciling conflicting “evidences”
(M 228). Sympathetic, conversational soul searching required more tools
with which to work. Jesus was no more above criticism than Socrates, and
the criticism often ran on parallel tracks.

He even sticks up for Goethe, against Hutton’s account. In a most
revealing passage, he urges that Hutton is

even betrayed here and there into phrases which have a touch of impatient
Philistinism. To talk of Goethe’s “sickly pottering” about the “pyramid of his ex-
istence” is surely an inadequate manner of speaking of the apostle of self-culture.
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And on the whole the critic seems to lean too much to the common error, which
in one passage he resists, of taking the Goethe of the autobiography for the real
Goethe. No one was ever fascinated by the hero of Wahrheit und Dichtung. The
charm of Goethe depends on the rare harmony of strikingly contrasted qualities,
the poise and balance of strongly conflicting impulses: the intellect of driest light,
yet with perpetual vision of a radiantly coloured world: the nature responsive to
all gales of emotion and breezes of sentiment, yet using all as forces to carry it in
its “unhasting unresting” course — which we only see by comprehensive compar-
ison of his studied and unstudied utterances, and his life as seen and felt by his
contemporaries.3*

Of this essay, Noel wrote to Sidgwick, “It is wonderfully terse, pregnant,
to the point. I suppose nothing has ever been said about Goethe more to
the point than the last sentences.”35

The criticisms of the Mauricean vision were telling, and profoundly
suggestive of the course of Sidgwick’s theological probing. Even in 1864,
impatient with his historical work, he had urged that what is “required
is psychological experiments in ethics and intuitive Theism: that is what
on the whole the human race has got to do for some years” (M 124).
The call for such experiments was serious: he had long held that more
work needed to be done on the psychology of religious belief — indeed,
on psychology generally3® — if one were to argue with any plausibility
as to just what kind of religious belief humanity might require. After all,
there “is no proof against there being a Mind & Heart behind phenomena,”
and, Sidgwick confessed, “the contemplation of this hypothesis answers
to a need now existing in my nature, and the experience of thousands tes-
tifies that such contemplation generates an abiding évBouoiaopds, with
all its attendant noblenesses and raptures.”37 But what was the mean-
ing of this need and this effect? Was the human condition one of abject
superstition, demanding totem and taboo? Was it less superstitious but
nonetheless inherently prone to some minimal faith in a just universe,
such that the suffering of innocents was only apparent and righteous-
ness would in the long run receive its reward? Was some sort of faith,
even if incapable of rational demonstration, essential to human flourish-
ing or functioning? How far away from earlier religions might civiliza-
tion progress? What if Socrates, for example, turned out to be simply
a schizoid combination of critical acumen and primitive idolatry? One
could not make either Mauricean or Comtean claims until such issues were
sorted out.
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In his early Apostolic days, Sidgwick had read a paper entitled “Is Prayer
a Permanent Function of Humanity?” — it was a question that epitomized
much of his thinking, during the sixties and beyond, and one to which he
would return at the very end of his life.3* He wondered whether there were
not some psychological natures so “healthy, finely moulded, well nerved,
symmetrical” that they could do without the practice of supplication and
all that went with it. Moreover, he suspected that such natures “might
feel in reading history as if mankind had gone to sleep after the bright
sunny days of Athenian life and were just waking up again after the long
nightmare of mediaeval superstition.” Sidgwick predictably goes on to
confess that he feels the opposing case “with much more force,” since one
could argue from “the virtue and happiness that religion has produced in
the unsymmetrical and weak to the still greater effects of the same kind, it
might produce in the symmetrical and strong.” (CWC)39 And the religious
have an edge over the symmetrical people in facing the trials of old age
and death. Yet even so, the doubts were there, and had been watered by
the example of the ancient Athenians.*® And by that of Goethe and those
of Sidgwick’s friends who followed him.

These issues, with their psychological, sociological, and anthropological
orientations, were coming at Sidgwick from all sides — from Darwin,
Maurice, Mill, Renan, Comte, and others — and they would continue to
haunt him for the rest of his life. But he gave them a novel twist, carrying
them in directions never quite anticipated by his predecessors.

For Sidgwick, psychology meant, in large part, parapsychology.#' The
crucial questions could not be fully addressed without consideration of a
much wider range of evidence than had previously been treated of. Perhaps
personal survival of death was one of the elements of truth in Christianity,
to be separated from the husk of legend. Perhaps Maurice was at least
right in thinking that one must address sympathetically the evidences of all
the world religions, including, of course, the Socratic. Maurice, however,
thought that “disembodied spirits” belonged “to the realm of fancy and
not of fact. Our Lord took all pains while He was on earth to show how
much He cared for bodies.” Here he was in an odd accord with Renan, who
also had no time for ghosts. But for Sidgwick, the natural reply was that
it was just as dogmatic to go along uncritically with materialistic science
as it was to go along with orthodox religion. What evidence was there for
ghosts? For the miraculous as a permanent function of the universe? Just
possibly, Maurice did not take the Socratic Daimon seriously enough.
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In 1867, in a singularly illuminating letter to his friend Roden Noel,
Sidgwick explained:

Only I happened to read Lecky in the Long. You know the book — History of
Rationalism. With the perverseness that sometimes characterises me I took up
the subject from entirely the opposite point of view to Lecky, and determined to
investigate the evidence for medieval miracles, as he insists it is 7ot an investigation
of this evidence, but merely the progress of events, march of mind, etc. which
has brought about our present disbelief in them. The results have, I confess,
astonished myself. I keep silence at present even from good words, but I dimly
foresee that I shall have to entirely alter my whole view of the universe and
admit the “miraculous,” as we call it, as a permanent element in human history
and experience. You know my “Spiritualistic” ghost-seeing tendencies. These all
link on, and the Origins of all religions find themselves explained. However, as I
say, I keep silence at present; [ am only in the middle of my inquiries. (M 160)

Curiously enough, this venture was in part an inheritance from Benson.
Among the discussion societies that Sidgwick had joined as an undergrad-
uate, there was also the Ghost Society, devoted to the collection and critical
examination of ghost stories. It had been founded by Benson and some
friends during his undergraduate tenure, and thus Sidgwick had been
steadily accumulating the results of collective research on the subject for
a decade prior to the 1867 letter. A letter to his sister in 1858 explains that
“my ghostological investigations are flourishing; I have taken unto myself
associates here, and am prosecuting my researches with vigour; meeting
with failures and vexatious exaggerations but still getting a good deal of
real matter.”+

As his diary reveals, the theological relevance of this subject — something
Benson ultimately rejected — had come home to him early on: “Why should
not God be willing to give us a few glimpses of the unseen worlds which
we all believe exist.” This was an interest that apparently endured intact
through all his theological wanderings. In 1863, he wrote to Dakyns: “In
Theology I am much as ever: I have not yet investigated Spiritualism,
but I am still bent upon doing so as soon as I have the opportunity”
(M 94). And again, in 1864, “As to Spiritualism, do not speak of it: I
have not progressed, but am in painful doubt; still, I have some personal
experiences and much testimony, and I find it hard to believe that I shall
not discover some unknown laws, psychological or other” (M 106). T. H.
Green may have “sniffed” at the project, but Sidgwick was unmoved.
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Interestingly, though not surprisingly, Sidgwick’s ghostological inves-
tigations tended to mirror the Apostolic mode of inquiry. This is not
merely because a number of the associates he had taken on were in fact
also Apostles — for instance, Oscar Browning and J. J. Cowell, the latter of
whom collaborated with Sidgwick in experiments in automatic or “spirit”
writing. More important was the overall mission and method; in Janet
Oppenheim’s view, the Apostolic “idea of a group of men meeting regu-
larly to discuss, with utter frankness and without restrictions, questions
of religious, philosophical, and ethical import” would inspire a number of
those who went on to form the the Society for Psychical Research, in 1882,
especially the smaller “Sidgwick Group” that worked as an intimate co-
hort within the larger organization.®3 The characteristic tone was caught
in a letter from Sidgwick to Myers in the late seventies: “My dear Fred,
My brother William is not coming to me, so that I could probably pursue
Truth before Christmas, 23rd or 24th.”++

For Sidgwick, the aim of the Ghost Society, and then the SPR, was not
dramatically different from that of the Apostles or of other philosophical
groups. If anything, it was even more directly addressed to the “deepest
problems of human life.” Here was the rare opportunity to employ free,
open scientific inquiry to reenchant the world, rather than to deprive
it of significance. As Eleanor later recounted, in the “Autobiographical
Fragment,” the “whole subject” of psychical research “connected itself
with his philosophical and theological studies. . . . comparative thaumatol-
ogy required its investigation; and, further, the possibility of direct proof
of continued individual existence after death could not be neglected either
from a theological or an ethical point of view.” (M 43) Later retrospect
also confirmed what he had feared all along, namely, that this was not a
path likely to lead him back to his childhood faith:

It is now a long time since I could even imagine myself believing in Christianity
after the orthodox fashion; not that I have any abstract objection to miracles, but
because I cannot see any rational ground for treating the marvellous stories of the
Gospels differently from the many other marvellous narratives which we meet
with in history and biography, ancient and modern. While, if I were to believe all
these marvellous narratives, I should have to suppose a continual communication
between an “unseen universe” and our planet; and this would prevent the Gospel
story from having anything like the unique character that it has for Christians.
I do not make this latter supposition merely for the sake of argument; I am not
inclined to oppose to this series of marvellous narratives (outside the Gospels)
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the sort of unhesitating {dis }belief that most of my orthodox friends do. In fact, I
have spent a good deal of my leisure for some years in investigating ghost stories,
spiritualistic phenomena, etc., etc., and I have not yet abandoned the hope of
finding some residuum of truth in them. . . . Meanwhile the dilemma is clear and
certain to me. Either one must believe in ghosts, modern miracles, etc., or there
can be no ground for giving credence to the Gospel story: and as I have not yet
decided to do the former, I am provisionally incredulous as to the latter — and in
fact for many years I have not thought of Christianity except as the creed of my
friends and fellow-countrymen, etc. (M 347)

In other words, the progress of genuine science, free and open inquiry,
might just usher in the religion of the future, even if it worked rather
destructively on the religions of the past. At any rate, what was the al-
ternative, if one insisted on giving an account of the built-in features
of human credulity and human hope? Both theology and biblical crit-
icism needed fresh facts. Indeed, the peculiarities of parapsychology —
“psychical research” —with its focus on unseen worlds, unconscious voices,
telepathic communication, the communications of mediums, and so forth,
proved extremely conducive to the Apostolic mission of bearing witness
to one’s inner life. Was it not a thoroughly Socratic question, to inquire to
what extent this inner life was in fact more than inner? Or was it, possibly,
something akin to that impulse that had led Plato to press beyond Socrates,
seeking the final proof that the soul exists and is eternal, but doing so now
with the methods furnished by Bacon, Mill, and Darwin?

Sidgwick’s psychical research was, therefore, a continuation of his theo-
logical and philosophical search and anything but a gullible diversion from
his “real” work — though to be sure, reconciling his claims about the im-
portance of the world unseen with the particulars of his arguments about
ethics, politics, epistemology, and intuition will prove to be an intricate and
demanding task. His search for a meaningful but not mystical, progressive
but not presumptuous, perennial philosophy was more or less bound to
touch all other parts of his life, even if different parts were differently
affected. His search for sympathetic understanding and unity may have
been common to his Millian and Apostolic tendencies, and in part symp-
tomatic of the pervasive fear of social conflict and otherness at home and
abroad in the empire. For the discussions of such psychological evolution
could not help but be entangled, at one level or another, in discussions of
race and rule, democracy and decadence. But to carry such matters into
parapsychology (often inaugurating the discourse, as it were) was a risky
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business, hinting at a form of scientific esotericism very different from
philology or Comtism.

Myers, an early student of Sidgwick’s, who would become one of the
stalwarts of the Sidgwick Group and one of Sidgwick’s closest friends,
would often recall how in 1868, when they had taken “a star-light walk,”
he asked Sidgwick

almost with trembling, whether he thought that when Tradition, Intuition, Meta-
physic, had failed to solve the riddle of the Universe, there was still a chance that
from any actual observable phenomena — ghosts, spirits, whatsoever there might
be — some valid knowledge might be drawn as to a World Unseen. Already, it
seemed, he had thought that this was possible; steadily, though in no sanguine
fashion, he indicated some last grounds of hope; and from that night onwards I
resolved to pursue this quest, if it might be, at his side.*5

Myers did, of course, along with such luminaries as Edmund Gurney,
Walter Leaf, Lord Rayleigh, William James, Arthur and Gerald Balfour,
and Sidgwick’s future wife, Eleanor Mildred Balfour.

It should be observed that in some ways, Sidgwick’s commitment to
psychical research represented a continuation of his Apostolic efforts that
would also put him at odds with the later Apostles. And his friendship with
Myers had a good deal to do with this. As Richard Deacon has explained,
when the SPR was formally founded, Sidgwick

was by then an ‘Angel’ and no longer the dominant figure in the Apostles. His inter-
estin psychic phenomena only attracted a very few of the younger Apostles. When
one of them proposed the question ‘Can we communicate with the departed?’ as
a subject for debate, he was almost unanimously rejected. Alfred Whitehead . . . is
said to have caustically commented on this proposal that ‘such matters are best
left to Myers, or his paramour, Eusapia Palladino.’

Antagonism to Myers rather than disloyalty to Sidgwick would seem to be one
reason why discussions on psychic matters were avoided by the Society. Myers was
not very popular in some circles at Cambridge, and the Apostolic grapevine did
not miss much gossip about outsiders. Members of the Society had learned that
Myers was reputed to have stolen the work of another Cambridge man and claimed
the product as his own. But, apart from such tittle-tattle, Myers was suspected
of all manner of sexual quirks and it was alleged that he looked upon psychical
research as giving him opportunities for voyeurism. However, this was probably
an unjust accusation for a man who, until he became absorbed by his studies of
spiritualism and mesmerism, was best known as a poet and essayist. Whether he
actually knew Eusapia Palladino is irrelevant; she had acquired a reputation as a
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medium, but was also notorious for introducing eroticism into séances. Myers was
sufficiently odd in his behaviour, nonetheless, to insist on accompanying young
Edmund Gurney and his bride on their honeymoon to Switzerland, even against
the most vehement protests from the bride.#

What Virginia Woolf would later say of the Apostles — that they were a
“society of equals enjoying each other’s foibles” — would no doubt strike
many as more aptly said of the Sidgwick Group. But for Sidgwick, at least,
it represented the most serious side of his quest, the continuation of his
earlier Apostolic interests and religious struggles, albeit one that he did
not wish to impose on his more unreceptive friends.

Chapter 5 will explore these matters more fully, including Sidgwick’s
controversial friendship with Myers. The point to stress here, as a prelude
to the following chapter on The Methods of Ethics, is simply that Sidgwick
and Myers were in deep accord on the most fundamental issues. For
Myers, the deepest question of human life was the theistic one: “Is the
Universe friendly?” Sidgwick’s intellect and philosophical analyses were
infinitely subtler than Myers’s, but in the end he devoted himself to much
the same question. Throughout his adult life, he would always keep a bit
of scripture before his mind, as a sort of working motto. Of all the lines
that served in this capacity, none was more revealing than that for the years
1861-65: “After the way which they call heresy, so worship I the God of my
fathers.”

V. Fire and Light

Perhaps you would like to hear the present phase of the “Apostolic” Succes-
sion. We are: Brandreth, Sidgwick, Tawney, Browning, Cowell, Trevelyn, Jebb. ..
Trevelyan you may know by report, a Harrow man and the nephew of Macaulay.
He will be my chief friend when this last wave shall have burst, sweeping off
Tawney, Browning, Cowell. The vicissitudes of human things affect even The
Society slightly: at least I think our discussions are less vigorous now than usual;
but the great Idea, which sits invisible among us, has I trust, as potent a magic as
ever to elevate and unite. . . .

Sidgwick to Noel, February 18, 1860 (M 47—48)

Cowell maintained “The end justifies the means” I assent assuming the words used
in a popular sense — Brandreth judging acts morally by their consequences alone
denied that bad means could lead to a good end. This is practically useless — All
our rules are imperfect, we express our perception of this by principles like the
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above — As to “Great Happ” theory I am softened to it: it is perhaps only a
philosophico-logico-practical representation of “Love is the fulfilling of the law” —
But (1) we must take care to consider the soul’s happiness and (2) we must not
discard the props which we have in our conceptions, imperfect tho’ they be of
Truth, Justice &c. (Purity, Rectitude &c are parts of the ideal which Love will
teach us to mold others to) —
Jebb rigid & moral, Tawney? but earnest. What is the duty of Religious Faith?
Am I to Let the clouds come and pass trusting to be ultimately brighter for the
tempest & only praying for Truth — Alas! I do not love her enough.

Sidgwick’s diary from 1860+

Sidgwick’s diary from the spring of 1860 gives a vivid impression of his
interaction with his fellow Apostles, and of the nascent utilitarianism that
would eventually blossom into The Methods of Ethics. The compelling
thought that all our moral rules are imperfect, coupled with the question
concerning the duty of religious faith and the fear of not loving truth quite
enough, were natural companions to the progressive, rationalistic theism
that he would fight so hard to vindicate. It was no simple matter to keep
apart the two aspects of his Apostolic conversion — the social, on the one
side, and the philosophical or theological, on the other. The prospects
for the “complete revision of human relations” in the “light of science
directed by comprehensive and impartial sympathy” would depend on,
among other things, the outcome of the “psychological experiments in
ethics and intuitive Theism” carried out in conjunction with psychical
research. Perhaps parapsychology would be able to unify the Apostolic
mystics and the utilitarian skeptics, the idealists and the naturalists, labor
and capital, England and the rest of the world. The conquest of the “Other
World” carried the hope of the conquest of otherness generally, the flip
side of the quest for sympathetic unity. It would be a brilliant synthesis,
and a rather literally Platonic one at that, the coronation of capital “P”
Philosophy.

What Sidgwick increasingly came to realize, however, over the course
of the sixties, was that cracking the “secret of the Universe” was going
to be a rather time-consuming business, and that he had better cultivate
the patience of a Darwin when it came to accumulating evidence. Thus,
in 1863, he confessed to Dakyns: “I think a hundred times of what the
British public are ripe for, for once that I think of what I believe. Perhaps
the conviction is growing on me that the Truth about the studies I've
set my heart on (Theology & Moral Philosophy) will not be found out
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for a generation or two.” (M 97) The exact nature of his experiments in
automatic writing and telepathy will be considered in a later chapter; for
the present, it is sufficient to note that he was quite early on convinced that
at least some of the evidence for paranormal phenomena must be sound.
But the world of parapsychology loomed before him with all the vastness
of an unexplored continent, even universe, and he was no more inclined
to make hasty speculations about this than about any other department of
thought.

But of course, the world did go on, and his practical commitments pre-
vented any complete retreat into the deepest problems. As always, he was
reading political economy “as a ballast to my necessarily busy selfishness
which would otherwise be intolerable to my real self” (M 66). He hated the
thought of growing too introspective and self-absorbed, and had a “golden
rule” never to think about himself for more than half an hour a day. He
would not allow any such thing, being firmly opposed to the tendency, en-
couraged by speculative thinking, to grow “antipractical.” Interestingly, at
the end of his life he would be urging that people — particularly the younger
generation of Apostles —needed to be more introspective, even prayerful 4®
But that was not his concern during the sixties, when painful introspective
meditation came all too easily. Admittedly, however, he would have had
some difficulty going all the way with any such tendency, at his particular
time and place, for he was swept up in currents of history both great and
small, always, it seemed, moving rapidly.

Cambridge proved a congenial headquarters, at least in the midst of his
storm and stress. In 1865, he was invited to examine for the Moral Sciences
Tripos, which was also to be agreeably revamped in 1867, at which time
the College also arranged for him to exchange his classical lectureship for
a more suitable one in moral sciences. Sidgwick did not hesitate, and the
change allowed him a greater concentration of his energies: “I took the
post offered me, determined to throw myself into the work of making, if
possible, a philosophical school in Cambridge” (M 38). By 1868, he was
lecturing on moral and mental philosophy and, as noted earlier, busily
defining the Cambridge school by contrasting it with Oxford’s Literae
Humaniores. Ultimately, he would expand the role of Lecturer to encom-
pass more individual teaching.

With the return of Maurice, as Knightbridge Professor, it looked as
though Cambridge philosophy would have a decidedly reformist bent.
As Rothblatt has argued, Maurice “was an Apostle who had returned
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to Cambridge especially to guide the new generation.” Whether it was
Maurice or Sidgwick who did the guiding is unclear, but in any event
they worked together at close quarters — notably in the discussion society
known as the Grote Club — until Maurice’s death, in 1872.

The Grote Club, it should be added, was a singularly important venue
for this work. Its origins are somewhat hazy, but it seems to have included
from the startat least John Grote, Sidgwick, J. B. Mayor, and Aldis Wright,
and to have been a faculty discussion group largely devoted to philosophy.
Grote, who was both Knightbridge Professor and vicar at the parish at
Trumpington, was the senior member and host, once the meetings ceased
being held in various members’ rooms and were moved to his vicarage.
As a (slightly) later member, John Venn, noted, Grote was an admirable
moderator: “Nothing escaped his keen and critical judgment, and he as-
serted himself just sufficiently to draw out the thoughts of those who were
shy in expressing themselves, and to keep the conversation from strag-
gling into side issues.” He also had an “extreme aversion to any dogmatic
statement,” and Sidgwick found this most Apostolic, as he explained in
an 1865 letter to Dakyns:

The kind of talk we have at Trumpington, my “Apostolic” training makes me in
some respects appreciate peculiarly. Consequently, I am a sort of Thaliarchus at
that feast of reason, i.e. other men may be truer Bé&kyol, in fact, I know they are,
but I am a genial Bvpoodpdpos. But at Cambridge there is a good deal of the feast
of reason if you know where to look for it, and if you evade shams. But there is
very little of the flow of soul. We communicate in one kind (this is not a ribald
joke, but a profound allegory).
Distinguished names — but ’tis, somehow,
As if they played at being names
Still more distinguished.

This is becoming a motto of mine, not of course with regard to Cambridge, but
to our age. (M 133)%

Apparently, the Apostles and the Grote Club were for Sidgwick the two
speculative societies at Cambridge that especially encouraged the flow of
soul. According to John Gibbins, “Grote trained Sidgwick in impartiality,
fair-mindedness, and the rigorous enquiring style that is generally held to
be the most characteristic and praiseworthy feature of The Methods of Ethics
of 1874, and of George Moore’s Principia Ethica of 1903. He also helped
reform Trinity College, the Knightbridge Chair of Moral Philosophy and
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the Moral Science Tripos significantly, before Sidgwick.”5° For his part,
Sidgwick would sometimes wonder just what he had got from Grote; as
he put it to Dakyns, in a letter of 1866:

I have less of a creed, philosophically speaking. I think I have more knowledge of
what the thoughts of men have been, and a less conscious faculty of choosing the
true and refusing the false among them.

I wonder whether I shall remain a boy all my life in this respect. I do not say
this paradoxically, but having John Grote in my mind, who certainly retained,
with the freshness, the indecisiveness of youth till the day of his death [sic].
I wonder whether we are coming to an age of general indecisiveness; I do not
mean the frivolous scepticism of modern Philistines (I almost prefer the frivolous
dogmatism of ancient ditto), but the feeling of a man who will not make up his
mind till mankind has. I feel that this standpoint is ultimately indefensible, because
mankind have never made up their mind except in consequence of some individual
having done so. Still there seems to me to be a dilemma. In the present age an
educated man must either be prophet or persistent sceptic — there seems no media
via. (M 157-58)

As the following chapter will suggest, this emphasis on doubt and con-
sensus was given formal expression in the epistemology of the Methods.
In any event, Grote powerfully reinforced the Apostolic and Mauricean
elements in Sidgwick’s work, and the Grote Club, along with the Apostles,
oiled the machinery for the further reform of Cambridge and Cambridge
philosophy, what with Grote being succeeded by Maurice. Although
some of their work was visible to the (educated) public eye, much would
take place behind the scenes or appear only in that guarded, masked
form that Maurice had done so much to perfect. Indeed, Apostolic se-
crecy had at this point become formal Apostolic policy. As Lubenow
records:

[I]n the 1860s, the question had been addressed when a quarrel broke out amongst
the Brethren about the extent to which secrecy was binding in the apostolic tra-
dition. John Jermyn Cowell, the future barrister and sometime secretary of the
Alpine Club, wrote to the greatest living Angel, LLord Houghton, about ‘the tra-
ditions of the Elders’, to settle the dispute. Houghton thought little good would
come from talking about the Society ‘to the general world who are more likely to
mistake its objects & misunderstand its principles’, and urged a policy of secrecy.
Concluding with a suitable apostolic salutation, Houghton authorized Cowell to
use his letter in discussions about the question.5’
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In any event, now many of Sidgwick’s practical reformist concerns
would take definite shape: educational reform, higher education for
women, the Charity Organization Society, the working men’s colleges, the
Free Christian Union, the cabinetmakers cooperative — these were matters
of common cause with the older, more experienced Maurice. Sidgwick the
social and educational reformer was not, however, lingering in the back-
ground. According to Rothblatt, Sidgwick “must be considered a central
figure in any account of the generation of the 1860s. His hand, sometimes
his inspiration, was in every major administrative or teaching reform in
that critical period in which modern Cambridge was born.”5?

But again, as important as the reform of Sidgwick’s home base surely
was, it was but one battle in a much larger war. Even in 1861, he had
presciently explained to Dakyns that “[1]f T stay at Cambridge I should like
to divide my time between general scepticism as free as air, and inductive
‘Politik’ as practical & detailed as I can get it, to secure me from being a
dreamer,” and that he wanted to “form a Liberal Mediative party on the
principles of J. S. Mill” (M 69). Once he awoke from “the thralldom” of his
historical investigations, he was apt to “agree with Mill against Comte” as
to the impossibility of history standing on its own as a science, and to think
that “Politick, besides, is so infinitely more important just now” (M 124).
This it would have been hard to deny. After all, the era in question was
that leading up to the Second Reform Bill, the great reform act of 1867,
which marked the first real extension of the franchise to the working class
and hence the first real move to something like representative democracy.
The great battles between Palmerston, Russell, Derby, Gladstone, and
Disraeli kept the public fascinated and frightened — no one was sure quite
what to expect. Nor would the economic setbacks of the seventies and such
upheavals as the French Commune do much to reassure those who worried
about the winds of political change. As Eric Hobsbawm has framed the
dilemma of nineteenth-century liberals:

Whatindeed, would happen in politics when the masses of the people, ignorantand
brutalized, unable to understand the elegant and salutary logic of Adam Smith’s
free market, controlled the political fate of states? They would, as likely as not,
pursue a road which led to that social revolution whose brief reappearance in 1871
had so terrified the respectable. In its ancient insurrectional form, revolution might
no longer seem imminent, but was it not concealed behind any major extension of
the franchise beyond the ranks of the propertied and educated? Would this not,
as the future Lord Salisbury feared in 1866, inevitably lead to communism?53
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And J. S. Mill, whose Logic and Principles of Political Economy had become
the textbooks of the nation, was increasingly being revealed as a voice for
radicalism; as MP for Westminster, he dared to propose granting the vote
to women, the first such effort ever made in Parliament. But even Mill wor-
ried about what would happen when political empowerment came to a class
that was largely illiterate and subject to a wide array of evils. True, he did
not share the contempt for the working class expressed by Robert Lowe,
in 1866: “If you want venality,” Lowe asked, “if you want drunkenness
and facility for being intimidated . . . if . . . you want impulsive, unreflect-
ing and violent people. .. do you go to the top or the bottom?”5* Still,
Muill himself had warned the workers that strong drink and weak morals
did not make for healthy political participation, and his Considerations on
Representative Government urged that one’s ballot power be proportional
to one’s education.55 His socialism, he later explained, made him less
sympathetic to democracy, under the circumstances.

Sidgwick, as we shall see, for all his candor and sympathy, was not
capable of this degree of Millian forthrightness, and he fell rather short
of Mill in his radicalism. He wrote to Oscar Browning, in November of
1865:

As for Rent, I for one do not mind the Ricardo-rent of land getting accumulated in
large masses, provided care is taken (by giving long leases, etc.) that this does not
interfere with the amelioration of the soil: and then you have your &pyociémAouTor
at once. What I want to do is to put an end to the existing and threatening strife
between Labour and Capital by any possible means.

Browning had worried that Sidgwick and political economy generally were
hostile to the “families of ancient wealth” supposedly necessary for a high
degree of culture. Sidgwick assured him that this was not so, in his own
case at least, though he notes that

of course people who make the lucky hits are uneducated generally, but that is
just the point; if you could get all classes properly educated in the highest sense
of the term, a man who came into a fortune by ‘striking ile’ would not waste it:
and if he did not become a patron of Art himself, he might bring up his children
to be so. (M 132—33)3%

Education was the indispensable key, according to both Mill and
Sidgwick. Both could not help but admire, whatever their theological
qualms, Maurice’s work for Christian socialism, workingmen’s colleges,
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and so on — efforts to reach out to and culturally encompass the alien-
ated workers. But the issue here was first and foremost the educational
quality of the larger cultural sphere of society, rather than institutional
or curricular changes. One inevitably colored the other; school and so-
ciety were never quite distinct (as Dewey would go on to spend a ca-
reer arguing). Consider Sidgwick’s explanation of why he wanted to join
the Freemasons: “My reasons for joining the fraternity are partly gen-
eral, for, though I do not at all know what the object of it is and am
aware that the ‘Great Secret’ must be humbug, I am still desirous of
helping the mingling of classes, wh. I conceive freemasonry does.” He
admits, however, that his main hope is that it will give him “at least a
slight additional means of penetrating the life of foreign countries: for
Freemasonry is all over the world.”57 Although it is not known just what
became of this particular strategy, Sidgwick’s reasoning is extremely re-
vealing of his quest to conquer otherness, at home and abroad. As with
the Apostles, it was through the work of a society famous for shrouding
its workings in secrecy that understanding and reform were supposed
to come.

Some sense of the complex web of Millian educational reformism can be
gleaned from Alan Ryan’s comparison of Mill with another great culture
critic of the period, Matthew Arnold, author of the famous Culture and
Anarchy, published in 1869. As Ryan rightly insists, there are some inter-
esting allegiances between Mill the utilitarian and Arnold the perfectionist
champion of literary culture:

Both, evidently, think of the ideals of liberal education as even more important
for an industrial and commercially minded society than for its simpler prede-
cessors. Against the critics of liberal education in nineteenth-century America,
who thought a more utilitarian, practical, and vocational education should replace
traditional liberal education, their reply is that just because the society offers so
many incentives to acquire the vocational and practical skills we require, it is all
the more important to balance these pressures by disinterested, non-instrumental,
and in that sense impractical instruction.

This 1s quite accurate, and suggests how in order even to begin to think
sensibly about Mill’s utilitarianism (and Sidgwick’s), one must forget the
image of soulless, antipoetical utilitarianism popularized in Dickens’s
Hard Times. The call for a clerisy, common to Arnold, Mill, and Sidgwick,
was not a celebration of the virtues of Mr. Gradgrind.5
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But the differences between the two are still more important:

MilP’sideal of a liberal education was firmly rooted in an attachment to the classics,
as his rectorial address to St. Andrews University insisted. What the classics were
to teach was another matter. Mill admired the Athenians for their politics, for the
vitality of their citizens’ lives, and for their democratic aspirations. Athenians did
not confine their interests to a literary education, and they were not superstitious
about the wisdom of their ancestors. In short, a concern for the classics was to feed
a concern for a lively democratic politics, and for a kind of political and intellectual
ambition that Mill thought Victorian Englishmen lacked. It followed that when
Muill asked the question whether we should seek an education for citizenship or
an education in the classical tradition, he inevitably answered Both, and when he
asked whether such an education ought to be a scientific or a literary education he
unhesitatingly answered Both once more. These were not Arnold’s politics, nor
Arnold’s educational ideals.%

Ryan suggests that we might take away from Mill v. Arnold the “half~
comforting thought that our anxieties and uncertainties are not new,”
that our educational situation today is not “an especially fallen one,” and
that even in the midst of “culture wars” we can still “do a great deal of
good.”

Missing from Ryan’s account, however, is the further comfort, or in-
sight, to be gained by considering Sidgwick v. Arnold. For, in keeping with
the themes developed in the previous chapter, it should be clear that the
confrontation with Arnold is merely one more manifestation — though an
extremely important one — of the attempt by the Millians to recapture and
rethink the Platonic legacy, turning it into their own usable history at a
time when history seemed rather desperate for political precedent. Arnold
was no unthinking Tory, no defender of what Mill famously termed the
“stupid party.” His challenge was the more important precisely because he
shared so much of the liberal progressivism of his critics, of their recog-
nition that a cultural revolution was required, in conjunction with the
political one. As Ryan notes, Arnold was as earnest as Mill in wishing
“the blessings of a literary high culture to be extended to the working
class.”®!

As in the case of Mill, one can get a very good feel for Sidgwick’s
priorities by closely comparing him to Arnold. Sidgwick himself recog-
nized this, and he devoted considerable effort to defining himself against
“The Prophet of Culture,” as he entitled his first essay on the subject,
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published in Macmillan’s. His life was in fact framed by two such essays —
“The Prophet of Culture,” from 1867, and the “The Pursuit of Culture
as an Ideal,” from 1897. Arnold took Sidgwick seriously and responded
to him in one of the essays included in Culture and Anarchy, in which he
insinuated that Sidgwick was puritanical. Sidgwick did not seem terribly
annoyed by the charge.

Sidgwick’s take on Arnold is often quite Millian, but it also highlights
his own special concerns. The first essay condemns Arnold mostly for
being effete and self-indulgent when it comes to religious enthusiasm and
calls to action; the second, curiously more Millian, takes more direct aim at
the excessively literary notion of culture favored by Arnold and reaffirms,
after long reflection, the views expressed in various of Sidgwick’s earlier
works to the effect that no notion of culture that neglects the scientific
attitude could possibly be relevant to the nineteenth century. Thus, in a
line quoted earlier (one that he could have written at nearly any point in
his adult life),

It is the love of knowledge, the ardour of scientific curiosity, driving us continually
to absorb new facts and ideas, to make them our own and fit them into the living
and growing system of our thought; and the trained faculty of doing this, the alert
and supple intelligence exercised and continually developed in doing this, — it is
in these that culture essentially lies. (PE 121)

In any event, both essays suggest how “culture” needs to be construed
in the modern age, and how it should be complimented by such things
as an ethic of self-sacrifice. This search for a new synthesis was a
defining one.

It is worth dwelling some on the first essay precisely because of the
religious questions addressed, the way in which it fills out the story of
Sidgwick’s storm and stress and expresses his vision of what modernity
demands. Sidgwick dryly marvels at “the imperturbable cheerfulness with
which Mr. Arnold seems to sustain himself on the fragment of culture that
is left him, amid the deluge of Philistinism that he sees submerging our age
and country” (MEA 41). He allows that “the impulse toward perfection
in a man of culture is not practically limited to himself, but tends to
expand in infinitely increasing circles. It is the wish of culture, taking
ever wider and wider sweeps, to carry the whole race, the whole universe,
harmoniously towards perfection.” (MEA 44) But it is all too rarely that
this “paradisaical state of culture” exists, such that there “is no conflict,
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no antagonism, between the full development of the individual and the
progress of the world.” Thus,

We dwellinitalittle space, and then it vanishes into the ideal. Life shows us the con-
flict and the discord: on one side are the claims of harmonious self-development,
on the other the cries of struggling humanity: we have hitherto let our sympathies
expand along with our other refined instincts, but now they threaten to sweep
us into regions from which those refined instincts shrink. Not that harmonious
self-development calls on us to crush our sympathies; it asks only that they should
be a little repressed, a little kept under: we may become (as Mr. Arnold delicately
words it) philanthropists ‘tempered by renouncement.” There is much useful and
important work to be done, which may be done harmoniously: still we cannot
honestly say that this seems to us the most useful, the most important work, or
what in the interests of the world is most pressingly entreated and demanded. This
latter, if done at all, must be done as self-sacrifice, not as self-development. And
so we are brought face to face with the most momentous and profound problem
of ethics. (MEA 44—45)

This, as we have seen, is very much what Sidgwick was forever lamenting
as the most momentous and profound problem of ethics, his own and
society’s — recall his youthful remarks about selfishness. But it is not what
Mill would have said, being far too much a vision of the rationalist fruit out
of the Christian seed. According to Sidgwick, the very essence of religion
is self-sacrifice; not so, culture.

The religious man tells himself that in obeying the instinct of self-sacrifice he
has chosen true culture, and the man of culture tells himself that by seeking self-
development he is really taking the best course to ‘make reason and the will of
God prevail.” But I do not think either is quite convinced. I think each dimly feels
that it is necessary for the world that the other line of life should be chosen by
some, and each and all look forward with yearning to a time when circumstances
shall have become kinder and more pliable to our desires, and when the complex
impulses of humanity that we share shall have been chastened and purified into
something more easy to harmonise. And sometimes the human race seems to the
eye of enthusiasm so very near this consummation: it seems that if just a few simple
things were done it would reach it. But these simple things prove mountains of
difficulty; and the end is far off. I remember saying to a friend once — a man
of deep culture — that his was a ‘fair-weather theory of life.” He answered with
much earnestness, ‘We mean it to be fair weather henceforth.” And I hope the
skies are growing clearer every century; but meanwhile there is much storm and
darkness yet, and we want — the world wants — all the self-sacrifice that religion
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can stimulate. Culture diffuses ‘sweetness and light’; I do not undervalue these
blessings; but religion gives fire and strength, and the world wants fire and strength
even more than sweetness and light. Mr. Arnold feels this when he says that culture
must ‘borrow a devout energy’ from religion; but devout energy, as Dr. Newman
somewhere says, is not to be borrowed. At the same time, I trust that the ideal of
culture and the ideal of religion will continually approach one another: that culture
will keep developing its sympathy, and gain in fire and strength; that religion will
teach that unnecessary self-sacrifice is folly, and that whatever tends to make life
harsh and gloomy cometh of evil. And if we may allow that the progress of culture
is clearly in this direction, surely we may say the same of religion. . .. To me the
ultimate and ideal relation of culture and religion is imaged like the union of the
golden and silver sides of the famous shield — each leading to the same ‘orbed
perfection’ of actions and results, but shining with a diverse splendour in the light
of its different principle. (MEA 45—47)

Small wonder that those who embrace what critics take to be the exces-
sive “demandingness” of utilitarianism — for example, Peter Singer — look
to Sidgwick as their spiritual godfather, or that those who (misguidedly)
think of perfectionism as more high-minded or idealistic than utilitari-
anism should find him so baffling. For Sidgwick was, in a plain sense,
searching for a new religion, a new synthesis combining the best of the
classical and the Christian. Mill himself had recognized the enervating
state of society, the sickening Philistinism and conformity that called for
strong medicine. But Mill had also stressed in no uncertain terms that
the foundation of utilitarianism lay in “the social feelings of mankind; the
desire to be in unity with our fellow creatures,” such that not “only does
all strengthening of social ties, and all healthy growth of society, give to
each individual a stronger personal interest in practically consulting the
welfare of others; it also leads him to identify his fee/ings more and more
with their good” and to come “as though instinctively, to be conscious of
himself as a being who of course pays regard to others.” And Mill could be
so upbeat in his conviction that in

an improving state of the human mind, the influences are constantly on the in-
crease, which tend to generate in each individual a feeling of unity with all the rest;
which feeling, if perfect, would make him never think of| or desire, any beneficial
condition for himself] in the benefits of which they are not included. If we now
suppose this feeling of unity to be taught as a religion, and the whole force of
education, of institutions, and of opinion, directed, as it once was in the case of
religion, to make every person grow up from infancy surrounded on all sides both
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by the profession and by the practice of it, I think that no one, who can realize this
conception, will feel any misgiving about the sufficiency of the ultimate sanction
for the Happiness morality.®

Such statements, depicting an end Sidgwick himself felt deeply drawn to,
nonetheless sounded the note of sweetness and light, rather than the fire
and strength needed for the shorter run, the enthusiasm of Seeley or Noel.

Arnold’s not unworthy response to this Sidgwickian flourish was to
suggest that whether or not the world needed fire and strength more than
sweetness and light would depend, as Sidgwick allowed, on the historical
situation. But “any glance at the world around us shows that with us, with
the most respectable and strongest part of us, the ruling force is now, and
long has been, a Puritan force, — the care for fire and strength, strictness
of conscience, Hebraism, rather than the care for sweetness and light,
spontaneity of consciousness, Hellenism.”%3

Once again, therefore, the ancient Greek world came back to challenge
and bend Sidgwick, as it would yet again, and still more formidably, in the
views of his close friend John Addington Symonds, with whom, ironically
enough, he was forming a close relationship at just this time. Rival efforts
to co-opt the Platonic legacy were everywhere. And the Goethean ideal
would find champions far more formidable than Arnold.

Still, there was real force in Sidgwick’s objections to Arnold, beyond
the obvious point that it was difficult to cheerfully wave aside the impact of
the various scientific revolutions. For Sidgwick, Arnold has not probed the
intellectual or emotional sources of religion. He allows that they “subdue
the obvious faults of our animality,” but in fact he only judges “of religious
organisations as a dog judges of human beings, chiefly by scent.” By
contrast, for Sidgwick, who in this proves himself a true forefather of
James and Dewey,

every man of deep culture ought to have a conception of the importance and
intricacy of the religious problem, a sense of the kind and amount of study that
is required for it, a tact to discriminate worthy and unworthy treatment of it,
an instinct which, if he has to touch on it, will guide him round the lacunae of
apprehension that the limits of his nature and leisure have rendered inevitable.
(MEA 49)

Arnold allows that culture is, in the main, a matter of curiosity, but he
has no curiosity about or sympathy for the roots of religion. He shows no
appreciation for experiments in ethics and intuitive theism. Yet even Mill,
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anticipating James’s “will to believe,” had allowed that as long as reason
is not impaired, “the indulgence of hope with regard to the government
of the universe and the destiny of man after death,” although it can be
no more than hope, “is legitimate and philosophically defensible. Such
hope “makes life and human nature a far greater thing to the feelings, and
gives greater strength as well as greater solemnity to all the sentiments
which are awakened in us by our fellow-creatures and by mankind at
large,” affording that “enlargement of the general scale of the feelings”
such that the “loftier aspirations” might no longer be “in the same degree
checked and kept down by a sense of the insignificance of human life —
the disastrous feeling of ‘not worth while.””% Perhaps Mill, too, harbored
some doubts about the age of transition.

What is more, Sidgwick is only too happy to voice the more democratic
side of his puritanism. If any culture really has the

noblest element, the passion for propagating itself, for making itself prevail, then
let it learn ‘to call nothing common or unclean.’ It can only propagate itself by
shedding the light of its sympathy liberally; by learning to love common people
and common things, to feel common interests. Make people feel that their own
poor life is ever so little beautiful and poetical; then they will begin to turn and
seek after the treasures of beauty and poetry outside and above it. (MEA 53)

Again, the task of education, in the broad as well as the narrow sense,
is to stimulate the mind, not merely to discipline it. For purposes of il-
lustration, Sidgwick turns, not to Mill, but to the old antagonist of the
Benthamites, Thomas Macaulay. Macaulay, “though he loved literature,
loved also common people and common things, and therefore he can
make the common people who live among common things love literature”
(MEA 53). One should not despise popularizers or those they serve.%s
And Sidgwick’s Apostolic mind could not help but emphasize the im-
portance of literature for the culture of the future, albeit literature of
a certain type. Ironically, as we shall see, some of his friends identified
him with the art for art’s sake aesthetic vision of Swinburne, the poet and
critic, a product of Oxford Hellenism who found Arnold rigid and humor-
less. The power of poeticizing life was surely not a concern to which he
was deaf.

However, given their partisan angle, Sidgwick’s initial attacks on Arnold
were in some ways less revealing of his overall, enduring perspective on
these matters than his later reflections. During the sixties, he was especially
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perturbed by the Arnoldian tendency to drop “from the prophet of an ideal
culture into a more or less prejudiced advocate of the actual.” Perfectionism
of this sort could too easily become a counsel of complacency when it
came to social reform, “always hinting at a convenient season, that rarely
seems to arrive.” It remains effete and elite: “For what does action, social
action, really mean? It means losing oneself in a mass of disagreeable,
hard, mechanical details, and trying to influence many dull or careless or
bigoted people for the sake of ends that were at first of doubtful brilliancy,
and are continually being dimmed and dwarfed by the clouds of conflict.”
(MEA 58, 56)

When he returned to the subject in the nineties, his recollections of
the old controversies were more seasoned and judicious. True, as the man
himself admitted, Arnold was “not a systematic thinker with philosophical
principles duly coherent and interdependent.” Consequently, “it is not
surprising that he did not always mean the same thing by culture. . . his
conception expanding and contracting elastically, as he passes from phase
to phase of a long controversey.” Thus, from an earlier and more narrowly
construed account of culture as literary culture — the “Greek and Roman
learning” of Lord Chesterfield — Arnold had swung wildly, expanding his
conception to cover religion and science as modes of inquiry, efforts at
“seeing things as they really are” but inflated to deal with all dimensions
of human perfection. And this is confusing.

It was evident that Arnold had changed his idea; at the same time, he had not
changed it altogether. For in subsequent essays, and even in the same essay, it is
made clear that the method of culture is still, for Arnold, purely literary: it is
attained by reading the best books. Now even in the latter half of the nineteenth
century the desire to cultivate the intellect and taste by reading the best books,
and the passion for social improvement, are not, if we look at actual facts, always
found together; or even if we grant that the one can hardly exist without some
degree of the others, at any rate they co-exist in different minds in very varying
proportions. And when Arnold tells us that the Greeks had arrived, in theory at
least, at a harmonious adjustment of the claims of both, we feel that his admiration
for Hellenism has led him to idealise it; for we cannot but remember how Plato
politely but firmly conducts the poets out of his republic, and how the Stoics
sneered at Aristotle’s praises of pure speculation. In short, we might allow Arnold
to define the aim of culture either as the pursuit of sweetness and light or, more
comprehensively, as the pursuit of complete spiritual perfection, including the
aim of making reason and the will of God prevail: but, in the name of culture
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itself, we must refuse to use the same word for two such different things; since
the resulting confusion of thought will certainly impede our efforts to see things
as they are.

And when the alternatives are thus presented, it seems clear that usage is on the
side of the narrower meaning. For what philanthropy is now increasingly eager
to diffuse, under the name of culture, is something different from religion and
morality; it is not these goods that have been withheld from the poor, nor of which
the promotion excuses the luxurious expenditure of the rich. Poverty — except so
far as it excludes even adequate moral instruction — is no bar to morality, as it is
happily in men’s power to do their duty in all relations of life, under any pressure
of outward circumstances; and it is the rich, not the poor, that the gospel warns of
their special difficulty in entering the kingdom of heaven. Again, if the pursuit
of culture is taken to transcend and include the aim of promoting religion and
morality, these sublimer goods cannot but claim by far the larger share of attention.
Indeed, Arnold himself told us, in a later essay, that at least three-fourths of human
life belong to morality, and religion as supplying motive force to morality: art and
science together can at most claim the remaining fourth. But if so, any discussion
of the principles that should guide our effort after the improvement of the three-
fourths of life that morality claims, of the difficulties that such effort encounters,
of the methods which it has to apply — all this must inevitably lead us far away

from the consideration of culture in the ordinary sense.*

The more encompassing vision of perfection was more in accord with
Sidgwick’s own efforts to define “culture,” of course, but he thought that
he was more in touch with the spirit of the age than Arnold, who, for all his
elasticity, had never really managed the scientific attitude: “His method of
‘seeing things as they are’ is simply to read the best books of all ages and
countries, and let the unimpeded play of his consciousness combine the
results.” These were to be the “Great Books,” needless to say — the works
of “Plato, Cicero, Machiavelli, Shakespeare, Voltaire, Goethe.” But

imagine a man learning physical science in this way. . . . imagine a learner, desirious
of seeing the starry universe as it is, set down to read the treatises of Ptoloemy,
Copernicus, Galileo, Kepler, and so on, and let his consciousness play about them
in an untrammelled manner; instead of learning astronomical theory from the
latest books, and the actual method of astronomical observation in a modern
observatory!®7

Moreover,

Man, whatever else he is, is part of the world of nature, and modern science is more
and more resolutely claiming him as an object of investigation. . . . the intuitions
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of literary genius will not avail to reduce to scientific order the complicated facts
of psychical experience, any more than the facts of the physical world. And this
is no less true of those special branches of the study of social man which have
attained a somewhat more advanced condition than the general science of society
which, in idea, comprehends them — e.g., economics, political science, archaelogy,
philology.®®

Nor can literature of itself “establish a relation between the results of
science and our sense of conduct and our sense of beauty,” important as
that function is for it.

For when we try to satisfy completely the demand I have just indicated, to bring
into true and clear intellectual relations the fundamental notions of studies, so
diverse as positive science, ethics, and the theory of the fine arts, order, coherence,
system must be the special objects aimed at; and this result can only be attained by
philosophy, whose peculiar task, indeed, it is to bring into clear, orderly, harmo-
nious relations, the fundamental notions and methods of all special sciences and
studies. But it is not a task which philosophy can as yet be said to have satisfactorily
accomplished; the height from which all normal human aims and activities can
be clearly and fully contemplated in true and harmonious relations, is a height
not yet surmounted by the human mind — perhaps it never will be surmounted —
perhaps (to change the metaphor) the face of this ideal

“Is evermore unseen
And fixed upon the far sea-line,”

which changes with every advance in the endless voyaging of man’s intellect.%
Yet Sidgwick is willing to make

a very substantial concession — that literature of the thoughtful kind, the poetry
and eloquence that really deserves to be called a criticism of life, gives even to
philosophers a most important part of the matter of philosophy, though it does
not give philosophical form and order; and it gives a provisional substitute for
philosophy to the many who do not philosophise. It gives, or helps to give, the kind
of wide interest in, the versatile sympathy with, the whole complex manifestation
of the human spirit in time, which is required — even if we are considering merely
the intellectual element of culture — as a correction to the specialisation which the
growth of science inexorably imposes.

For Sidgwick, the specialist is not by virtue of expertise a person of culture;
the “habit of taking delight in the best literature” is a crucial corrective,
with the function of maintaining “our intellectual interests and sympathies
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in due breadth and versatility, while at the same time gratifying and exer-
cising our sense of beauty.” In this respect, literature is special. In addition
to being widely available — unlike Greek sculpture —it is “the most altruistic
of the fine arts” in that “it is an important part of its function to develop
the sensibility for other forms of beauty besides its own.”7°

And Sidgwick takes the occasion to issue some very Apostolic words
about how to acquire culture, understood as “the love of knowledge, the
ardour of scientific curiosity,” and how “to acquire along with it the refine-
ment of sensibility, the trained and developed taste for all manifestations
of beauty which no less belongs to culture.” Culture, like virtue, can only
be taught in a certain way:

Virtue can be taught by a teacher who loves virtue, and so can culture, but not
otherwise; since, as Goethe sings: — ‘Speech that is to stir the heart must from the
heart have sprung.” Experience shows that the love of knowledge and beauty can
be communicated through intellectual sympathy: there is a beneficent contagion
in the possession of it; but it must be admitted that its acquistion cannot be secured
by any formal system of lessons. No recipe for it can be enclosed in a syllabus, nor
can it be tested by the best regulated examinations.”*

True education, in fine, has the personal touch. Nor is this necessarily
a matter of the relationship between teacher and student, in the formal
sense:

So far I have spoken of culture as something to be communicated by teachers or
acquired by solitary study. But when men of my age look back on their University
life, and ask themselves from what sources they learnt such culture as they did
learn, I think that most would give a high place — and some the chief place —
to a third educational factor, the converse with fellow-students. Even if we did
not learn most from this source, what we so learnt was learnt with most ease
and delight; and especially the value of this converse in broadening intellectual
interests, and keeping alive the flame of eager desire to know truth and feel beauty,
is difficult to over-estimate. Indeed, this always appears to me one great reason
why we have Universities at all, as at presented constituted.”

Perhaps many of these remarks did reflect Sidgwick’s more mature
appreciation of what culture and education were all about. But surely
many, many elements were consistent features of his Apostolic mind:
the visions of inquiry, education, art, culture, and philosophy were in
their essence the fixed points of his mental universe. There was a dis-
tinct, continuous effort on his part to have it all — science and religion,
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self-sacrifice and self-development, philosophy and literature, aristocracy
and democracy, quality of education and quantity of education.

To be sure, the younger Sidgwick was more conflicted, less happily rec-
onciled to the ongoing search for ever-receding truth. And he was clearly
of a divided mind when it came to entering into the common mind, the
“rustic” brain. How strange that the same person could have written to
Symonds in 1867, the very same year as “The Prophet of Culture”: “my
best never comes out except when I am played upon & stirred by affection
and subtle sympathy combined: when I do not get this, I become lethargic.
Among the ‘dim’ common populations I seem to change and become com-
mon.” (CWC)73 And in that early, Apostolic paper on “Prayer,” he had
explained that “religion will always be beneficial and often of vital necessity
on the one hand to natures where the emotional and passionate elements
preponderate over the rational and active: and again to those whom con-
stitution or fortune have depressed and saddened,” adding breezily that
he is not going to “speak of the sensual herd of whom Religion will ever be
the only real elevator.” Even his dear friend Noel, an aristocrat after all,
though one with a decidedly radical bent, could during the sixties tease
Sidgwick for tending toward a “Pseudo-Philosophy . . . that opposes itself
to the vulgar opinion out of a kind of esoteric pride, which perchance we
of ‘the Brotherhood’ may be peculiarly liable to.”7* Among other things,
Sidgwick had wondered about the advisability of marriage, which, though
valuable for the “inferior man,” was perhaps a drag on the “superior man”
in his effort to identify with the “universal heart of humanity.” The just-
married Noel’s advice ran:

Let the mere student be content to be a mere student, all well. But let him not
hope to acquire a fuller sympathy with the ‘universal heart of humanity’ than the
practical man, by the process of placing himself above or outside of humanity and
contemplating it, (or rather contemplating his idea of it formed a priori and from
books.) A curious sympathy will result.”5

Such remarks were telling indeed, as was Noel’s advice that, if it is “not
always by any means our duty to take ‘our largest cut’ of pleasure,” still
“this pleasant course may be duty sometimes.”

As later chapters will elaborate, this form of elitism was something
that Sidgwick would strain to moderate in the years to follow, not always
successfully. But it is instructive in suggesting the nature of his point
of departure and the tensions that would define his struggles. And after
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all; Macaulay rather notoriously had no love at all for the literature of
Hinduism; his “love” for the common people of India demanded that
they be taught English and the love of Western literature.® To invoke him
as Sidgwick did raises the spectre of England’s “civilizing” mission in
India and other parts of the globe.

In any event, these various points, even when qualified in recognition
of Sidgwick’s imperial context, do also suggest the significance of Ryan’s
plea for the ongoing relevance of the Victorian debates. That the general
cultural atmosphere is vital to the educational and democratic potential
of society, that this culture must value critical inquiry in a way capacious
enough to recognize the worth of both science and religion, philosophy
and literature, in addition to the Hellenistic legacy — these were not revela-
tions that awaited the twentieth century.”” And some might even be a little
nostalgic for the eloquence and passion shown by a Mill or a Sidgwick
on the subject of encouraging the mingling of classes and stimulating the
educational potential of all citizens, even if they did grotesquely under-
estimate what they stood to learn from other classes and other cultures,
tending to think of intellectual stimulation as proceeding from themselves
downward, particularly when it came to the larger world. After all, they
did help pave the way for better strategies, such as those of Jane Addams
and the settlement movement.”

Moreover, the foregoing remarks ought also to help us appreciate just
what Sidgwick’s assessment of the importance of traditional Christianity
amounted to, and why he was so nervous about advancing the new ratio-
nalism, always hoping for a minimum of disruption to the old orthodoxy.
Perhaps they also shed some further light on his complex attitude toward
the Platonic revival and the uses to which it could be put. Sidgwick shared
much with Mill, but he had his own worries as well, and the central one
was that audacious egoism, that selfishness, that he so feared in both self
and society, even as he found its high-minded Goethean version diffi-
cult to resist. His was a most difficult balancing act: without wanting to
cause pain by disrupting the old, he nevertheless realized that the cul-
ture, morals, and education appropriate to the democratic society of the
future would be in many respects new. He wanted to preserve, even foster
respect for, quasi-religious fire and strength, while reviving the study of
Plato, adding Bentham and Mill to the curriculum along with modern
science in general and much modern literature, and inviting women and
workers to join him in Apostolic-style classroom discussions as well as in
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the larger world of the educated public. In the end, his lessons, like Mill’s,
were directed at all classes and all peoples, however arrogantly. Rich as
well as poor were expected to attend the school of sympathy and doubt,
and they were even expected to learn from each other. Rather amazingly,
they were apparently also expected, in due course, to learn from the “other
world.”

But at this point, in the late sixties, Sidgwick was led into some of his
most productive doubting of all. To call for fire and strength, self-sacrifice,
was all very well, but given his doubts about the larger fabric of the cosmos,
it was often unclear, to say the least, just what duty actually demanded,
beyond the familiar demand for “more research.” Worse, it was unclear
what duty demanded of him. Even Mill had come around to thinking that
the universities might be made to harbor genuine thought after all, and
the struggle was on. But the reformers, as much as those they planned on
reforming, found it very hard to escape the atmosphere of hypocrisy that
they so bitterly condemned.

VI. The Poetry of Hypocrisy

The intellectual function, then, which Clough naturally assumed was scepticism
of the Socratic sort — scepticism occupied about problems on which grave practical
issues depended. The fundamental assumptions involved in men’s habitual lines
of endeavour, which determined their ends and guided the formation of their rules,
he was continually endeavouring to clear from error, and fix upon a sound basis. He
would not accept either false solutions or no solutions, nor, unless very relectantly,
provisional solutions. At the same time, he saw just as clearly as other men that
the continued contemplation of insoluble problems is not merely unpractical, but
anti-practical; and that a healthy and natural instinct forces most men, after a
few years of feverish youthful agitation, resolutely to turn away from it. But with
this instinct Clough’s fine passion for absolute truth conflicted; if he saw two
sides of a question, he must keep seeking a point of view from which they might
be harmonised. In one of the most impressive of the poems. . . he describes his
disposition
To finger idly some old Gordian knot,
Unskilled to sunder, and too weak to cleave;
but the reluctance to cleave knots, in the speculative sphere, does not proceed
from weakness.

Sidgwick, “The Poems and Prose Remains of Arthur Hugh Clough”

(MEA 65-66)
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Oddly enough, justas Sidgwick’s position at Cambridge seemed more con-
ducive than ever to his inquiries into the “deepest problems,” an old guilt
that had been kept in partial abeyance by his linguistic studies returned to
haunt him with renewed force. In a recollection of singular significance,
he explained:

Meanwhile I had been led back to philosophy by a quite different line of thought
from a practical point of view — that is, by the question that seemed to continually
to press with more urgency for a definite answer — whether I had a right to keep
my Fellowship. I did my very best to decide the question methodically on general
principles, but I found it very difficult, and I may say that it was while struggling
with the difficulty thence arising that I went through a good deal of the thought
that was ultimately systematised in the Methods of Ethics. (M 38)

This was a practical problem of the first importance, and one that in
many ways encapsulated a good many of the larger practical political prob-
lems that engaged Sidgwick during the sixties. Conscientious objection to
subscription to the Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of England was for
Sidgwick and his time what conscientious objection to the draft was to the
students in the 1960s who opposed the war in Vietnam, or what objection
to loyalty oaths was in the 1950s. The Methods was a work loaded with po-
litical relevance, in much the same way that Rawls’s A Theory of Justice was
when it appeared in 1971. And rightly so. How many capable persons were
lost to the English academic world, and to the social world it underwrote,
because of the demand that one swear such allegiance? Agnostics, Jews,
Unitarians, Catholics, Methodists, and countless others were all beyond
the pale of officially sanctioned higher education until the educational
tests were abolished in 1871. Small wonder that the youthful Mill and the
earlier utilitarians should have had such withering contempt for Oxford
and Cambridge, regarding them as imposter universities, ecclesiastical
institutions all.

Nor was Mill the only one of Sidgwick’s mentors to take up the cause.
The young Maurice had also confronted the issue, and in a very personal
way, since he had, as the Cambridge system allowed, largely and success-
fully completed his course of studies, taking a first in civil law. It was a
proud Unitarian father who wrote, after his son had opted not to subscribe,
and thus not to graduate:

Fred has left Cambridge, and has preserved his principles at the sacrifice of his
interests. With this I am more satisfied than if he had taken a degree, and had
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been immediately presented with a fellowship. He was willing to state that he was
a full believer in Christianity, and would conform to all the rules of the Gospel,
but subscribe he must, if he would retain his scholarships. . . . This he could not
do, and therefore was not permitted to take his degree, though he had passed all
his examinations with credit.79

Eventually, Maurice would come around to the view expressed in one
of his book titles, Subscription No Bondage, but that would be after some
intellectual reconfiguration; and even then, he generally held that although
subscription could be a good thing, in practice it often was not. After all,
he knew that his own students, “if they think,”

must pass, some more, some less, consciously through phases of Arianism,
Sabellianism, Tritheism, through Pantheism in many shapes. I know that they
will be often on the borders of Atheism. I deliberately stir up the thoughts which
will be drawn in these directions; I give them the pledge and hope of a home and
resting-place after their toil; I say it is night, not afar off. You are living, mov-
ing, having your being in this God; but you may traverse many lonely deserts,
and ford many rivers, and scale many mountains before you discover how near
He is. Spinozism, Hegelism, Comtism — all may offer themselves to you on your
pilgrimage; you may turn in for a while and rest in any of them; and God, not we,
must, if our faith is true, teach you that there is any larger and freer dwelling-place
than that which they afford.

‘What then is subscription? I answer, it expresses the consent of the students
to be taught according to certain conditions of thought.%°

But the reality, Maurice agreed, was that although “subscription might
make University teaching and learning more honest,” it in fact “does make
both less honest.” Such was the view of a great many intelligent commen-
tators, and even those sympathetic to subscription often took the more
flexible line that subscription involved only a general conformity, not be-
lief in the detailed phrases of the Articles. As Arthur Stanley nicely put
it, if the question of what was actually being subscribed to were pressed
on the details, there was not “one clergyman in the church” who could
“cast a stone at another — they must all go out, from the greatest to the
least, from the archbishop in his palace at Lambeth to the humblest curate
in the wilds of Cumberland.”®" Such views had led to a royal commis-
sion being appointed in 1864 to consider the terms of subscription, and
then to the Clerical Subscription Act of 1865, officially legitimating what
was understood to be the more general form of assent: “I assent to the
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thirty-nine articles of religion, and to the Book of Common Prayer. .. .1
believe the doctrine. . . as therein set forth, to be agreeable to the word
of God.”

It was on this score that Sidgwick was especially dismayed with the
state of his country’s morals. Nothing provoked him like the taint of
hypocrisy. In a heated letter of 1862, he launched into a tirade in re-
sponse to some of Dakyns’s worries about the confidentiality of their
letters:

But I do not agree with you as to the duty of concealment: I am certain the duty is
all the other way: it is a spurious philanthropy that suppresses earnest convictions
to avoid offence: why the very antagonism deepens the spiritual life of those who
are {merely} really orthodox tho’ it makes the formalist blacker. Don’t think I
want to preach to you: but your letter alarms just a little: there is just a breath
in it of the miserable semi-hypocrisy that is paralysing the intellectual religion of
England. My only motive for not speaking out now is scepticism: I am not sure
I am right & so I keep silence even from good words, but it is pain & grief to me
& hence my present hunger to get to the bottom of all the detailed & technical
controversy & see if a stable defence of orthodoxy is lurking under any of the dry
leaves.

I told J. B. Mayor last term my perplexity about holding Fellowship and he
anwered wisely I think that ‘when the views that were at present negative became
positive in me I ought to resign not till then.” (CWC)®

This last bit of advice comported well with the guidelines of the Initial
Society — in effect, the motto of Davy Crockett, “Always be sure you’re
right, then go ahead.” Yet Sidgwick was bridling at the very constraints
that largely defined his life, whether it be with the Initial Society, the
Apostles, the Grote Club, the psychical researchers, or, as we shall see,
Symonds and his circle. Neither Mill nor Maurice was quite the ideal
that the young Sidgwick most admired when it came to this burning
issue. Mill was too much the hostile critic from outside, Maurice too
much the friendly conciliator from within (after all, Sidgwick was hardly
being drawn through doubt to belief). Rather, Sidgwick looked to another
source for guidance, one that would prove to be as influential as any: the
poet Arthur Hugh Clough.

Clough, who died prematurely in 1861, was one of the most popular
poets of the later Victorian period, and the struggles of his life served
Sidgwick as a veritable mirror of his own trials. He had been a star pupil
of Thomas Arnold’s at Rugby, after which he had gone to Balliol College,
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Oxford, where he also attended Newman’s services and lectures, making
such friends as W. G. “Ideal” Ward, and joined the progressive Oxford
debating society. Although he achieved only a second-class degree — and
walked back to Rugby to announce to Arnold, “I have failed” —he nonethe-
less became a Fellow of Oriel College and eventually Subdean there. Dur-
ing that time, he brought Emerson to Oxford, and then traveled with
him in revolutionary France. He resigned his Fellowship at Oriel in 1848,
and a number of his most highly regarded poems were composed around
the period of his resignation crisis: “The Bothie of Tober-Na-Vuolich,”
“Ambarvalia,” and “Amours De Voyage.” Not surprisingly, these were
the pieces that Sidgwick liked best, and his 1869 essay on “The Poems
and Prose Remains of Arthur Hugh Clough” perhaps affords, all in all,
the single best window onto Sidgwick’s soul of any of his publications.
Ironically, Clough was a friend of Matthew Arnold’s, though there was
considerable critical distance between them.

During the 1860s, especially, Clough was of unsurpassed emotional
importance to Sidgwick — he was the “wine of life” (M 141—42). Thus it
was that in 1866 he could write to Clough’s widow to thank her for sending
him a copy of her edition of the poet’s works:

I ventured to ask Lushington’s advocacy to procure me the book, because I felt
that to no one, out of the range of his personal friendships, could Clough be an
object of more intense individual interest than to myself. I suppose every one has
some one book of poems to which he turns in any solitary mood that demands
special sympathy: such a book, in these latter years I have had in Clough’s poems.
They are so dear to me in this peculiar way, that I should find it difficult to judge
impartially their literary merit: yet I cannot but think that there are few poets —
only two, it seems to me — of the present age whom the world would less willingly
let die. He was the one true disciple of Wordsworth, with a far deeper interest than
Wordsworth in the fundamental problems of human life, and a more subtle, more
cultivated intellect. But — as with Wordsworth — every ornament, every melody
in his poems seems the natural spontaneous utterance of his thought and feeling:
with him thought seems always to glow with feeling and the two to run into simple
music.

His rarest excellence seems to me his singular comprehensive complex sym-
pathy. Many poets have treated the problems of life sometimes with bitter
irony, sometimes with vehement oscillation of passion: but with him irony and
sympathy — for a// that is not base — seem indissolubly blended, and he never loses
that judicial fairness in balancing conflicting influences, which we demand of a
philosopher, but hardly expect from a poet. (CWC)
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Here, then, was the poet who could serve Sidgwick in his time of crisis,
in much the same way that Wordsworth had served Mill during his mental
crisis, when Mill came to realize that the Benthamism (as he understood
it) into which he had been born was emotionally flat and lifeless. Clough
was Socratic, and ironic, but his skepticism was matched with that singular
comprehensive sympathy that spoke to the Christian: he was the “agnostic
who couldn’t have cared more, to whom religion was a matter of life or
death.”83 Tennyson as a poet may have moved Sidgwick more, but his
intellect was not as sharp, his ambivalence not as perfect.3 Clough bet-
ter represented Sidgwick’s “individual habits of thought and sentiment”
(M 538).

“He clings to the ‘beauty of his dreams;’ but — two and two make four” —
that is, what Sidgwick loved in Clough was

the painfulness, and yet inevitableness of this conflict, the childlike simplicity and
submissiveness with which he yields himself up to it; the patient tenacity with
which he refuses to quit his hold of any of the conflicting elements; the consistency
with whichitis carried into every department of life; the strange mixture of sympa-
thy and want of sympathy with his fellow-creatures that necessarily accompanies
it. (MEA 66)

Clough was truly philosophical in his “horror of illusions and deceptions
of all kinds” and his “passionate devotion not to search after truth, but to
truth itself — absolute, exact truth.” His skill

lay in balancing assertions, comparing points of view, sifting gold from dross
in the intellectual products presented to him, rejecting the rhetorical, defining
the vague, paring away the exaggerative, reducing theory and argument to their
simplest form, their ‘lowest terms.” ‘LLumen siccum,’ as he calls it in one of his
poems, is the object of his painful search, his eager hope, his anxious loyalty.

(MEA 65)

Here, then, was one who could truly speak to the depths of an
Apostolic soul. The expression “/umen siccum” became a permanent fixture
of Sidgwick’s vocabulary.

The truthis—if Clough had notlived and written, I should probably be now exactly
where he was. I have not solved in any way the Gordian Knot which he fingered.
I can neither adequately rationalise faith, nor reconcile faith and reason, nor
suppress reason. But this is just the benefit of an utterly veracious man like Clough,
that it is impossible for any one, however sympathetic, to remain where he was. He
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exposes the ragged edges of himself. One sees that in an irreligious age one must
not let oneself drift, or else the rational element of oneself is disproportionately
expressed and developed by the influence of environment, and one loses fidelity
to one’s true self. (M 228)

One’s “true self” — for Sidgwick this was of course the issue, and his was
a theistic one, longing for a friendly universe, a Heart and Mind behind
phenomena. Clough, he felt, was “in a very literal sense before his age.”
His “point of view and habit of mind” were “less singular in England
in the year 1869 than they were in 1859, and much less than they were
in 1849.” Clough, not Wordsworth or Arnold, was the prophet of their
culture, someone who understood how

We are growing year by year more introspective and self-conscious: the current
philosophy leads us to a close, patient, and impartial observation and analysis of
our mental processes: and the current philosophy is partly the effect and partly
the cause of a more widespread tendency. We are growing at the same time more
unreserved and unveiled in our expression: in conversations, in journals and books,
we more and more say and write what we actually do think and feel, and not what
we intend to think or should desire to feel. We are growing also more sceptical
in the proper sense of the word: we suspend our judgment much more than our
predecessors, and much more contentedly: we see that there are many sides to
many questions: the opinions that we do hold we hold if not more loosely, at
least more at arm’s length: we can imagine how they appear to others, and can
conceive ourselves not holding them. We are losing in faith and confidence: if we
are not failing in hope, our hopes at least are becoming more indefinite; and we
are gaining in impartiality and comprehensiveness of sympathy. In each of these
respects, Clough, if he were still alive, would find himself gradually more and
more at home in the changing world. (MEA 60)

This was a mind in which Sidgwick could find himself: bearing witness
to the true self, scrupulously pursuing truth, saying what you believe,
growing more comprehensive in sympathy and impartiality. Clough’s
world had been indulgent of pious deception and hypocrisy. But not
Clough. “Lax subscription to articles,” Sidgwick observed, “was the way
of Clough’s world: and it belonged to his balanced temper to follow the
way of his world for a time, not approving, but provisionally submitting
and experimentalising.” To do this, following the way of the world “till
its unsatisfactoriness has been thoroughly proved” and then “suddenly to
refuse to do it any longer,” was neither heroic nor pleasant, but “as a via
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media between fanaticism and worldliness, it would naturally commend
itself to a mind like Clough’s” (MEA 68). And, to be sure, to a mind like
Sidgwick’s. All of his poetic friends — Noel and Symonds, for example —
recognized that this was “Sidgwick’s poet.”

For Sidgwick had followed Clough’s example. He had provisionally
submitted for quite some time. As early as 1860, he could write to Browning
that

I see that there is a great gulf between my views and the views once held by those
who framed the Articles: and now held by at least a portion of the Church of
England; I think I could juggle myself into signing the Articles as well as any one
else: but I really feel that it may at least be the duty of some — if so &uoU ye — to
avoid the best-motivated perjury. (M 62)

And again, Mayor had advised him in 1862 that “when the views that were
at present negative became positive in me, I ought to resign, not till then”
(M 83). In the aftermath of his immersion in historical biblical studies,
this was precisely what happened.

VII. Fully Persuaded in His Own Mind

During most of his adult life Sidgwick had some text —a different one at different
periods — which ran in his head, representing the keynote, so to speak, of his
thought about his own life. From about 1861 to about 1865 the text was, “After
the way which they call heresy, so worship I the God of my fathers.” From about
1865 to October 1869 it was, “Are not Abana and Pharpar, rivers of Damascus,
better than all the waters of Israel? may I not wash in them, and be clean? . . . And
his servants. . . said, My father, if the prophet had bid thee do some great thing,
wouldest thou not have done it?” From October 1869 to about 1875 the text
was, “Let every man be fully persuaded in his own mind.” From about 1875 to
about 1890, “But this one thing I do, forgetting those things that are behind, and
stretching forth unto those that are before, I press towards the mark.” And finally
from about 1890, “Gather up the fragments that are left, that nothing be lost.”
Memoir, p. 125

Matthew Arnold might have taken a certain satisfaction in knowing
how utterly Sidgwick adored Clough. For it was Arnold who argued that
religion had become culture, and culture had become poetry — the wars
of religion were soon to be culture wars. Sidgwick’s rejoinder would have
been that with Clough, poetry had become philosophy, at least in some
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degree. But in any event, both Sidgwick and Arnold appreciated the need
for some sort of clerisy, some vanguard of genuine educators, to teach the
public the Socratic method and the merits of Clough and to blow away all
the “semi-hypocrisy” poisoning the air.

Clough set him a rather stern example, the more so since Clough’s res-
ignation, like Maurice’s, took place at a time when such an act carried the
very real risk of an extreme diminution of one’s prospects. By Sidgwick’s
day, change was in the air; even the self-promoting littérateur Leslie
Stephen, a star of the intellectual aristocracy but no one’s model of moral
courage, had resigned, claiming that he could not believe in the Universal
Flood. The prospect of being Saint Lawrence on “a cold grid-iron,” as
C. D. Broad wittily remarked, must have made Sidgwick all the more
miserable, all the more apt to regard himself as a failure in the practical
sphere.

Stephen did, however, give what was probably a nastily accurate picture
of the situation:

The average Cambridge don of my day was (as I thought and think) a sensible and
honest man who wished to be both rational and Christian. He was rational enough
to see that the old orthodox position was untenable. He did not believe in Hell,
or in ‘verbal inspiration’ or the ‘real presence.” He thought that the controversies
upon such matters were silly and antiquated, and spoke of them with indifference,
if not with contempt. But he also thought that religious belief of some kind was
necessary or valuable, and considered himself to be a genuine believer. He assumed
that somehow or other the old dogmas could be explained away or ‘rationalised’
or ‘spiritualised.” He could accept them in some sense or other, but did not ask too
closely in what sense. Still less did he go into ultimate questions of philosophy.
He shut his eyes to the great difficulties or took the answer for granted.

This was exactly what a Cloughian could not do.

Itis perhaps suggestive of Sidgwick’s vacillating views during the sixties
that he could announce to Dakyns in 1866 that he had “finally parted from
Mill and Comte — not without tears and wailings and cuttings of the hair,”
and that he was an “eclectic” who believed in the “possibility of pursuing
conflicting methods of mental philosophy side by side” (M 158), and then,
within the space of a year, write directly to Mill, for the first time, asking his
advice about subscription because “there is no one living whose opinion
would be more valuable to me and to many others than yours” (CWC).%
On the whole, of course, the latter sentiment was the more reliable, and
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therefore, it is all the more indicative of the importance of the subscription
issue to Sidgwick that he should choose to write to Mill about this matter,
above all others.

As Sidgwick puts it, in a letter dated July 28, 1867, the “subject is the
position which liberals (speculatively I mean, “Aufgehlirte” of various
shades) ought to take-up with regard to the traditional (in England the
established) religion of the country.” Sidgwick actually introduces himself
asa “Cambridge Liberal,” who had been urged to write to Mill by Professor
Fawcett, and explains that he has a personal interest in the question, though
it 1s also of “great social importance.” The subject is also one, Sidgwick
complains, on which it is “next to impossible to obtain a full and open
discussion on generally accepted principles,” though he would like to
solve it “on principles of pure ethics, without any reference to the truth or
falsity of any particular religion.” This admittedly poses some difficulty,
since the “orthodox cannot be brought to give any other answer than that a
man should believe the truth.” Sidgwick also desires “to solve it according
to principles of objective, social (‘utilitarian’) morality,” especially since

the majority of unprejudiced persons with whom I have broached the subject are
satisfied to say that a man ought to act according to his conscience: whereas to me
there seems to be just the same futility in referring an individual to his subjective
standard, the resultant of his moral instincts and habits, on this, as on any other
question of social duty.

To ask that the problem be solved may, of course, be asking too much,
and Sidgwick will be happy enough if matters get more fully argued out
and there is at least a clearer line between “expedient conformity and
inexpedient hypocrisy.”

Put more precisely, the problem concerns the varying degrees of con-
formity expected of clergymen or “actual teachers of religion,” all other
persons “who have taken definite religious tests,” the general run of edu-
cators “at schools or universities belonging to particular churches whose
professional career depends upon their being believed to adhere more or
less stringently to a certain creed,” and finally, “persons who simply take
part in a form of worship.” There are, Sidgwick observes, people in all of
these classes in the Church of England “who do not believe in the distinc-
tive (what would be generally called the fundamental) doctrines of that
Church —but who still, from other than selfish motives, conform and con-
ceal their opinions.” The arguments on their behalf are manifold: more
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or less unbelieving clergymen may believe that “they are having a better
influence on their flocks” than their orthodox counterparts. On the other
side, more rigorist clergy may insist that their flocks should believe the
prayers and creeds every bit as wholly and sincerely as they do. The related
legal arguments do not actually solve anything, as long as the moral ones
remain so unclear — for instance, what it would be honorable for someone
not subject to legal punishment to do.

Sidgwick identified himself as being in the second group, of those who
have taken definite tests, and he asked Mill to discuss the issue personally,
or at least to read a statement of his on it, if possible. Mill in turn declined
the invitation to meet personally, but he was generous and encouraging,
and agreed to read Sidgwick’s longer statement of the problem.’7 That
would of course turn out to be a draft of the pamphlet on “The Ethics of
Conformity and Subscription,” Sidgwick’s prelude to the Methods. As in
the case of his essays on Arnold, Sidgwick bracketed his life with works
on this subject; two of the central contributions to Practical Ethics, the
last book he published during his lifetime, returned to it, and this in itself
might indicate the inestimable importance of this theme in his life.

When the first pamphlet finally appeared in print, in 1870, it was rather
after the fact, and after a good deal of Sidgwickian agitation. In 1867 and
1868 there had been a movement for various university reforms, including
“a proposal to omit the words in the oath sworn by fellows on their election,
promising conformity to the Church of England” (M 172). Sidgwick and
J. Lampriere Hammond had been among the ringleaders, but their efforts
were defeated at the annual meeting in December of 1868. Consequently,
in June of 1869, Sidgwick at last resigned his assistant tutorship and his
Fellowship, writing to his mother that “[w]hatever happens I am happy
and know that I have done what was right. In fact, though I had some
struggle before doing it, it now appears not the least bit of sacrifice, but
simply the natural and inevitable thing to do.” (M 197) He explained the
case more fully to Mrs. Clough, in a letter from July of 1869:

As for my resignation and consequent prospects, you are very good to think about
them. Personally I feel no doubt that I have done right. For long I have had no doubt
except what arose from the fact that most of the persons whose opinion I most
regard think differently. But one must at last act on one’s own view. It is my painful
conviction that the prevailing lax subscription is not perfectly conscientious in
the case of many subscribers: and that those who subscribe laxly from the highest
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motives are responsible for the degradation of moral and religious feeling that
others suffer. It would require very clear and evident gain of some other kind
to induce me to undergo this responsibility. And such gain I do not see. Even
if I make the extreme supposition that all heretics avow themselves such and
are driven away from the universities, some harm would no doubt be done, but
not so much as is supposed. A reaction must come soon and the universities be
thrown open; meanwhile there are plenty of excellent teachers on all subjects who
are genuinely orthodox; and even as regards religious speculation the passion for
truth in young minds would be stimulated by such an event, and they would find
plenty of sources for “illumination” even if our rushlights were put out.

All this is, of course, an unpractical supposition. I make it to show myself that
am obeying a sound general rule —I feel very strongly the importance of “providing
things honest in the sight of all men.” It is surely a great good that one’s moral
position should be one that simple-minded people can understand. I happen to
care very little what men in general think of me individually: but I care very much
about what they think of human nature. I dread doing anything to support the
plausible suspicion that men in general, even those who profess lofty aspirations,
are secretly swayed by material interests.

After all, it is odd to be finding subtle reasons for an act of mere honesty: but I
am reduced to that by the refusal of my friends to recognise it as such. (M 201)

Thus, as always, Sidgwick is concerned about the general state of
public morals, worrying away about egoistic hypocrisy — for why is it
a “plausible suspicion” that “men in general, even those who profess
lofty aspirations, are secretly swayed by material interests”? Is that not at
least part of the “degradation of moral and religious feeling” that even
high-minded laxity aggravates? Is he not still worried about “fire and
strength” and cultivating a humanity that knows and values self-sacrifice
and sympathy?

Even so, Sidgwick refrained from being too unctuous about his course.
As he wrote to Dakyns, the “great, vital, productive, joy-giving qualities
that I admire in others I cannot attain to: I can only lay on the altar of
humanity as an offering this miserable bit of legal observance.” In fact,
he simply hates being “forced to condemn others . . . for not acting in the
same way,” although he admits that “a moral impulse must be universally-
legislative: the notion of ‘gratifying my own conscience’ is to me self-
contradictory.” Even his positivism is “half-against” him — the “effect on
society of maintaining the standard of veracity is sometimes so shadowy
that I feel as if I was conforming to a mere ‘metaphysical’ formula.” He
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has, he feels, been “under water in the depths of abstract-ethical egoistic
debate,” and he longs to “emerge; perhaps I shall recover the calm outward
gaze, the quick helpful hand, of the lover and child of nature.” (M 199—
200).

Hardly a likely outcome, for a Sidgwick. Noel wrote to him: “You must
feel fish-out-of-watery?”®8

But things did turn out tolerably well. Once again, Cambridge proved
to be Sidgwick’s salvation. As he explained to his mother, in a letter dated
June 14, 1869:

Everything is settled. The “Seniority” have offered me the post of Lecturer on
Moral Sciences on 200/ a year, with the understanding that [ am going to repudiate
all dogmatic obligations, — I mean to resign my fellowship because it is held on
terms of such obligations. I have also had a conversation with Lightfoot (whom I
name orthodox causd) who is very kind and understands the step as I mean it —
regretting it, of course. I have been partly determined by his advice not to secede
from the Church of England. I have no wish to do that, as long as orthodox persons
of a reasonable sort — I mean persons who really do accept the “Apostles Creed”
and yet are not bigots — have no wish that I should secede from it. I think that as
“Apostles Creed” is used in Baptism and Confirmation, I am primd facie supposed
to accept it, and ought not to claim the social privileges of a member of the Church
against the wish of the mass of reasonable persons in it. At the same time I do
not think one is bound to regard the creed that is necessary for admission as
meaning for bond fide membership afterwards, if reasonable orthodox persons do
not so regard it. And my wish is to show myself as sympathetic as possible to the
national religion, while declining to profess agreement with it’s doctrines. (CWC)

This decision on the part of the “Seniority,” which must have included
Maurice, allowed Sidgwick to carry on in his familiar life, though with
some reduction in income. And the counsel of Bishop Lightfoot allowed
him to carry on some semblance of his church affiliation. Here, of course,
one sees the careful gradations of duty according to role. The standard of
veracity for laity and that for clergy or those taking definite tests are not
necessarily the same thing. If Lightfoot held that the Apostles’ Creed was
“not dogmatically obligatory on laymen,” then that was the reasonable
view (M 198). The balance of considerations involved in showing his
sympathy for the national religion while declining to profess it is perhaps
what would have been expected, given his rationalist tendencies hedged
by skepticism. Some lines from Tennyson apparently caught his mood:
“Yet pull not down my minster towers, that were / So gravely, gloriously
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wrought; / Perchance I may return with others there / When I have
cleared my thought” (M 202).

VIII. The Ethics of Conformity and Subscription

I have written a pamphlet. .. which will perhaps be printed — on the text, ‘Let
every man be fully persuaded in his own mind.” That is really the gist of the
pamphlet — that if the preachers of religion wish to retain their hold over educated
men they must show in their utterances on sacred occasions the same sincerity,
exactness, unreserve, that men of science show in expounding the laws of nature.
I do not think that much good is to be done by saying this, but I want to liberate
my soul, and then ever after hold my peace.

Sidgwick to his sister, Mary, April 1870 (M 226)

What were the actual consequences of Sidgwick’s resignation? How
accurate was his assessment of the situation? How, exactly, did his strug-
gle with the question of subscription lead him through the thinking ex-
pounded in The Methods of Ethics? Was this episode really as significant
as he seemed to think? Was it the culmination of his years of storm and
stress?

These are difficult questions, but in the final analysis, there appears to
be little reason to doubt the veracity of Sidgwick’s estimate of these mat-
ters. The themes and problematics of his resignation crisis, the anxieties
over egoism and hypocrisy, would reverberate and replay themselves in his
later life and work, forming a turbulent subcurrent running beneath his
cautious reformism and weighty academic efforts to gauge just what the
British public might be ripe for. Once one reads such works as the Methods
and the Elements of Politics bearing in mind Sidgwick’s profound commit-
ment to avoiding the rupture of common sense and common religion —
the importance, for him, of instigating social change only from a platform
firmly planted in the realities of the present (or of at least masking the call
for change by an appeal to what we all think) — it becomes very difficult
to resist the thought that his formative period formed him for a very long
time to come. The Apostolic virtues of the discussion group must allow
the interplay of speaker and hearer, proceeding (ideally, anyway) from
an empathetic grasp of the views of one’s partners. In a very real sense,
Sidgwick wanted to regard the larger public as a conversational part-
ner, albeit one he could come to understand and guide, educate, without
offending.®
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A good way to appreciate the position Sidgwick had reached in the
late sixties is by attending closely to his pamphlet on “The Ethics of
Conformity and Subscription.” It was a profoundly Cloughian piece of
work, replete with all the anxieties of an anxious age, but also with a certain
fearless zest — the liberation of a soul that had been long pent up.

“Conformity and Subscription” certainly conveys Sidgwick’s sense that
the Cloughian age had come. He is impressed by the “large strides” that
have been made “towards complete civil and social equality of creeds”
and thinks the “secular disadvantages that religious dissidences formerly
entailed, have been so rapidly diminishing, that we may look forward
confidently to their speedy exinction.” Thus, we “have abolished church
rates; we are inaugurating a system of primary education, which is, at any
rate, designed to place all sects, as far as possible, on a par; and it is obvious
that the ecclesiastical restrictions on the higher education cannot be much
longer maintained.” (CS 10)

Most importantly, Sidgwick is persuaded that “on the whole, the recog-
nition of the necessity of free inquiry, and of the possibility of conscientious
difference of opinion, almost without limit, is so general, that most of my
readers will be prepared to discuss the question on the neutral ground of
ethics.” Indeed, the “effort to unite cordially with Dissenters, wherever
such union is possible, has ceased to be the differencing characteristic of
one party in the Church of England; and it is but rarely that a conformist
dares to avow in public any sentiment but respect for conscientious non-
conformity.” Even those fighting “for the relics of Anglican privilege” have
given up grave admonitions concerning schism, offering instead “voluble
and pathetic appeals to ‘our common Christianity’.” (CS 6, 7) All this
toleration is not “the mere drapery of enlightened unbelief” or a mere
“external compromise,” but is in fact deeply rooted in

the present tendencies of religious thought; and not of religious thought only, but of
all thought on subjects where first principles and method are as yet indeterminate,
and where therefore persons of equal intelligence, sincerity, and application, are
continually led to the most profoundly diverse conclusions. Controversies on
such subjects are carried on, not perhaps less keenly than before, but more fairly,
temperately, and dispassionately, with more mutual understanding, and, we may
almost say, mutual interest, in the conflicting opinions. This tempered dogmatism
must be carefully distinguished from the superficial eclecticism that sometimes
results from the same causes, the state of mind that prides itself on holding no
form of creed in particular, but combining the best parts of all: this latter is
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not, I think, peculiarly characteristic of the present age; what I am noticing is
the habit of holding opinions firmly and earnestly, and yet, as it were, at arm’s
length, of seeing how they look when viewed on the outside, and divining by
analogy how the opinions of others look when viewed on the inside. A dogmatist
of this temper has a natural respect for, even a spontaneous sympathy with, any
one who holds any creed with consistency, clearness, and sincerity. Accordingly,
one result of this increase of real internal toleration on the part of dogmatists,
is to encourage much greater openness and unreserve on the part of heretics
of all kinds and degrees. This openness is sometimes deplored by ecclesiastical
writers and speakers, but in the present strained relations of intellectual culture
and religious faith, the most fatal mistake that can be made in the interests of the
latter, next to that of discouraging theological inquiry as sinful, is to discourage
the expression of theological disagreement as unedifying. It would be a great
gain to religion if preachers would abandon all idea of restricting inquiry and
discussion, and confine themselves entirely (in so far as they deal with the question)
to improving the method of inquiry, and elevating the manner of the discussion.
(CS 12-13)

All this was profoundly heartfelt, of course, though it strikes a slightly
more optimistic note than the earlier letter to Mill. The direction of
the times is here made to sound highly Apostolic, as the flowering
of Socratic discussion conjoined with sympathy. But of course, unlike
Arnold, Sidgwick gives this cultural change a certain modernist cast: “this
frankness, even audacity, in theological investigation and discussion, is ren-
dered especially necessary by a fact, the influence of which upon theology
1s often noticed, although not quite from this point of view — I mean the
increasing predominance of positive science as an element of our highest
intellectual culture.” Sidgwick does not agree with those who hold that
for those of a scientific bent, “theology must inevitably become more and
more shadowy and unreal, and its interminable debates more and more
distasteful.” Perhaps he had psychical research in mind, as well as Darwin,
when he continued by suggesting “that the scientific inquiries which are
most eagerly pursued, and excite the keenest interest in lookers-on, are
precisely those where the method is least determinate, the reasonings most
hypothetical, and the conclusions most disputable.” But the crucial point
is that

What theology has to learn from the predominant studies of the age is something
very different from advice as to its method or estimates of its utility; it is the
imperative necessity of accepting unreservedly the conditions of life under which
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these studies live and flourish. It is sometimes said that we live in an age that rejects
authority. The statement, thus qualified, seems misleading; probably there never
was a time when the number of beliefs held by each individual, undemonstrated
and unverified by himself, was greater. But it is true that we only accept authority
of a particular sort; the authority, namely, that is formed and maintained by the
unconstrained agreement of individual thinkers, each of whom we believe to
be seeking truth with single-mindedness and sincerity, and declaring what he
has found with scrupulous veracity, and the greatest attainable exactness and
precision. (CS 14-15)

This careful statement, at once so sensitive to the complexities of large-
scale modern societies and so insistent on the Socratic virtues at work in
scientific practice and public debate, beautifully encapsulates Sidgwick’s
hopes for the direction of modern culture.%° The tone irresistibly recalls
Dewey’s claim that the “the traits of good method are straightforwardness,
flexible intellectual interest or open-minded will to learn, integrity of
purpose, and acceptance of responsibility for the consequences of one’s
activities including thought.”?" For Sidgwick, it is pointless for theologians
to dwell “on the imbecility of the inquisitive intellect” or “the inadequacy
of language to express profound mysteries” — for clearly, “the exceptional
protection that has been claimed for theological truth is a fatal privilege.”
It is a plain fact that “the divergence of religious beliefs, conscientiously
entertained by educated persons, is great, is increasing, and shows no
symptom of diminution.”%* The (highly Apostolic) question, then, is how
to feel that same security that we feel with respect to science in connection
with religious inquiry: namely, “that our teacher is declaring to us truth
precisely as it appears to him, without reserve or qualification.” And from
this, to ask: how are we to organize “religious instruction, and combine in
a common formula of worship?” (CS 15-16)

Here, of course, we confront the specific problem of subscription, the
different grades of expected conformity, and so on, a problem made all the
more poignant by the demand for free and open inquiry. After all, Sidgwick
argues, consider the potentially excruciating position of an “intelligent and
promising young clergyman.” Suppose, in keeping with the standard of
modern inquiry, “we impress on him the need which the Church has
of a learned clergy; we bid him read, study, investigate; we encourage
him (as his better nature prompts him) to respect learning and sincerity
wherever he finds them, and to weigh arguments with the single desire to
be convinced of the truth.” But then, of course,
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we inform him, that if Truth should appear to him to lie anywhere below a certain
line drawn rather high up in the scale, honour and duty call upon him to withdraw
from his ministerial functions, resign the prospects of his career, uproot himself
from a position where he may feel that his means of exercising good are daily
growing, allow his acquired faculties of special work to become useless, and, amid
the distress of his friends and kindred, with his abandoned profession hanging
like a weight round his neck, endeavour, late in life, to learn some new work by
which he may live.

Even if such a person was quite thoroughly orthodox when ordained, how
could he be confident that further study would raise no doubts? Who
would go into the business on such conditions? As Sidgwick pointedly
remarks, “No one will venture to be ordained except those who are too
fanatical or too stupid to doubt that they will always believe exactly what
they believed at twenty-three” (CS 37—38). And how much good will they
do the church or, for that matter, society? How can education be translated
into an ongoing process of educating?

Here lies the more specific difficulty that especially troubles Sidgwick:
what is

the duty which the persons who form the progressive —or, to use a neutral term, the
deviating — element in a religious community owe to the rest of that community;
the extent to which, and the manner in which, they ought to give expression
and effect to their opinions within the community; and the point at which the
higher interests of truth force them to the disruption of old ties and cherished
associations. (CS 5)

How, given his sympathetic portrayal of the plight of the intelligent
young clergyman, could Sidgwick take such a rigorist line concerning
the evils of hypocrisy and the degradation of popular religious and moral
feeling? After all, he had insisted that even those in his own position, those
taking definite religious oaths, ought to resign rather than serve under such
conditions. Would not the same standard, or an even more stringent one,
apply to the actual teachers of religion?

The firm Cloughian was clear that it did, hard as such self-sacrifice
was to live with. His main point is that it is damaging in the extreme to
pretend that the clergy should maintain an esoteric standard, different
from the common understandings, that would leave them open to the
charge of “solemn imposture.” Thus, “we look to the clergy to maintain
the standard of, at any rate, the peaceful virtues; and...1it is a serious
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blow to the spiritual interests of the country, that any considerable and
respectable section of them should be charged with habitual unveracity
and be unable to refute the charge.” Admittedly, given the state of society,
it would be painful to always insist on such veracity, but the solution is to
proceed “by openly relaxing the engagements, not by secretly tampering
with their obligation” —and it is essential to do this openly, since no one will
“take a strong interest in grievances by which no one will declare himself
aggrieved.” (CS 37, 9) Still, the clergy must meet a higher standard than
the laity. Consider again the problem of the Virgin Birth:

A man may certainly be a sincere Christian in the strictest sense — that is, he
may believe that Jesus was God — without holding this belief. Many persons
now take an intermediate view of miracles between accepting and rejecting them
en bloc. They hold that miracles may occur, and that some recorded in the Gospels
undoubtedly did occur; but that also legends may have been mixed up with the
evangelical narrations, and that some probably have been. A man who holds this
general view is very likely to reject the miraculous conception of Jesus. . . . Now,
to him, this rejection may appear of no religious importance; it may even seem
to him unreasonable that men should make their view of Christ’s character and
function to depend upon the nature of his conception. Still, to the majority of
Christians, the belief is so important — the gulf that divides those who hold it from
those who reject it seems so great, that the confidence of a congregation in the
veracity of their minister would be entirely ruined, if he avowed his disbelief in
this doctrine and still continued to recite the Creed. And it seems to me, that a
man who acts thus, can only justify himself by proving the most grave and urgent
social necessity for his conduct. (CS 33)

Clearly, this is what Sidgwick had in mind by way of the dangerous
degradation of moral and religious feeling that lax subscription fostered —
even the lax subscription of someone such as himself, a mere taker of
definite oaths. In fact, even as regards the laity, he goes so far as to suggest
that it is important to strive to approximate the ideal of a national ministry
and form of genuine worship, and that the only way this could possibly
be accomplished is through “the frank and firm avowal, on all proper
occasions, on the part of the laity, of all serious and deliberate doctrinal
disagreement with any portion of the service” (CS 24—25). This, however,
seems to have been a standard from which he exempted himself, as we
shall see in due course.

One might forgive Sidgwick for worrying, as he did, that the calculation
of consequences that he carried out in the case of subscription was indeed
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rather “shadowy.” (As it would transpire, the vast uncertainty attending
such calculations would be another major theme of the Methods, much to
Sidgwick’s chagrin.) But in a famous article, “Sidgwick and Whewellian
Intuitionism: Some Dilemmas,” Alan Donagan went so far as to deny
that Sidgwick’s words and deeds were at all genuinely utilitarian, or even
effective on behalf of his cause. Thus,

In none of these transactions is there the slightest breath of utilitarianism. In The
Ethics of Conformity and Subscription, Sidgwick closely followed Whewell’s appli-
cation of the nonutilitarian principle of truth. And, to judge by the reasons he gave
in his correspondence, he likewise acted on Whewellian grounds in resigning his
fellowship. Both in acting, and in defending his action, utilitarian considerations
appear to have entered his mind only to be dismissed. Yet of none of this are there
any traces in The Methods of Ethics.3

Donagan was himself a true Whewellian, and one is tempted to say that
that may help to explain why he was wrong on all counts. Sidgwick himself
was quite clear, in writing to Mill, that he wanted to solve the problem
of subscription in a utilitarian way, and if one misses the way in which
his solution is in keeping with his utilitarianism, that may be because
one is working with an inadequate notion of utilitarianism — as, it seems,
was Donagan.% For as Schneewind has explained, Sidgwick’s pamphlet
anticipates his later views in several ways. First, he “insists on answering
questions about practice in terms of realistic appraisals of the facts and the
probabilities. He does not sketch an ideal church or an ideal society and
ask how we can obtain guidance from considering it.” Second, he “fails to
find any clear common-sense maxims which both relate specifically to the
ethical issue concerning him and direct us to a definite solution to it. There
is a duty of veracity; there are duties of fidelity to one’s chosen church; but
there is no principle of similar scope which tells us what to do when these
two sets of duties conflict.” And finally, the “difficulties are resolved, in
each case, by an appeal to what is expedient or useful or least harmful —
by an appeal, in short, to some form of the utilitarian principle.”95

This seems right. Schneewind is of course happy to concede — indeed,
even to argue at length — that Sidgwick learned a tremendous amount from
Whewell, who was the master of Trinity when Sidgwick arrived there, and
whose work on moral philosophy was — much to Sidgwick’s dismay — part
of the established curriculum. But the dual conviction that all “our rules
are imperfect” and that even so “we must not discard the props which
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we have in our conceptions. .. of Truth, Justice &c.” had been, through
the sixties, as close to a constant as Sidgwick could muster. Sidgwick
would have been the first to agree that the calculation of consequences in
cases such as this is a very hard thing to carry off with any plausibility;
but, as with Mill, he would have denied that there was any real alterna-
tive to trying, or that Whewell himself had effectively circumvented the
problem.

However, these are arguments that quickly lead to the heart of
Sidgwick’s ethical theory, and they are better considered in connection
with the Methods, the subject of the following chapter. At this juncture,
the foregoing sketch of the common ground between Sidgwick’s pamphlet
and his magnum opus should be sufficient to suggest how he could have
worked out the lines of the latter in connection with the problem posed
in the former. Those who doubt the connection between these works, or
the utilitarian nature of that connection, ought to be given some pause by
the fact that Mill himself weighed in on Sidgwick’s side, and this even
though he was well known for advising dissenting young clergymen to
reform the church from within, rather than leaving it in the hands of the
more reactionary elements. Although Sidgwick expressed a certain dis-
appointment with Mill’s response to his pamphlet, apparently thinking it
a little too perfunctory in light of his great crisis, the truth is that Mill
was warmly appreciative of Sidgwick’s efforts, even giving him a bit of
sage advice that tacitly suggested considerable confidence in Sidgwick’s
utilitarian potential:

What ought to be the exceptions (for that there ought to be some, however few,
exceptions seems to be admitted) to the general duty of truth? This large question
has never yet been treated in a way at once rational and comprehensive, partly
because people have been afraid to meddle with it, and partly because mankind
have never yet generally admitted that the effect which actions tend to produce on
human happiness is what constitutes them right or wrong. I would suggest that
you should turn your thoughts to this more comprehensive subject.%

This Sidgwick did, and the result was The Methods of Ethics and what
would turn out to be a lifelong engagement with matters of hypocrisy and
integrity. The destiny that awaited him was an eternal struggle with the
problems of this turbulent decade: self-cultivation versus self-sacrifice,
skepticism versus belief, sympathetic unity versus conflictual difference,
and the private versus the public.
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Before moving on to the Methods, however, mention should be made of
a few other consequences that flowed from the Cloughian act of Sidgwick’s
utilitarian conscience. Against Donagan, it must be said that there are ex-
cellent reasons for sharing the view of so many of Sidgwick’s peers — that
his resignation, the action of a high-minded man of spotless reputation and
academic credentials, did have an important effect in speeding the aboli-
tion of the educational tests. Donagan too hastily follows the somewhat
dismissive account in Winstanley’s Later Victorian Cambridge, suggesting
that, as Sidgwick himself insisted, change was already very much in the
air and the elimination of the tests inevitable.97 But what Sidgwick’s more
knowing champions appear to have recognized was that Sidgwick’s act had
a disproportionate impact on Prime Minister Gladstone, who, although
he had already unsuccessfully opposed the tests, would have been given
a considerable boost in his efforts by Sidgwick’s example. Gladstone had
for some time held Sidgwick in very high esteem.%

Another, somewhat personalized consequence of Sidgwick’s resigna-
tion is recorded in the Memoir:

Sidgwick threw himself heartily into the establishment by the University of an
examination for women. The examination was first held in the summer of 1869,
and he was one of the examiners. The establishment of this examination was
an outcome of the active movement going on at the time in different parts of
the country for providing women with improved educational opportunities —
a movement the crying need for which was emphasised by the report of the
Schools Inquiry Commission in 1869, and the very unsatisfactory state of girls’
and women’s education therein revealed. The demand was not for examination
only, and schemes for instruction by course of lectures and classes were being
tried in various places. Sidgwick had had his thoughts turned in a general way to
the subject of the education of women by the writings of J. S. Mill, and doubtless
also by F. D. Maurice, whose interest in it is well known, and who was . . . at this
time Professor of Moral Philosophy at Cambridge. But his taking it up actively
at this particular moment was partly due to a need which he felt of doing some
practically useful work. What he did in giving up his Fellowship was negative,
and he wanted to do something positive. (M 204—5)

This play of negative and positive action, or at least Sidgwick’s sense of
it, was destined to become one of the major aftereffects of his resignation
crisis, figuring time and again, in one guise or another, in his theoretical and
practical ethics. He would continue to worry about the duties incumbent
on him in hisacademic role, especially when it seemed that his experiments
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in ethics and intuitive theism were driving him to decidedly uncomfort-
able conclusions. And his casuistical doubts concerning hypocrisy would
influence and intertwine with those of many of his friends.? He would
continue to strive to balance the active and the passive tendencies in his
life, refusing, like a good Rugbyean, to become “antipractical” even when
it was obscure in the extreme just what practicality demanded. After all,
nothing we have considered so far suggests that he had answered that most
fundamental of questions: why be moral at all? It may well be that Sidg-
wick did go further than any previous utilitarian in assimilating Kantian
considerations — positive versus negative actions, acts versus omissions —
within a broadly utilitarian framework, and that this is the reason why
critics such as Donagan have found it so hard to make sense of him. But
there was much more to him than closet Kantianism.

Truth to tell, although what follows will be much taken up with the
details of Sidgwick’s past and present philosophical reception, his philo-
sophical reception, both past and present, leaves a lot out of the picture.
The year 1867 was a singular one for Sidgwick not only because he then
made direct contact with Mill, but also because that year brought him into
an intimate friendship with Symonds, who would eventually prove to be
the most intellectually probing and emotionally troubling of all his closest
friends. Although he had known Symonds distantly for quite a few years,
he had not been part of his inner circle, of which, however, his younger
brother Arthur was a fixture. Butin a letter of July 7, 1867, Symonds wrote
to Dakyns: “Henry Sidgwick has been with me a week. He is numbered
among mine.”"*°

Now Sidgwick would have to contend with a prophet of culture who was
as critical as Mill, as contemplative as Clough, and as classical as Arnold
and Jowett, but who actually had something important to say about sex.
The problem of hypocrisy now wore a new mask. With the private life of
John Addington Symonds, the public sphere would never be the same.
And neither would the Platonic revival.

But the discussion of Sidgwick and Symonds must come after discussion
of philosophical ethics and ghosts — two Sidgwickian priorities that were
more highly visible to the educated public.
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Consensus versus Chaos

Part I. Consensus

But just as the scientific discoverer must not follow his own whims and fancies but
earnestly seek truth, so it is not the man who abandons himself to impulse, but the
man who, against mere impulse and mere convention alike, seeks and does what
is Right who will really lead mankind to the truer way, to richer and fuller and
more profoundly harmonious life. My ideal is a law infinitely constraining and
yet infinitely flexible, not prescribing perhaps for any two men the same conduct,
and yet the same law, because recognised by all as objective, and always varying
on rational and therefore general grounds, ‘the same,” as Cicero says, ‘for you and
for me, here and at Athens, now and for ever.’

Sidgwick to Roden Noel, 1871 (M 243)

Or would it not be absurd to strain every nerve to attain to the utmost precision
and clarity of knowledge about other things of trifling moment and not to demand
the greatest precision for the greatest matters?

Plato, Republic, 504 E (the epigraph to The Methods of Ethics)

Mr. Henry Sidgwick has recently published a book which, apart from its intrinsic
value, is an interesting display of rare intellectual virtues. He almost seems to
illustrate a paradox which would be after his own heart, that a man may be too
reasonable.

Leslie Stephen, “Sidgwick’s Methods of Ethics™"

I. A Great Work

Clearly, Sidgwick counted the problems of ethics, especially the problem
of egoistic self-regard, among the “deepest problems of human life.” And
to his dismay, what his years of storm and stress had brought home to
him was not only the intractability of the theological questions he had set
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himself, but also, relatedly, the potential insolubility of the fundamental
problems of ethics. “Self-sacrifice” was the deepest of deep problems. Was
his utilitarian conscience too demanding?

As we have seen, it had been a most difficult period, during which his
private, Apostolic soul searching had ultimately led to a very public en-
gagement with the problem of saying what one meant and backing it up
with deeds — in effect, a self-sacrificing attempt to inject more conversa-
tional Socratic candor into the formulas of public discourse. Educational
institutions, potentially so important for social change, ought not to require
systematic dishonesty, rendering public morality a contemptible sham in
the eyes of earnest and intelligent youth. Again, laxness, not philosophy,
was the corrupting force, and self-sacrifice, not self-perfection, was the
answer.

But this was modern England, not ancient Athens. In so many ways,
Sidgwick was obviously a child of his times, obsessed with the crisis of
religious faith and the correlative problem of hypocrisy. From Maurice
and Clough to Stephen and Sidgwick, the spirit of the age had been
inexorably working toward the day of Darwin and doubt, of democracy
and — it was feared — decadence. If Sidgwick struggled harder and thought
more critically than most, he was nonetheless within the current that
would in due course be producing Nietzschean reverberations throughout
the modernist worldview.> And indeed, many have wondered just how
positive Sidgwick’s views had become, following his turbulent decade.

True, he had acted with resolve and straightforwardness in resigning his
position. But this had come after years of experimentalizing and hesitation,
when he had been more inclined to say: “I sometimes think again of
resigning. I am so bankrupt of most things men desire, I would at least
have a sort of savings bank pittance of honesty. But perhaps this very
impulse is only another form of Protean vacillation and purposelessness.”
(M 142) And besides, his action admittedly sprang from a religious and
ethical stance that was largely agnostic, a suspension of final judgment
until the process of inquiry had been carried much further than he had
been able to carry it. He did, to be sure, want to show that doubt did
not necessitate a falling off of moral standards. And, as Chadwick has
put it, he

was also sure that in a land where religion and morality were inseparable, the
decline of the one was certain to lead to the decline of the other. He would never
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attack religion lest he injure the society in which he lived. It even became a delicate
question of conscience for him how far it could be right to speak out; he must say
what he thought if he were asked, and yet he must not trample upon the scruples
of others.?

But in none of this is there a demonstration that the best account of
morality is utilitarianism and that there are conclusive reasons for acting
according to its dictates.

Consequently, if one turns to The Methods of Ethics hoping to find
the big answers to the big questions, one will probably come away dis-
appointed. Better to expect from Sidgwick only that judiciousness that
his “true” self could wrest from his highly Socratic, skeptical intellect.
To be sure, this skepticism is not merely critical or destructive, much less
Cartesian, but more of a pervasive sense of fallibilism, admitting both the
limitations of human knowledge and the demands of practical action. Cu-
riously enough, this turn of mind was very happily captured in Sidgwick’s
presidential address to the Economic Section of the British Association,
in 1885:

Really, in this as in other departments, my tendency is to scepticism, but scepticism
of ahumble, empirical, and more or less hopeful kind. I do not argue, or even think,
that nothing is known, still less that nothing can be known by the received methods,
but that of what is most important to know we, as yet, know much less than most
people suppose. (CWC)

Or, as he would often put it, he had a terrific faith in “Things in General,”
even if not much faith in any belief in particular. This was a very Socratic
faith indeed, by his very own account. But it was, to Sidgwick’s mind,
more of a “working philosophy” than a “fighting faith.”

If one turns to the Methods in this spirit, one can hardly come away dis-
appointed, though it is perhaps by now evident that for his part, Sidgwick
threw himself into the work with higher expectations. His wild mood
swings during the sixties, when he would soar high and then sink low, re-
flected the vastness of the task he had set himself. As he wrote to Dakyns,
in 1865: “I have kept silence even from good words because I have found
out nothing yet, either idigq or ko fj ovugépov. I seem on the verge ever
of discovering the secret of life, but perhaps I am like the rustic of Horace
and the turbid stream of doubt & debate flows & will flow.” (M 127)* One
might say that he was reduced to “scepticism of a humble, empirical, and
more or less hopeful kind,” after having given himself over to a much
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grander hope — one that would periodically return to haunt him in later
life, even after he had cultivated a more becoming sense of patience. The
epigraph from Plato is telling, as is the fact that he had originally planned
to use a second epigraph, drawn from Descartes: “Ils élevent fort haut la
vertu, mais ils n’enseignent pas assez a la connaitre” (CWC).5

This pairing of Plato and Descartes, the two finest examples of what
Dewey termed the philosophical quest for certainty, ought to suggest the
degree of ambition that the younger Sidgwick brought to the “deepest
problems,” in ethics as in theology. Perhaps, too, it was frustrated ambition
thatled him to retain the more moderate passage from Plato while dropping
the one from Descartes. Sidgwick, at least, was only too ready to pronounce
his work a failure. In a famous story, related to F. H. Hayward by Oscar
Browning, Browning told of his encounter with Sidgwick shortly after he
had completed the Methods; pointing to his manuscript, Sidgwick sadly
observed: “I have long wished and intended to write a work on Ethics.
Now it is written. I have adhered to a plan I laid out for myself; its first
word was to be ‘Ethics,’ its last word ‘Failure.’” As Hayward comments,
the “word ‘Failure’ disappeared from the second and succeeding editions,
but I doubt whether Sidgwick ever acquired a faith in the possibility of a
perfectly satisfactory ethical system.”®

But this sense of failure was only the inevitable result of having aimed
at the stars. One can scarcely resist the thought that he considered himself
on a mission from Mill, and as a potential heir to Mill’s role. How odd
that the Methods should finally see the light just after Mill’s death. Of the
latter, Sidgwick had written to Charles Henry Pearson, in a letter dated
May 10, 1873:

I cannot go on — Mill is dead! — I wonder if this news will have affected you at all as
it does me. . .. “‘Vive le roi’ — but I do not know who it is to be: most of my friends
say Herbert Spencer —if so I am a rebel. At Oxford I hear much of Hegelians, but
they have not made up their minds to say anything yet.”

Sidgwick also had some instructive reflections on the spirit of the age,
thoughts that, in more guarded form, he also put into a short obituary
notice of Mill.® He recognized that “Mill’s prestige has been declining
lately: partly from the cause to which most people attribute it — the public
exhibition of his Radicalism, but partly to the natural termination of his
philosophical reign, which was of the kind to be naturally early and brief.”
At Oxford, the reaction was “going too far,” but still, the change had
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come: “from 1860—1865 or thereabouts he ruled England in the region of
thought as very few men ever did: I do not expect to see anything like it
again.”? Still, one detects in such remarks certain aspirations, a sense that
the reaction must be kept from going too far, though also that this cause
may be ill served by public exhibitions of one’s radicalism. Among the
academic liberals, Sidgwick was a likely claimant to the Millian mantle,
though such rivals as Leslie Stephen — a mere littérateur, according to
Sidgwick — might have disputed this. But of course, the Book had yet to
appear, and as Jowett had once nastily observed, “One man is as good as
another until he has written a book.”"°

Certainly, as we have seen, Sidgwick’s book was long in the making.
His interest in utilitarianism — encompassing ethics, politics, and political
economy — dated back to his Apostolic days. The record of his ethical
doubts is as long as the record of his theological ones, with which it was
intertwined. His diary and commonplace book are replete with accounts
of his struggle to find in Mill and Comte the culmination of the Chris-
tian moral vision, and his correspondence from the sixties suggests that
however powerfully he was distracted by his forays into historical biblical
criticism or by the urgency of sorting out his duty, the questions of ethics
were at no point absent from his mind. Much as he vacillated, and much as
he was intermittently smitten with the ancient Greeks or with the “Selfish
Philosophy,” the trend of his thought was clear enough — toward altruism
and self-sacrifice.

Thus, in 1862, he informs Dakyns that he is “revolving a Theory of
Ethics” and that he thinks he sees “a reconciliation between the moral sense
and utilitarian theories” (M 75). He also starts telling people, only half-
facetiously, that he is “engaged on a Great Work,” though he confesses to
Dakyns that he has not “advanced much” in his “Reconciliation of Ethical
Systems.” Not surprisingly, the big stumbling block is egoistic self-regard,
or, on the other side, how to justify self-sacrifice. He complains that “Bain
is the only thoroughly honest Utilitarian philosopher I know, and he allows
self-sacrifice and T& éydpeva to constitute a ‘glorious paradox,” whereas
Comte and all practical Utilitarians exalt the same sentiments into the
supreme Rule of life” (M 77—78)."" Thus he writes, in a letter forecasting
much of what was to come:

You know I want intuitions for Morality; at least one (of Love) is required to
supplement the utilitarian morality, and I do not see why, if we are to have one, we
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may not have others. I have worked away vigorously at the selfish morality, but I
cannot persuade myself, except by trusting intuition, that Christian self-sacrifice
is really a happier life than classical insouciance. . . . That is, the question seems
to me an open one. The effort to attain the Christian ideal may be a life-long
painful struggle; and therefore, though I may believe this ideal when realised
productive of greater happiness, yet individually (if it is not a question of life or
death) my laxness would induce me to prefer a lower, more attainable Goethean
ideal. Intuitions turn the scale. I shall probably fall away from Mill and Co. for a
phase. (M go)

By 1864, Sidgwick’s Great Work is tentatively entitled “Eudaemonism
Restated,” but it is causing him no end of problems. Haunted by his
Mauricean conscience, he writes: “I will hope for any amount of religious
and moral development, but I will not stir a finger to compress the world
into a system, and it does not at present seem as if it was going to harmonize
itself without compression” (M 108). Soon he is calling for the experiments
in ethics and intuitive theism — often of a highly personal nature — that
the world must fall back on, and even avowing that “life is more than any
study. . . . Every soul has a right to live; let das Individum ‘get its sop and
hold its noise’; you see, I believe that enlightened egoism will always put a
limit to itself.” (M 124) In November of 1865, he writes to Dakyns: “The
hard shell of Epicureanism (in the best sense, I hope) has grown round me.
I feel sometimes as if it were an extraneous adjunct — but I could not live
without it now probably. I believe in Selfish Ethics; and politics founded
on self-interest well-understood — and more and more I believe in nothing
else.” (CWC) But he does not believe it long.

In February of 1867, he reads a paper to the Grote Club — the faculty
discussion group organized around the person of John Grote, Maurice’s
immediate predecessor as Knightbridge Professor — in which he sketches
out his division of ethical methods. According to the notes of fellow Grote
Club member Alfred Marshall,

S read a long & general sketch of the various systems of morality. I. Absolute
right IT Make yourself noble III Make yourself happy IV Increase the general
happiness. In the course of it he committed himself to the statement that without
appreciating the effect of our action on the happiness of ourselves or of others we
could have no idea of right & wrong.

Other notes from various of these meetings report how Sidgwick identified
himself as a utilitarian, fought to get Bentham and Mill included in the
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curriculum, and attacked Whewell’s “dogmatism & freespokenness” —
that is, the way in which he would “put down whatever came into his head
without troubling himself to connect it with what came before or give
reasons first.”"?

Such remarks are more instructive than one would initially suspect. An
excellent way to approach the Methods is by reading it, as Schneewind
has done, in the light of the great conflicts between Mill, the roman-
ticized utilitarian, and Whewell, the intuitionist defender of orthodoxy
whom Mill himself singled out as representing just about everything that
utilitarianism should oppose. Bring to this Sidgwick’s anxieties about self-
sacrifice and the varieties of egoism — including the classical Greek variant,
“make yourself noble” — and one has the main conflicting elements that
Sidgwick struggled to harmonize in the Methods. In fact, for the rest of
his life, through the five (and a half) editions of the book that he com-
pleted, Sidgwick would be rethinking his short list of the going “methods,”
mainly by showing how some new contender — say, Idealism — could be
assimilated to his architectonic. The Methods represented not only a rear-
guard defense of the Millian legacy against the old intuitionist opponents,
but also some preemptive maneuvers against the emerging Idealist and
evolutionist perspectives.

On this score, it is also important to reiterate that, great as the influence
of Mill was on both Sidgwick’s times and Sidgwick, the disciple had always
harbored certain misgivings about the master. This was true from the
very start. Again, as the “Autobiographical Fragment” records, even when
Sidgwick, the newly minted Fellow, began the “more or less systematic
study of philosophy, in the form of a study of J. S. Mill’s works,” he was
aware that

the nature of his philosophy — the attitude it took up towards the fundamental
questions as to the nature of man and his relation to God and the universe —
was not such as to encourage me to expect from philosophy decisive positive
answers to these questions, and I was by no means then disposed to acquiesce in
negative or agnostic answers. In fact I had not in any way broken with the orthodox
Christianity in which I had been brought up, though I had become sceptical with
regard to many of its conclusions, and generally with regard to its methods of
proof. (M 36)

Hence, of course, the years of storm and stress, biblical criticism, and so
forth. When Sidgwick joined in founding the (short-lived) Free Christian
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Union, in June of 1868, the express object of the society was to recog-
nize how Christians “in vain pursuit of Orthodoxy, have parted into rival
Churches, and lost the bond of common work and love” and to invite
“to common action all who deem men responsible, not for the attainment
of Divine truth, but only for the serious search for it,” relying “for the
religious improvement of human life, on filial Piety and brotherly Charity,
with or without more particular agreement in matters of doctrinal theol-
ogy” (M 190).

On this count, the master, it must be said, would also have had serious
misgivings about the disciple. However much Sidgwick’s evolution was in
the direction of Millian agnostic hope, and however much he appreciated
Mill’s guarded respect for the religious impulse, he was always more trou-
bled than Mill by certain possibilities for the “religion of the future.” In
his brilliant essays on “The Utility of Religion” and “Theism,” Mill had
poured buckets of cold water on the idea that religion as such, as opposed
to early education and public opinion generally, plays anything like the
key social role that many (figures such as Sidgwick) were apt to attribute
to it. Mill even went so far as to suggest that it was

not only possible but probable, that in a higher, and, above all, a happier condition
of human life, not annihilation but immortality may be the burdensome idea; and
that human nature, though pleased with the present, and by no means impatient
to quit it, would find comfort and not sadness in the thought that it is not chained
through eternity to a conscious existence which it cannot be assured that it will
always wish to preserve.'3

This line of criticism — which Sidgwick found nearly impossible to as-
similate, try as he might — will be developed more fully in connection
with Sidgwick’s parapsychology and the account of Symonds, who shared
Mill’s view, but it is an important qualification to keep in mind when
thinking of Sidgwick as a Millian.

Still, by way of anticipation, it should be said that Sidgwick was as
much fascinated with the supposed “religion of the future” as he was
frightened by it, and in his struggles with his true self versus his Millian
conscience one finds a thousand intimations of what was to come, with
Symonds and Carpenter, Russell and Moore, and Bloomsbury. For be-
tween Mill; Maurice, and the Apostles, Sidgwick had learned the ethical
and epistemological significance of intimate friendship — the school of
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sympathy that was to take the place of orthodox Christianity even if the-
ism were vindicated, but especially if it were not. Indeed, friendship was
the great sustaining element, philosophically and personally, as he strug-
gled to finish the Methods. In aletter of March 7, 1872, he wrote to Dakyns:
“I feel often as unrelated and unadapted to my universe as man can feel:
except on the one side of friendship: and there, in my deepest gloom
all seems strangely good: and you among the best. . . . But ‘golden news’
expect none unless I light perchance on the Secret of the Universe, in
which case I will let you know.” (M 259)'* And in a most moving bit of
introspection, concerning the painful period of December 1867, when,
among other calamities, his close friend Cowell had died, Sidgwick wrote
to Oscar Browning: “How such a loss makes the days seem irrevoca-
ble when we made friendships without knowing what they were worth.
Well, if life teaches one that it is some compensation for other losses.”
(M 178)'5

Thought and feeling, the universal and the particular, humanity in gen-
eral and one’s own circle of attachments, self-sacrifice and self-perfection —
these were apparent conflicts that fueled the search for reconciliation and
unity, generative tensions that held out prospects for a future in which
comradeship would, at least to some degree, fill the void left by orthodox
religion. The years of storm and stress were also years of intense fellowship
that would put an Apostolic stamp on the Methods that even Sidgwick’s
dry judicious style could not cover up. Needless to say, reconciliation was
not always forthcoming, and the esoteric pursuit of truth often sat un-
easily with the real world of politics, the more so given how Sidgwick
always managed to turn supposedly tough-minded utilitarian calculation
into studied reflectiveness, uncertain judgment, and agnosticism.

To be sure, as we have seen, Sidgwick was emphatic in claiming that
his “first adhesion to a definite Ethical system was to the utilitarianism of
Mill.” And he even remarked that one of the things he found so attractive
about this was the relief it afforded him from the moral rules — “exter-
nal and arbitrary” — that he had been raised upon, which were given a
philosophical gloss in Whewell’s Elements of Morality, the undergraduate
text that left him with the abiding impression that “[i]ntuitional moralists
were hopelessly loose (as compared to mathematicians) in their definitions
and axioms” (ME xvii). Yet what Mill’s ethics did not help him with was
the big problem that his Christian inheritance had so impressed upon
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him: self-sacrifice. Thus, in a key statement, he writes:

The two elements of Mill’s view which I am accustomed to distinguish as Psy-
chological Hedonism [that each man does seek his own Happiness] and Ethical
Hedonism [that each man ought to seek the general Happiness] both attracted
me, and [ did not at first perceive their incoherence.

Psychological Hedonism — the law of universal pleasure-seeking — attracted me
by its frank naturalness. Ethical Hedonism, as expounded by Mill, was morally
inspiring by its dictate of readiness for absolute self-sacrifice. They appealed to
different elements of my nature, but they brought these into apparent harmony:
they both used the same words “pleasure,” “happiness,” and the persuasiveness of
Mill’s exposition veiled for a time the profound discrepancy between the natural
end of action — private happiness, and the end of duty — general happiness. Or if
a doubt assailed me as to the coincidence of private and general happiness, I was
inclined to hold that it ought to be cast to the winds by a generous resolution.

But a sense grew upon me that this method of dealing with the conflict be-
tween Interest and Duty, though perhaps proper for practice could not be final for
philosophy. For practical men who do not philosophise, the maxim of subordinat-
ing self-interest, as commonly conceived, to “altruistic” impulses and sentiments
which they feel to be higher and nobler is, I doubt not, a commendable maxim;
but it is surely the business of Ethical Philosophy to find and make explicit the
rational ground of such action.

I therefore set myself to examine methodically the relation of Interest and
Duty. This involved a careful study of Egoistic Method, to get the relation of
Interest and Duty clear. Let us suppose that my own Interest is paramount. What
really is my Interest, how far can acts conducive to it be known, how far does
the result correspond with Duty (or Wellbeing of Mankind)? This investigation
led me to feel very strongly z/is opposition, rather than that which Mill and the
earlier Utilitarians felt between so-called Intuitions or Moral Sense Perceptions,
and Hedonism, whether Epicurean or Utilitarian. Hence the arrangement of my
book —ii., iii., iv. [Book ii. Egoism, Book iii. Intuitionism, Book iv. Utilitarianism].
(ME xvi—xvii)

This investigation led Sidgwick to conclude that “no complete solu-
tion of the conflict between my happiness and the general happiness was
possible on the basis of mundane experience,” that the problem of the
“moral choice of the general happiness or acquiescence in self-interest as
ultimate” was therefore real and that solving it was a “practical necessity,”
and, despite hisaversion to Whewell, that there was need of “a fundamental
ethical intuition,” since the utilitarian method could not “be made coher-
ent and harmonious without this fundamental intuition” (ME xvii—xix).
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That is, he rejected the claim, associated with psychological hedonism,
that as a matter of fact people invariably do pursue their own individual
pleasure, but he nonetheless appreciated the need to supply a rational justi-
fication for self-sacrifice or disinterested action generally. John Skorupski
has described at length just how Sidgwick parted company with both Mill
and Green when it came to the claim that a desired object is always desired
“under the idea that it will contribute to one’s good,” and how expert he
was at insinuating doubt that the good of the individual part and that of
the societal whole were always coincident.'® But it is also important to
bear in mind just how sensitive Sidgwick was to the charge that utilitar-
ianism lacked justificatory grounds and metaphysical weight — Green’s
point of departure in seeking a new, Idealist ground for ethics in the face
of religious crisis.

With this statement about the need for a fundamental intuition, one
witnesses, as it were, both the birth and the death of the Methods: the
conflict between the happiness of the individual and the happiness of
society — the “dualism of practical reason,” as Sidgwick called it — both
inspired the work and proved to be too much for it, indeed was the chief
reason for Sidgwick’s postpartum sense of failure. Although it is certainly
correct that he worked through many of the arguments of the Methods in
connection with his resignation crisis, the larger conflict looming in the
background of that casuistical exercise was, after all, the familiar one of
self-sacrifice versus self-interest — or better, how far self-interest could
be expanded to cover self-sacrifice, reconciling the two. Here was a clear-
cut case of the uselessness of mundane experience in harmonizing the
discordant elements of human life. Here, too, was the main reason for the
distance that he felt from the earlier utilitarians, even from Mill.

What is missing from Sidgwick’s explications of how the Methods came
to be is not so much the core philosophical matter as its social significance,
and the personal side of its social significance. For the self-sacrifice of
“practical men who do not philosophise” was, to Sidgwick’s mind, bound
up with religion, and the future of religion was highly insecure. Besides,
even if the sentiments of humanity grew increasingly sympathetic as a
matter of sociology, this was not sufficient to rationally legitimate the
cultural changes that he had worked so diligently to further. Everything
he sought to advance, with his educational and cultural reformism, was
built around the hope that the sun of philosophy might rise without going
immediately into eclipse.
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II. The Methods of Ethics: Method, Good, Pleasure

The Methods departs from classical utilitarianism in a number of ways. It cen-
ters on an examination of the accepted moral opinions and modes of thought of
common sense. It involves a rejection of empiricism and dismisses the issue of
determinism as irrelevant. It emphasizes an attempt to reconcile positions seen
by utilitarians as deeply opposed to each other. It finds ethical egoism as rea-
sonable a utilitarianism; and it concludes with arguments to show that, because
of this, no full reconciliation of the various rational methods for reaching moral
decisions is possible and therefore that the realm of practical reason is probably
incoherent.

J. B. Schneewind, “Sidgwick and the Cambridge Moralists”"7

Among other things I am altered: and have a terror of time and change. I feel that
my Theism is rather like that of Beranger’s Epicurean: God has been so good to
me, or (as Clough says) “thank somebody.” But I certainly ought in one respect
to get the sympathy of the orthodox: as I do not much believe in my own practical
reason. I think that with great trouble one may come to calculate the sources of
such happiness as may then be found to be nearly valueless to us. Or better, in the
development of human nature, the incalculable element increases at a more rapid
ratio than the calculable, so that though the latter is always increasing it is (after
a certain advance in intellect) always getting comparatively less.

And I am to lecture on Ethics next term! just when I am inclined to say to
Philosophy “malim cum poetis insanire, quam cum istis hominibus rationaliter
sentire.”

Sidgwick to H. G. Dakyns, 1868 (CWC)

The architectonic of the Methods is not user-friendly. Given the com-
plex composition and dense argument of Sidgwick’s masterpiece, the
hermeneutic circle of interpretation can quickly come to feel like a surreal
treadmill, with the parts melting into wholes and the wholes melting into
parts in an endless ordeal that never seems to involve forward movement.

The Preface to the first edition of the Methods begins rather disarmingly:
“In offering to the public a new book upon a subject so trite as Ethics, it
seems desirable to indicate clearly at the outset its plan and purpose.”
Sidgwick then proposes to sketch its distinctive characteristics “nega-
tively,” by saying what the book is not:

It is not, in the main, metaphysical or psychological: at the same time it is not
dogmatic or directly practical: it does not deal, except by way of illustration, with
the history of ethical thought: in a sense it might be said to be not even critical,
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since it is only quite incidentally that it offers any criticism of the systems of
individual moralists (ME vii).

On the positive side, the book claims

to be an examination, at once expository and critical, of the different methods of
obtaining reasoned convictions as to what ought to be done which are to be found —
either explicit or implicit — in the moral consciousness of mankind generally: and
which, from time to time, have been developed, either singly or in combination,
by individual thinkers, and worked up into the systems now historical. (ME vii)

In pursuing this examination, Sidgwick avoids the venerable task of in-
quiring “into the Origin of the Moral Faculty” by appealing to the “simple
assumption (which seems to be made implicitly in all ethical reasoning)
that there is something under any given circumstances which it is right
or reasonable to do, and that this may be known.” The moral faculty he
will leave to psychology; moreover, he will make “no further assumption
as to the nature of the object of ethical knowledge,” so that his “treatise
is not dogmatic: all the different methods developed in it are expounded
and criticised from a neutral position, and as impartially as possible.”
(ME vii—viii) Indeed, this by now familiar phrasing is absolutely central
to how he conceives his task:

[TThus, though my treatment of the subject is, in a sense, more practical than
that of many moralists, since I am occupied from first to last in considering how
conclusions are to be rationally reached in the familiar matter of our common daily
life and actual practice; still, my immediate object — to invert Aristotle’s phrase —
is not Practice but Knowledge. I have thought that the predominance in the minds
of moralists of a desire to edify has impeded the real progress of ethical science:
and that this would be benefited by an application to it of the same disinterested
curiosity to which we chiefly owe the great discoveries of physics. It is in this spirit
that I have endeavoured to compose the present work: and with this view I have
desired to concentrate the reader’s attention, from first to last, not on the practical
results to which our methods lead, but on the methods themselves. I have wished
to put aside temporarily the urgent need which we all feel of finding and adopting
the true method of determining what we ought to do; and to consider simply what
conclusions will be rationally reached if we start with certain ethical premises,
and with what degree of certainty and precision. (ME viii)

Such statements of purpose have been much admired by prominent
twentieth-century ethical theorists, notably by John Rawls. In his Foreword
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to the Hackett edition of the Methods, and elsewhere, Rawls praised the
work not only for its philosophically sophisticated presentation of classical
utilitarianism, but also for being “the first truly academic work in moral
philosophy which undertakes to provide a systematic comparative study
of moral conceptions, starting with those which historically and by present
assessment are the most significant.”’® But some caution must be exer-
cised in drawing such comparisons between the Methods and more recent
moral theory. If it is true that Sidgwick does in proto-Rawlsian fashion
seek to set aside many tangled metaphysical issues, appealing only to a
”19 it 1s also true that he often conceives his project
in quite different terms from those of philosophers working in the “great
expansion” of substantive ethical theorizing in the late twentieth century.

For example, by a “method” Sidgwick means something rather differ-

“minimal metaethics,

ent from a “theory” or a “principle.” A method is a rational procedure
“for determining right conduct in any particular case,” which is to say, for
determining the rightness of one’s act by determining in a reasoned way
whether it has those right-making properties singled out by what is taken
to be justifiable principle. Just as an ultimate principle does not in and of
itself show how to determine whether some particular act is right, so a
method does not in and of itself vindicate the ultimate principle to which
reasoned appeal is made. One might think that the universe is the work
of a benevolent, utilitarian God, with everything tending to the greatest
happiness, but also hold that one’s own lot, practically speaking, is to fol-
low God’s commandments absolutely rather than try to second-guess the
Divine calculation of consequences — thus, one’s method would be deon-
tological, but this would rest on a (theological) utilitarian axiom. Similarly,
one might hold an egoistic ultimate principle, but think that one’s own
good is best secured not by empirical calculation of probable benefits but
by acting in strict accordance with certain evolutionary or psychological
directives (a case Sidgwick describes as “deductive hedonism”).

At any rate, this distinction is evident when Sidgwick explains that his
object is

to expound as clearly and as fully as my limits will allow the different methods
of Ethics that I find implicit in our common moral reasoning; to point out their
mutual relations; and where they seem to conflict, to define the issue as much as
possible. In the course of this endeavour I am led to discuss the considerations
which should, in my opinion, be decisive in determining the adoption of ethical
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first principles: but it is not my primary aim to establish such principles; nor,
again, is it my primary aim to supply a set of practical directions for conduct.

(ME 14)

He is, as it turns out, more concerned about ultimate principles than such
remarks leton, butitis nonetheless important toappreciate that he does not
simply collapse together the notions of method, theory, and principle.*® Al-
though a “method” is more abstract than a “decision-procedure” and can
encompass “indirect” strategies, this notion does give the book a practical,
“how is one to live” or “what is to be done” orientation, despite Sidgwick’s
aversion to practical edification.

The “methods” that come to the fore in this treatment are, of course,
egoism (that one ought to pursue one’s own greatest good), “dogmatic”
intuitionism (of the Whewellian variety, enjoining obedience to such com-
mon moral precepts or duties or virtues as veracity, promise keeping, jus-
tice, etc.), and utilitarianism (that one ought to seek the greatest good of
the whole, of all sentient creatures) — the primary topics, respectively, of
Books II, II1, and IV. These books are bracketed by Book I, which gives
an initial survey of the entire line of argument to come, and a “Concluding
Chapter” on the “mutual relations of the three methods.”

This basic structure was manifest in the first edition and preserved in
every edition up to and through the last, seventh one (although Sidgwick’s
final revisions, for the sixth edition, went only through page 276 of the
fifth). Some of the significant changes in later editions involved putting
the treatment of “Kant’s Conception of Free Will” in a separate appendix
(the only such appendix) and toning down the pessimism of the con-
cluding chapter (which is also retitled and set apart). But in fact, as will
be noted, there were many others as well, some especially important for
understanding Sidgwick’s shifting views on the nature of practical rea-
son and on ultimate good and its relation to virtue. In the Preface to the
second edition, for example, which was also included in the separately
published A Supplement to the First Edition of the Methods of Ethics,>" he
stated that he had, among other things, thought it desirable to explain
“further my general view of the ‘Practical Reason,’ and of the fundamen-
tal notion signified by the terms ‘right,’ ‘ought,” etc.” and that this had
led him to rework Book III; Chapter 13 on “Philosophical Intuitionism.”
This chapter “has been suggestively criticised by more than one writer,”
and Sidgwick “thought it expedient to give a more direct statement of my
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own opinions; instead of confining myself (as I did in the first edition)
to comments on those of other moralists.” Some commentators, notably
Earnest Albee and Schneewind, have remarked that after the first edition
Sidgwick eliminated some rather helpful references to, for example, Kant
and Clarke, though all admit that that edition was extremely minimalistic
in its treatment of such fundamental issues.??

It has often been said, and with justice, that the treatment of utilitarian-
ism in the Methods is second in importance only to Bentham’s Introduction
to the Principles of Morals and Legislation and J. S. Mill’s Utilitarianism, and
that in terms of philosophical sophistication, it outstrips both together.
Yet, as previously remarked, and as the opening passage from Schneewind
so strongly urges, Sidgwick’s work often clashes with the earlier utilitar-
ian tradition. As Schneewind has encapsulated it, “the central thought of
the Methods of Ethics is that morality is the embodiment of the demands
reason makes on practice under the conditions of human life, and that
the problems of philosophical ethics are the problems of showing how
practical reason is articulated into these demands.”?3 Put more fully:

The starting-point of Sidgwick’s argument is the demonstration, through rea-
soning and appeal to introspection, that we have a unique, irreducible concept of
“being a reason for” as it applies to action and to desire. From this concept we learn
that our own ability to reason involves a unique kind of demand on both the active
and the sentient aspects of our nature, the demand that our acts and desires be
reasonable. Since, therefore, it must be possible to give reasons for our desires and
actions, a complex argument involving the elimination of various principles which
might serve as the ultimate determinant of such reasons leads to the conclusion
that a maximizing consequentialist principle must be the most basic principle of
rationality in practice. Further eliminative argument shows that the end set for us
by this principle must be interpreted hedonistically. These arguments bring out
what the essence of rationality in practice is, given the facts of human existence.
Further argument shows that it is possible to embody this rationality in daily life
through a code like that exemplified in ordinary moral belief. At least it is possible
up to a point.**

The sticking point is, of course, the dualism of practical reason, which
forces Sidgwick “to the unhappy conclusion that the best that reason can
do in coping with the actuality of human nature in the world as it exists, is
to impose demands which in the end are incompatible” and to show “that
the problem his historical analysis leads him to take as central to modern
ethics cannot be fully resolved.”
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The dualism of practical reason aside, this orientation, which does
appear to resonate happily with recent formulations of “the normative
problem” that dogs anyone who reflects and acts, did not strike many of
Sidgwick’s contemporaries as obviously utilitarian. It was a very exas-
perated F. H. Hayward who complained that Sidgwick’s disciple E. E.
Constance Jones took all of Sidgwick’s departures from utilitarianism as
just so much common sense:

Sidgwick’s identification of “Right” with “Reasonable” and “Objective”; his view
of Rightness as an “ultimate and unanalysable notion” (however connected subse-
quently with Hedonism); and his admission that Reason is, in a sense, a motive to
the will, are due to the more or less “unconscious” influence of Kant. Miss Jones
appears to think that these are the common-places of every ethical system, and
that real divergences only arise when we make the next step in advance. I should
rather regard this Rationalistic terminology as somewhat foreign to Hedonism.
I do not think that Miss Jones will find, in Sidgwick’s Hedonistic predecessors,
any such emphasis on Reason (however interpreted).>s

For Hayward, the point was “not that Sidgwick should be classified as this
or that, but that it is extremely difficult to classify him at all.”

Plainly, Sidgwick does reject the empiricism, psychological egoism, and
reductionism of much of the earlier tradition, qualities especially evident in
the works of Bentham and James Mill, at least as commonly understood.?®
This comes through quite powerfully very early on — indeed, in the first
book, where, for example, he explains that

Experience can at most tell us that all men always do seek pleasure as their ultimate
end....it cannot tell us that any ought so to seek it. If this latter proposition is
legitimately affirmed in respect either of private or of general happiness, it must
either be immediately known to be true, — and therefore, we may say, a moral
intution — or be inferred ultimately from premises which include at least one such
moral intuition. (ME 98)

However, as we shall see, Sidgwick does not prejudge the ultimate validity
of a proposition when he labels it an “intuition” — this is part of a complex,
multicriterial epistemological strategy.

Sidgwick maintains that the basic concept of morality — something
so fundamental that it is common to the terms “ought” and “right” — is
unique and irreducible.?” Morality, in short, is sui generis; in this Sidgwick
1s as insistent as any twentieth-century critic of the so-called naturalistic
fallacy — most famously, his own student G. E. Moore, who at least did
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not include Sidgwick in the company of those who would reduce “ought”
to “is.”?8 He is, to resort to a recent idiom, profoundly convinced of the
basic normativity of ethical judgments, how they concern what one should
do or seek, rather than simply some set of facts about the world or about
our feelings. Moral reasons are, after all, moral, not something that can
be translated away into, say, wholly naturalistic factors. But they are also
reasons — that is, prescribed or dictated by reason — and thus the kind
of thing that can be contradicted, or supported by argument. Indeed,
moral approbation is “inseparably bound up with the conviction, implicit
or explicit, that the conduct approved is ‘really’ right — that is, that it
cannot, without error, be disapproved by any other mind.” Furthermore,
the dictates of moral reason are “accompanied by a certain impulse to
do the acts recognized as right,” though Sidgwick recognizes that other
impulses may conflict with this one. (ME 27)

Given such remarks as this last, most have read Sidgwick as at least a
type of “internalist,” such that, in David Brink’s words, it “is not possible
to think that a method of ethics is true and still ask whether there is reason
to be moral, for the true method of ethics just states what it is ultimately
reasonable to do.” An externalist would deny any such internal or con-
ceptual connection between morality and rationality. Brink has suggested
some reasons for thinking of Sidgwick as sometimes vacillating between in-
ternalism and externalism, though his interpretation is admittedly more
of a philosophical reconstruction and might also require a too-narrow
construction of Sidgwick’s epistemology, as will be explained.?d At the
least, it would be hard to blink Sidgwick’s regular assertions that to have
a moral reason is to have at least some degree of motivation to behave
accordingly.

Sidgwick does deny, however, that the question of free will has the
importance that some, notably Kant, have attributed to it in connection
with this question of acting morally. It is, he holds, usually impossible
in practical deliberation to regard the mere absence of adequate motive
as “a reason for not doing what I otherwise judge to be reasonable,” and
this suggests the general irrelevance of the topic of free will to much that
passes under the rubric of ethics, with the possible exception of questions of
responsibility and punishment. Determinism might well be true, but that
would make little difference to the way most people set about determining
what they ought to do, especially since the truth of determinism would not,
according to Sidgwick, help the case for psychological hedonism or other
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such controversial doctrines. At best, or worst, it might undermine purely
retributive views of punishment, but no utilitarian, at least, should be much
upset about that, since purely retributive views are better undermined,
given their celebration of useless suffering, suffering with no deterrence
value.

This rough handling of such long-standing topics as the nature of the
moral faculty and the reality of free will is characteristic of Sidgwick’s
treatment of a number of other matters as well. Much of the controversy
provoked by the Methods actually stems from the way in which Sidgwick’s
policy is to just steer clear of the metaphysical and psychological entangle-
ments that such venerable topics carry with them. Oddly, in this respect,
the argument of the Methods 1s conducted at arm’s length from some of
both Mill’s and Sidgwick’s basic intellectual commitments; for just as Mill
took psychological investigation to be central to any work on the founda-
tions of ethics, so too Sidgwick took his investigations into parapsychology
and intuitive theism — investigations that were admittedly often of a highly
personal nature, a kind of self-analysis — to be part and parcel of his re-
search into ethics. What he apparently sought to do in the Methods was to
see just what ethics might bring to this research from its own resources,
independently of other disciplines and other areas of philosophy.3°

Although one could read Sidgwick’s general avoidance of metaphysical
issues in the Methods as a form of proto-Rawlsian independent moral
theory, such that ethics is treated as a discipline with its own distinctive
problems and methods rather than as derived from or grounded upon more
fundamental areas of philosophy, the danger of anachronism in any such
reading is very great. Sidgwick did practice a certain limited form of the
so-called method of avoidance, but as Schneewind has argued at length,
in his Sidgwick’s Ethics and Victorian Moral Philosophy, his purpose is
most plausibly reconstructed in terms of the religious concerns of such
figures as Whewell, Grote, and Maurice — that is, as an effort to test their
common claim that the moral realm provided independent grounds for
religious belief of some sort. Of course, as already suggested, Sidgwick
himself did not end up believing that he had vindicated any such vision of
amorally well-ordered world, which points up the need to reconsider just
what alternatives he had in mind, by way of metaphysical commitments,
and just where he might have been a little hasty or question-begging in
his treatment of the views he was testing. After all, belief in free will is a
common feature of the religious philosophies he was addressing.
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Whether he also moves rather too quickly on certain ethical theoretical
issues — for example, in reducing the number of methods to three (confus-
ingly linking perfectionism to dogmatic intuitionism) and in collapsing
egoism and utilitarianism into variants of hedonism — is a matter that
has worried even those sympathetic to his commitment to independent
ethical theory (and of course, Sidgwick himself). The remainder of this
section will analyze in more detail some of the ways in which Sidgwick’s
constructions of the “right” and the “good” shape his formulation of the
various methods and thus complement the famous arguments about the
relations between the methods, described in the following two sections.
Here it is particularly important to bring out the themes of the final chap-
ter of Book I and the final chapter of Book III, which in all editions served
as Sidgwick’s main engagements with the question of how to understand
“ultimate good.” Also important, however, is the recognition that to sur-
vey the Methods from this perspective is (quite often, anyway) to survey the
claims that Sidgwick found most debatable, the arguments that he allowed
were “indirect” and less than fully compelling — in the ever-increasing
realm of the “incalculable.”

The themes discussed here, which often seem to involve indirect ar-
guments about indirect strategies for achieving happiness, will reemerge
in later sections, after Sidgwick’s more direct epistemological claims are
considered. Hopefully, the recapitulation at that point will clear up some
of the obscurities of this preliminary treatment.

Now, again, the delineation of the three methods and their relations
to such things as happiness is a crucial and controversial bit of agenda
setting on Sidgwick’s part. Much of this work is done in conjunction with
his highly convoluted analysis of the “attractive” notions of “good” and
“ultimate good,” as contrasted with the “imperative” notions of what it
is “right” to do or what one “ought” to do. The general contrast between
the (characteristically ancient) concern with the ultimate, highest good or
summum bonum — that which is good finally and in itself rather than as
a means to something else — and the (characteristically modern) concern
with what is right — the imperatives of duty concerning what one ought
or ought not to do — is of course a fixture of much historically aware moral
theory, as Sidgwick very well realized.3' In a wide range of writings, he
made reference to the distinctive “quasi-jural” nature of modern moral
thought, running from Grotius and Pufendorf down to the present, though
with some distant antecedents in the Stoics.3* This was obviously a general
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orientation that he shared, what with his focus on the fundamental moral
notion at play in such terms as “ought” and “right.”

On Sidgwick’s analysis of the “Right and the Good,” judgments of
ultimate good differ from judgments of right mainly in that they do not
involve definite precepts to act or the assumption that we are capable of
acting accordingly; they leave it open “whether this particular kind of good
is the greatest good that we can under the circumstances obtain,” whereas
a judgment that one “ought” to do such and such implies that one can do
such and such. That is, in “the recognition of conduct as ‘right’ is involved
an authoritative prescription to do it: but when we have judged conduct
to be good, it is not yet clear that we ought to prefer this kind of good to
all other good things: some standard for estimating the relative values of
different ‘goods’ has still to be sought” (ME 106). Furthermore, “good
or excellent actions are not implied to be in our power in the same strict
sense as ‘right’ actions — any more than any other good things: and in fact
there are many excellences of behaviour which we cannot attain by any
effort of will, at least directly and at the moment” (ME 113).

It would appear that on Sidgwick’s line of argument, with its determined
effort to avoid the naturalistic confusions of Mill’s seeming equation of
“what is good” with “what is desired,” the notion of “good” is tied not
to the merely desired, but to that which is desirable — or better, to what
one ought to desire or generally seek to promote.33 There has been some
controversy over this because some of his remarks on the subject could
be construed as defending a naturalistic “full-information” view of the
“good” to the effect that the good is simply what one would desire if
one actually had all relevant information available to one and so on.3*
Thus, his discussion takes its point of departure from Hobbes’s view that
one calls good whatever is the object of one’s desires, and by successive
qualifications and refinements reaches the position that

Indeed, we commonly reckon it among the worst consequences of some kinds of
conduct that they alter men’s tendencies to desire, and make them desire their
lesser good more than their greater: and we think it all the worse for a man — even
in this world — if he is never roused out of such a condition and lives till death
the life of a contented pig, when he might have been something better. To avoid
this objection, it would have to be said that a man’s future good on the whole is
what he would now desire and seek on the whole if all the consequences of all the
different lines of conduct open to him were accurately foreseen and adequately
realised in the imagination at the present point of time.
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This hypothetical composition of impulsive forces involves so elaborate and
complex a conception, that it is somewhat paradoxical to say that this is what
we commonly mean when we talk of a man’s ‘good on the whole.” Still, I cannot
deny that this hypothetical object of a resultant desire supplies an intelligible
and admissible interpretation of the terms ‘good’ (substantive) and ‘desirable,” as
giving philosophical precision to the vaguer meaning with which they are used in
ordinary discourse: and it would seem that a calm comprehensive desire for ‘good’
conceived somewhat in this way, though more vaguely, is normally produced by
intellectual comparison and experience in a reflective mind. The notion of ‘Good’
thus attained has an ideal element: it is something that is not always actually desired
and aimed at by human beings: but the ideal element is entirely interpretable in
terms of fact, actual or hypothetical, and does not introduce any judgment of
value, fundamentally distinct from judgments relating to existence; — still less any
‘dictate of Reason.” (ME 11-12)

This sounds naturalistic, so much so that Tom Baldwin could even
suggest that it is “not so clear why Moore exempted Sidgwick from the
charge of committing the Naturalistic Fallacy,” at least with respect to
“go0d.”35 However, Sidgwick immediately proceeds to admit that to him
it is “more in accordance with common sense to recognise — as Butler
does — that the calm desire for my ‘good on the whole’ is authoritative;
and therefore carries with it implicitly a rational dictate to aim at this
end, if in any case a conflicting desire urges the will in an opposite
direction.”3® We may, he allows, keep the notion of such a dictate “merely
implicit and latent” by interpreting, in line with common sense, “ul-
timate good on the whole for me” as meaning “what I should practi-
cally desire if my desires were in harmony with reason, assuming my
own existence alone to be considered.” Or, as he concludes in the fifth
edition,

‘my ultimate good’ must be taken to mean in the sense that it is ‘what is ultimately
desirable for me,” or what I should desire if my desires were in harmony with
reason, —assuming my own existence alone to be considered, —and is thus identical
with the ultimate end or ends prescribed by reason as what ought to be sought or
aimed at, so far as reason is not thought to inculcate sacrifice of my own ultimate
good. (MEj5 112)37

Thus, the calm desire for one’s “ultimate good on the whole,” so con-
strued, would seem to involve a form of rational authority that rules
out such things as irrational desires and weakness of will. Analogously,
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“[u]ltimate good on the whole,” Sidgwick tries to show, “if unqualified by
reference to a particular subject, must be taken to mean what as a rational
being I should desire and seek to realize, assuming myself to have an equal
concern for a/l existence” — which is, of course, in contrast with “ultimate
good on the whole for me” (ME 112-13).

Butagain, “good or excellent actions are not implied to be in our power.”
In either case, there may well be a difference between the judgment that
such and such is good and the judgment that one ought to do such and
such. Itis only when the call to action takes shape, in practical deliberation,
that the concern with promoting the good melds into the imperative of
the right.3

Schneewind’s summary of this tangled topic is hard to match:

The concepts of goodness and rightness then represent differentiations of the
demands of our own rationality as it applies to our sentient and our active powers.
Seeing this helps give us a better understanding of what Sidgwick takes the basic
indefinable notion of practical rationality to be. It is what is common to the notions
of a reason to desire, a reason to seek or aim at, a reason to decide or choose, a
reason to do; it does not involve an authoritative prescription to act where there
is barely reason to desire something, or even where there is fairly strong reason,
but only where there is stronger reason to desire one thing than to desire anything
else, and that one thing is within our powers. At this point it becomes the through-
and-through “ought” or “right” of definite dictates claiming to give authoritative
guidance to our conduct. If any “metaethical” answer to the question of the
nature of the object of moral judgements is implicit in Sidgwick’s position, it is
that moral judgements embody the fact that we are reasonable beings who feel
and act. In judging what is right or good, we are following out the implications of
our rationality for the practical aspects of our nature.39

This seems plausible. The notion of “good” speaks to our sentient, feel-
ing nature, and that of “right” to our agency, and the two meet when
the authoritative pronouncements of the former come to yield concrete
practical direction in the authoritative pronouncements of the latter.+° But
as Sidgwick admits, the differences in intuitional method that arise from
this “variation of view as to the precise quality immediately apprehended
in the moral intuition” are “peculiarly subtle and difficult to fix in clear
and precise language” (ME 103). It was just this space for argument that
would eventually produce the “ideal” utilitarianism of Moore, who re-
sisted Sidgwick’s interpretation of “good” and his supposed prioritizing
of “ought.” However, as Thomas Hurka has argued, the distance between
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these figures is hard to determine. Noting how Sidgwick recognized that
his account of “ought” could be deemed problematic because inability to
control irrational desires would suggest a violation of the principle that
“ought” implies “can,” Hurka explains:

Sidgwick acknowledged this in earlier editions of The Methods of Ethics. After
defining the good as what we ought to desire, he added that ‘since irrational
desires cannot always be dismissed at once by voluntary effort,’ the definition
cannot use ‘ought’ in ‘the strictly ethical sense,” but only in ‘the wider sense in
which it merely connotes an ideal or standard.” But this raises the question of what
this ‘wider sense’ is, and in particular whether it is at all distinct from Moore’s
‘good.’ If the claim that we ‘ought’ to have a desire is only the claim that the
desire is ‘an ideal,” how does it differ from the claim that the desire is good? When
‘ought’ is stripped of its connection with choice, its distinctive meaning seems to
slip away.#'

Hence, the stock contrast between Sidgwick and Moore — with the
former defining “good” in terms of the unanalyzable “ought” and the
latter defining “right” in terms of the unanalyzable “good” — may be a
bit simplistic. Rashdall, who knew them both, even claimed that Moore
rightly recognized Sidgwick as his predecessor in holding “the idea of an
indefinable good,” but that he was preposterous in suggesting that this
was an original discovery of the latter:

To say nothing of writers who (like Mr. Moore and myself) learned the doctrine
largely from Sidgwick, I should contend that it was taught with sufficient dis-
tinctness by Plato (whatever may be thought of his further attempt to show that
only the good has real existence), Aristotle, and a host of modern writers who
have studied in their school — by no one more emphatically than by Cudworth.
The only criticism which I should make upon Mr. Moore’s exposition of it is
that he ignores the other ways in which the same notion may be expressed, and
in particular the correlative notion of ‘right’ or ‘ought.” He is so possessed with
this idea that ‘good’ is indefinable that he will not even trouble to expound and
illustrate it in such ways as are possible in the case of ultimate ideas.*

It was perhaps just this obsession that rendered Moore’s notion of the
good vulnerable to the charge that it failed to be sufficiently normative,
sufficiently “ought-implying.”*3 Furthermore, Rashdall’s remark is illu-
minating not least for the way in which it brings out the common Platonic
inheritance of Sidgwick and Moore — a point that, in light of the previous
chapters, seems particularly revealing. Evidently, however, as later sections
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will explain, Sidgwick’s efforts to explicate the “good” as what one “ought
to desire” and his reluctance to talk about the “property” of “goodness”
did make for serious differences with Moore when it came to the sub-
ject of egoism. At any rate, the division between Sidgwick and Moore in
many ways comes down to the question of whether it makes sense to talk
of agent-relative goodness, of the “ultimate good” of a particular person,
generating reasons for that person but not necessarily for others, as in the
case of egoism.*

Now, although the general scholarly consensus, past and present, thus
appears to be that Sidgwick did not hold a naturalistic “full-information”
view of the “good,” there is some difference of opinion over just why
he took this route.#> And there have been some important dissenting
positions as well, from Rawls down to the present. Thus, a rather dif-
ferent reading is given by Roger Crisp, in his essay “Sidgwick and Self-
Interest.”#® Crisp maintains that “Sidgwick believed that self-interest is
constituted by awareness of the fulfilment of certain desires one would
have if special knowledge were available to one. In contemporary terms,
this account comprises an Informed-desire Theory, constrained by an
Experience Requirement.” Crisp argues to the effect that Sidgwick’s def-
inition of the good in terms of “[w]hat I should practically desire if my
desires were in harmony with reason” was not meant to contrast with
the earlier definition — “what he would desire and seek on the whole if
all the consequences of all the different lines of conduct open to him
were accurately foreseen and adequately realised in imagination at the
present point of time.” Agreeing that the former was a response to the
problem of weakness of will, Crisp nonetheless holds that it was a collat-
eral, not contrasting, alternative, and that if the earlier definition “spells
out what it is that makes someone’s life go best,” the later one “implies
that seeking this is what one has most reason to do.”+7 Which is to say,
Crisp in effect denies that the “proper reasoning” requirement was meant
to qualify the naturalism of the “full-information” or “informed desire”
account.

However, Crisp allows that the interpretations advanced by Parfit and
Schneewind are “more charitable,” in that they make Sidgwick appear
less incapable of recognizing “that desires may be irrational even in the
conditions of full information he envisaged.”*® And of course, Sidgwick
may have deliberately toned down his non-naturalism in the late editions
of the Methods.*
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Matters get even stickier when Sidgwick tries to work out a substantive
account of ultimate good. If] as he insists, “the practical determination
of Right Conduct depends on the determination of Ultimate Good,” the
devil is in the details, and Sidgwick’s hedonistic answer is perhaps the fea-
ture of his work that has distanced it most from recent neo-utilitarianism
(and from every other moral theory).5° .. W. Sumner urges that as
“Sidgwick conceives it, the contest at this point is between happiness on
the one hand and various (subjective) perfectionist goods, such as knowl-
edge and freedom, on the other.” And as Sumner also notes, Sidgwick’s
form of hedonism, ostensibly treating pleasures as “a class of feelings”
having the common property of pleasantness, betrays subtle differences
from earlier utilitarian accounts.>' As Sidgwick explains:

Shall we then say that there is a measurable quality of feeling expressed by the
word ‘pleasure,’ which is independent of its relation to volition, and strictly un-
definable from its simplicity? — like the quality of feeling expressed by ‘sweet,’
of which also we are conscious in varying degrees of intensity. This seems to be
the view of some writers: but, for my own part, when I reflect on the notion of
pleasure, — using the term in the comprehensive sense I have adopted, to include
the most refined and subtle intellectual and emotional gratifications, no less than
the coarser and more definite sensual enjoyments, — the only common quality
that I can find in the feelings so designated seems to be that relation to desire
and volition expressed by the general term ‘desirable’. . .. I propose therefore to
define Pleasure . . . as a feeling which, when experienced by intelligent beings, is at
least implicitly apprehended as desirable or — in cases of comparison — preferable.
(ME 127)

As Sumner cogently observes, both Mill and Sidgwick, by contrast with
Bentham,

seemed to recognize that the mental states we call pleasures are a mixed bag as
far as their phenomenal properties are concerned. On their view what pleasures
have in common is not something internal to them — their peculiar feeling tone,
or whatever — but something about us — the fact that we like them, enjoy them,
value them, find them satisfying, seek them, wish to prolong them, and so on.5*

One could, Sumner urges, rightly think of Sidgwick as advancing an
“externalist, attitude” model of hedonism, rather than as returning to
a pure, Benthamite “internalist” hedonism, with its “sensation model”
emphasizing common hedonic tone and so forth. In either case, of course,
“pleasures and pains are purely mental states,” experiences that can be
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identified through introspection. However, on the internalist view, what
is introspected is a particular internal quality, whereas on the externalist
view, it is the external relation of being liked or disliked.53

Sidgwick certainly did defend this candidate theory of ultimate good in
a wide range of writings, and it formed a crucial part of his treatment of
egoism and utilitarianism, which got translated into “Egoistic Hedonism”
and “Universalistic Hedonism,” respectively. Yet, as the next section will
show, he was never as confident about this hedonistic interpretation of
good as he was of his general account of good and how it ought to be
maximized, and he was ever troubled by whether he had really done justice
to the perfectionist alternative, in its more compelling forms. And it is
in this region that, ironically enough, one also finds much material that
has a contemporary ring, despite the poor reputation of hedonism. As
Shaver suggests, “Sidgwick works out what it is reasonable to desire,
and so attaches moral to natural properties, by the ordinary gamut of
philosopher’s strategies — appeals to logical coherence, plausibility, and
judgement after reflection. (Contemporary discussions of the ultimate
good, such as those by Parfit, Griffin, Hurka, and Sumner, follow the
same procedures.)”5* In some respects, the bottom line is simply this:

[S]o far as we judge virtuous activity to be a part of Ultimate Good, it is, I conceive,
because the consciousness attending it is judged to be in itself desirable for the
virtuous agent; though at the same time this consideration does not adequately
represent the importance of Virtue to human wellbeing, since we have to consider
its value as a means as well as its value as an end. We may make the distinction
clearer by considering whether Virtuous life would remain on the whole good for
the virtuous agent, if we suppose it combined with extreme pain. The affirmative
answer to this question was strongly supported in Greek philosophical discussion:
but it is a paradox from which a modern thinker would recoil: he would hardly
venture to assert that the portion of life spent by a martyr in tortures was in itself
desirable, — though it might be his duty to suffer the pain with a view to the good of
others, and even his interest to suffer it with a view to his own ultimate happiness.

(ME 397)

However, Sidgwick’s treatment of perfectionism is troublingly elusive
at points, provoking questions about nonhedonistic and nonegoistic and
nonteleological alternatives. Schneewind notes that “he does in effect con-
sider the possibility of a fourth method, one involving a non-hedonistic
teleological principle; and he need not, therefore, have linked dogmatic
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intuitionism as a method to perfection as an end. Had he not done so,
it would have been clearer than it is that the dogmatic intuitionism he
examines is a deontological, not a covertly teleological, method.”>5 Plau-
sibly, however, this mixing of the two positions was another aspect of
the Whewellian view that so troubled him; at least, Whewell, in his The
Elements of Morality, had often been at pains to demonstrate that his theory
captured much of what was attractive in the notion of human perfection
as an end. 5

In the first edition of the Methods, Sidgwick had, in the chapter on
“Good” concluding Book I, given a clear indication of how important these
various considerations were for addressing the “method” of intuitionism:

Thus we are [provisionally] led to the conclusion that the only Good that can
claim to be so intrinsically, and at the same time capable of furnishing a standard
of conduct, is Perfection or Excellence of conscious life. And so we seem brought
round again to the method discussed in the first part of this chapter, the form
or phase of Intuitionism which takes “good” instead of “right” conduct as its
most general notion. Only there is this important difference, that Conscious Life
includes besides actions the whole range of feeling. We saw in chap. 7 that we had
to distinguish the recognition of Excellence in feelings from the recognition of
their Pleasantness: and that this distinction seemed to be implied in the contrast
drawn by recent Hedonists between the guality of pleasures and their quantity.
In aiming, therefore, at the Perfection of conscious life, we shall endeavour to
realize this excellence in all our feelings. Now though Feeling is to some extent a
subject of our common intuitions of right and wrong (as we think that actions, to
be perfectly right, must be done from right motives), yet it seems to be so only
in a subordinate and restricted manner: and there is much excellence of feeling
(elevation or refinement of taste, &c.) which is not thus included. It seems then that
the method which takes Perfection or Excellence of conscious existence as ultimate
end, if we restrict its scope to the Perfection of the individual agent, coincides primd
facie with the ordinary form of Intuitionism, since Virtues are always recognised as
the chief of human perfections: but that in so far as the former notion comprehends
more than virtue, there is likely to be a certain practical divergence between the
two methods. And if we take the Perfection of mankind in general as the ultimate
end, this divergence may be increased indefinitely: for we cannot assume 4 priori
that the best way for each man to attain his own perfection is by aiming at the
perfection of others. We cannot but hope that this is the case, just as we cannot but
hope that when an individual sacrifices his own happiness to that of others, the
sacrifice will be in some way repaid him: but perhaps the constitution of things
does not admit of this. (MET 103—4)
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The allusions to Mill here involve not only his doctrine of higher plea-
sures, but also his division between the ethical and aesthetic realms, some-
thing thatalso figures in Sidgwick’s conception of ethics.>” When Sidgwick
concludes his later treatment of the matter in Book III, however, he admits
that he is “forced to leave the ethical method which takes Perfection, as
distinct from Happiness, to be the whole or chief part of ultimate Good, in
a rudimentary condition.” Such modesty is less marked in later editions:

If we are not to systematise human activities by taking Universal Happiness as
their common end, on what other principles are we to systematise them? It should
be observed that these principles must not only enable us to compare among
themselves the values of the different non-hedonistic ends which we have been
considering, but must also provide a common standard for comparing these values
with that of Happiness; unless we are prepared to adopt the paradoxical position
of rejecting happiness as absolutely valueless. For we have a practical need of
determining not only whether we should pursue Truth rather than Beauty, or
Freedom or some ideal constitutions of society rather than either, or perhaps
desert all of these for the life of worship and religious contemplation; but also
how far we should follow any of these lines of endeavour, when we foresee among
its consequences the pains of human or other sentient beings, or even the loss of
pleasures that might otherwise have been enjoyed by them.

I have failed to find — and am unable to construct — any systematic answer to
this question that appears to me deserving of serious consideration: and hence I
am finally led to the conclusion . . . that the Intuitional method rigorously applied
yields as its final result the doctrine of pure Universalistic Hedonism — which it
is convenient to denote by the single word, Utilitarianism. (ME 406)

Thus, perfectionism can be assimilated to dogmatic intuitionism
(because they supposedly coincide on ethical matters), which can in turn
be assimilated to utilitarianism, as we shall see in more detail presently.
And thus, again, the best candidate for ultimate good is the hedonistic
one: experiences of pleasurable or desirable consciousness. Put more pre-
cisely, the candidate is a “compromise” form of quantitative hedonism,
with both a preference element and a mental-state one.® Sidgwick cannot
shake the thought that the virtuous life loses its luster if we imagine it as,
say, conjoined to extreme pain. And throughout his meditations on the
good, he is convinced that consciousness must figure in whatever good
there is in the universe. When Moore, in Principia Ethica, insisted that
it was absolutely obvious that if there were two universes devoid of all
consciousness, one perfectly beautiful and one perfectly foul, it would be
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better that the perfectly beautiful one should exist, he was responding
to Sidgwick’s argument that no one “would consider it rational to aim
at the production of beauty in external nature, apart from any possible
contemplation of it by human beings.”59

Naturally, for Sidgwick, as for Moore, it would be quite wrong to claim,
as Bentham did, that “ultimate good” simply means “pleasurable,” since
this would make it a mere tautology to say that pleasure is ultimate good,
and a mere tautology is scarcely what fundamental ethical argument re-
quires. Whether ultimate good should be interpreted in this hedonistic
fashion is a significant, possibly mistaken, proposition —an open question.
One needs to show how empty or circular notions of, for example, virtue as
ultimate good actually are. What such hedonism has going for it, beyond
the considerable brute force of the Benthamite argument that no one in
their right mind supposes that sheer, needless, avoidable pain is a good
thing, is mainly that it allows for a way to sort out and settle competing
claims about particular goods — how, for example, to balance the claims
of health against the claims of love or creativity. No other account that
he is aware of allows for bringing at least some degree of precision and
determinateness to judgments of good.

Appended to the foregoing passage is a note suggesting that the con-
troversy over vivisection happily illustrates the way in which happiness
serves as the final court of appeal, since no one “in this controversy has
ventured on the paradox that the pain of sentient beings is not per se to
be avoided.” On this urgent question, Sidgwick thus falls in with what
has been a proud utilitarian tradition from Bentham and Mill down to
Peter Singer — namely, the view that the pains and pleasures of all sentient
creatures morally matter and must therefore be included in the utilitarian
calculus.®® Another note explains, in faintly Aristotelian fashion, that “so
long as Time is a necessary form of human existence, it can hardly be
surprising that human good should be subject to the condition of being
realised in successive parts.”

Many critics, past and present, have felt that Sidgwick’s insistence on
determinateness amounts to a far-too-ambitious construction of rational-
ity, involving the complete ordering of all possible acts or states of affairs.
Yet the appeal to such an ideal is, in Sidgwick’s work, a complex matter.
Certainly, as should be evident, he is always keenly aware of how far short
of such an ideal practical reason usually ends up, and one can typically
take him as making the case for those who stress the impossibility of any
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such rational ordering. He is admittedly willing to recognize the ever-
increasing sphere of the incalculable element in human affairs, however
lamentable or problematic it may be. At any rate, it is far from obvious
that many of his arguments would not survive translation into more recent
idioms concerning real-world codes and indirect, incomplete methods of
calculation; indeed, one is tempted to say that his critical and skeptical
claims measurably contributed to these more recent idioms.®!

Similar considerations of system and determinateness apply to both
universalistic and egoistic hedonism, of course, though Sidgwick denies
that commonsense morality is as receptive to the latter — it is “rather
the end of Egoistic than of Universalistic Hedonism, to which Common
Sense feels an aversion” (ME 403). Like Mill, he thinks that much of
the hostility to utilitarianism comes from the confusion of it with egoism
(narrowly construed) and a failure to appreciate how elevated pleasant
consciousness can be, though he also allows that egoism has an important
role to play in commonsense morality, as will be shown.®?

At any rate, in both cases, the pursuit of happiness must, if it is to
be effective, take an indirect route. This is an extremely important qual-
ification, one that, Sidgwick believes, also helps to deflate much of the
commonsense resistance to hedonism. It is vital to see that

from the universal point of view no less than from that of the individual, it seems
true that Happiness is likely to be better attained if the extent to which we set
ourselves consciously to aim at it be carefully restricted. And this not only because
action is likely to be more effective if our effort is temporarily concentrated on the
realisation of more limited ends — though this is no doubt an important reason: —
but also because the fullest development of happy life for each individual seems to
require that he should have other external objects of interest besides the happiness
of other conscious beings. And thus we may conclude that the pursuit of the ideal
objects . . . Virtue, Truth, Freedom, Beauty, etc., for their own sakes, is indirectly
and secondarily, though not primarily and absolutely, rational; on account not
only of the happiness that will result from their attainment, but also of that which
springs from their disinterested pursuit. While yet if we ask for a final criterion
of the comparative value of the different objects of men’s enthusiastic pursuit,
and of the limits within which each may legitimately engross the attention of
mankind, we shall none the less conceive it to depend upon the degree in which
they respectively conduce to Happiness. (ME 406)

The indirect nature of both egoism and utilitarianism has been appealed
to in order to deflect criticism arising from conflicts with common sense,
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though the utilitarian version of this — which is, in effect, doubly indirect,
indirect at both the individual and social levels — is especially important,
at least for Sidgwick. As the next section will explain more fully, most
of the work done by conceptual distinctions between acts and rules or
decision procedures and standards is, in his case, done through appeal to
the necessity of indirect strategies for maximizing happiness.® In familiar
fashion, utilitarians of this type argue that if the acceptance of a rule
will make for a greater number of optimal acts, because the suboptimal
acts cannot be identified and countered in advance, then the acceptance is
justified (even on “act-utilitarian” grounds, though this is an anachronistic
idiom). Similarly, certain motives reliably productive of optimal acts ought
to be fostered. One of the reasons why utilitarianism and egoism have
been so often confused stems from the way in which the early utilitarians
promoted laissez-faire economics, often failing to make sufficiently plain
that their appeal to economic self-interest was part of an indirect strategy
for maximizing general happiness. But other motives also importantly
figure in indirect strategies. Most utilitarians past and present have insisted
that special obligations to, or greater concern for, those near and dear
must be justifiable on utilitarian grounds, as the best means to maximizing
overall happiness in any society organized in a halfway-decent fashion.
After all, one is usually best positioned to help oneself and those close
to one; the efficient deployment of this information for the sake of the
greatest good is all that the utilitarian is demanding. Sidgwick went still
further, aiming to capture such perfectionist values as truth seeking in this
way. Indeed, he had a keen eye for pleasures that one could experience only
by radically changing one’s nature: “the sacrifice of sensual inclination to
duty is disagreeable to the non-moral man when he at first attempts it, but
affords to the truly virtuous man a deep and strong delight” (ME 150).

Of course, there is some question here of just how coherent it would be
to pursue, for example, truth for its own sake while recognizing that this is
only “indirectly and secondarily” rational. How could one value truth for
its own sake while knowing that this is only an indirect means to achieving
what is really intrinsically valuable? The issue of moral schizophrenia —
as some critics term such indirection or self-effacingness — has been
effectively brought out by Bernard Williams, here in connection with
Sidgwick’s two-level utilitarianism:

Certainly it is empirically possible, and on the lines of Sidgwick’s argument it
must be true, that the dispositions will do the job which the Ultilitarian theory
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has assigned to them only if the agents who possess those dispositions do not see
their own character purely instrumentally, but rather see the world from the point
of view of that character. Moreover, those dispositions require them to see other
things in a non-instrumental light. Though Ultilitarianism usually neglects the
fact, they are dispositions not simply of action, but of belief and judgement; and
they are expressed precisely in ascribing intrinsic and not instrumental value to
various activities and relations such as truth-telling, loyalty and so on. Indeed, if
Sidgwick is right in saying that the Utilitarian theory explains and justifies larger
areas of everyday morality than had been supposed by the intuitionists, and that
he has succeeded in his project of reconciling Utilitarianism and intuitionism by
explaining in Utilitarian terms some of the phenomena on which the intuitionists
were most insistent — if that is so, then it must be that in the actual world the
dispositions do present themselves to their possessors, and also present other
features of the world, in this non-instrumental light. It was these possessors
who, just because they had these dispositions, were so strongly disposed to reject
Utilitarianism and insist on the intrinsic value of these actions and of ends other
than universal good.

It follows that there is a deeply uneasy gap or dislocation in this type of theory
between the spirit that is supposedly justified and the spirit of the theory that
supposedly justifies it. The gap is not very clearly perceived, if at all, by Sidgwick,
nor, in my view, is its significance fully or at all adequately understood by later
theorists who have adopted very much Sidgwick’s position.5

As Williams recognizes, Sidgwick does have certain strategies for deal-
ing with this dislocation not available to later utilitarians, albeit these are of
a fairly elitist variety, such that the utilitarian theorists might be conceived
as an elite class guiding, in Government House fashion, a less enlightened
populace. But there are other responses to his critique as well, as later
sections will explain, and it is mentioned here precisely because it applies
more broadly than this passage suggests.

In fact, something akin to Williams’s line of objection runs through
a wide swath of criticism directed at the Methods, figuring in the argu-
ments of perfectionists, virtue ethicists, anti-theorists, pragmatists, and
others concerned to claim that Sidgwick just misses the point of the
nonhedonistic alternatives.® Indeed, it is a venerable line of argument,
and something very like it was given in Rashdall’s review of the third
edition of the Methods:

We must believe in a future life, Prof. Sidgwick tells us, because we must believe
that the constitution of things is rational. And yet, according to Prof. Sidgwick,
the universe is so constituted that the man who most completely succeeds in
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concealing from himself the true end of his being — or haply in never finding it
out — will ultimately realise that end most thoroughly. A4 priori no one can deny
that the universe may be so constituted; but where is the rationality of such a
state of things? If we are to make assumptions, let them be such as will satisfy the
logical demand on which they are founded. If we are to assume a rational order in
the universe, surely the end prescribed to a man by his Reason must be his highest
end. Man is so far a rational being that he is capable of preferring the rational
to the pleasant. Surely, then, the reasonableness of such a preference cannot be
dependent on its ultimately turning out that he has after all preferred the very
things which his love of the reasonable led him to reject.%

Such objections have of course been seized on by many different critics
of utilitarianism, anxious to demonstrate that this view cannot capture
the recognition we accord to nonhedonistic values, or lives rather than
acts, or other aspects of commonsense morality.®” Obviously, elegant and
subtle as Sidgwick’s approach to happiness may be, it has not converted
the legions of perfectionists or those defenders of “virtue ethics” who
hold that the good life is one characterized by the exercise of certain
excellences — courage, generosity, justice, and so forth — that are valuable
for their own sake and constitute the happy life as parts of a whole, without
requiring any reference to pleasure or desirable consciousness for their
vindication.

Now, again, Sidgwick was not unappreciative of the force of such views,
or of the efforts of the ancients — “through a large part of the present work
the influence of Plato and Aristotle on my treatment of this subject has
been greater than that of any modern writer” (ME 284) — but he could not
persuade himself that they offered a genuinely constructive solution to the
problems of ethics: “it seems worthy of remark that throughout the ethical
speculation of Greece, such universal affirmations as are presented to us
concerning Virtue or Good conduct seems always to be propositions which
can only be defended from the charge of tautology, if they are understood
as definitions of the problem to be solved, and not attempts at its solution”
(ME 375-76).

Indeed, the Greek worldview was limited not only by its failure to artic-
ulate the notion of disinterested duty. The “whole ethical controversy of
ancient Greece,” on Sidgwick’s reading, was based on the assumption that
“arational individual would make the pursuit of his own good his supreme
aim,” and in claiming that the good was best conceived not in terms of
pleasure but in terms of virtue — a nonhedonist eudaimonism — figures
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such as Aristotle simply lapsed into vagueness and tautology, defining
virtue in terms of good and good in terms of virtue in a vicious circle (ME
375—76). Clarity in this department required that it be possible to compare
and contrast, to quantify at least in a rough way, the happiness generated
by one activity rather than another, or by one life rather than another.
Falling back on some diffuse notion of “judgment” was no determinate
solution at all.

Somewhat analogous objections are directed at the religious ethicist
James Martineau, about whom, as Schneewind observes, Sidgwick wrote
more than about any other contemporary excepting Herbert Spencer. For
Martineau, the objects of ethical judgment are not things or acts per se
but persons, and what is judged is always the “inner spring of action,”
assessed according to a scale of motives. But this is scarcely a system at all,
according to Sidgwick; it is either as vague as unrefined common sense
or must collapse into a utilitarian calculation of the consequences flowing
from the different motives in action.%

As negative as Sidgwick is on these matters, he obviously took the lower,
“Goethean” ideal very seriously, even if he awkwardly tried to fold it into
Whewellian intuitionism or at least to divide it into that and nonhedonistic
egoism. His later engagements with the work of Green, Rashdall, and
Moore® would again suggest that he was in fact quite willing to treat this
as, in effect, a separate method on its own terms, as he had in his earlier
discussions with the Grote Club. Indeed, he was very appreciative of the
classical influence on writers such as Green, and how this informed the
rejection of any dualism of practical reason because, in T. H. Irwin’s words,
“[t]he full realization of one person’s capacities requires him to will the
good of other people for their own sake. We can show that the dualism of
practical reason is avoidable if we can set out a true conception of a rational
agent’s good.”?° This was, obviously, not a result to which Sidgwick was
emotionally averse. However, as Irwin stresses,

Sidgwick acknowledges Butler as the source of his own formulation of the dualism
of practical reason; and he believes that Aristotelian non-hedonist eudaimonism
allows us to think we have escaped the dualism simply because we mistake vague
and useless formulations of substantive principles with practical consequences.
Once we try to say more precisely what a person’s good consists in, we will see
that we are either assuming some highly controversial claim about the relation of
morality to self-love or opening the very gap that Sidgwick calls to our attention.
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Sidgwick, therefore, cannot take seriously any attempt to derive practical con-
clusions from a general conception of happiness such as the one Aristotle accepts;
and he cannot endorse Aristotle’s attempt. . .to show that self-love, correctly
understood, requires acceptance of morality.7*

For Irwin, and for many others drawn to perfectionism or virtue ethics,
Sidgwick’s main reason for rejecting nonhedonistic eudaimonism “rests
on a demand for clarity that plays a highly controversial role at cru-
cial points in The Methods of Ethics,” and that begs the question of
whether this kind of clarity “is necessary or appropriate in this case.”7
Both Aristotle and Green could be given more generous readings, on
this basis, though Irwin, like Schneewind, does agree with much of
what Sidgwick says about the difference between ancient and modern
ethics.”

Yet as Thomas Hurka has argued,” Irwin is actually forced to concede
on one truly fundamental issue, given the paradox of altruism:

On no plausible perfectionist view can a person’s good consist entirely in promot-
ing the good of others, and the other states that are good are ones for which conflict,
especially over scarce resources, is possible. But Irwin does not state Sidgwick’s
argument in its strongest form. As (accurately) characterized by Irwin, Green’s
account of the good involves a vacuous circularity: each person’s good consists en-
tirely in promoting the good of others, which consists entirely in tAeir promoting
the good of others, which consists entirely in their promoting, etc. Unless there is
something else that is good, there is nothing for all this promoting to aim at. This
is Sidgwick’s argument against the view that virtue, understood as pursuit of the
good, can be the only intrinsic good. . . . And his response to Green therefore takes
the form of a dilemma: for the good to be entirely non-competitive it must consist
entirely in virtue, but then the theory of the good is vacuous; for the theory of the
good not to be vacuous it must contain goods other than virtue, for which conflict
is possible.”s

Hurka goes on to observe, rightly, that Sidgwick’s hedonistic account
does not simply follow from such criticism, since even “if virtue cannot
be the only intrinsic good it can be one intrinsic good among others,
and its being so can make the good less competitive than on views like
Sidgwick’s.” Such options have been explored by Moore, Rashdall, Ross,
and, more recently, by Hurka himself, who endorses part of Rashdall’s
claim, against Sidgwick, that what the partisans of virtue value is “the
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settled bent of the will towards that which is truly or essentially good, and
not a mere capacity or potentiality of pleasure-producation such as might
be supposed to reside in a bottle of old port.”7°

According to Hurka, the more plausible versions of perfectionism —
untouched by Sidgwick’s criticisms — make it clear that there “are initial
goods such as the pleasure and knowledge of everyone, and then higher-
level moral goods that consist in caring about those goods appropriately.
That is a perfectionist view that values virtue but is not egoistic and
not at all circular,” and in this it differs from ancient perfectionism and
“the virtue ethics that is its contemporary descendant,” at least as these
are understood by Irwin and many others. But Hurka also allows that
many of the virtue ethicists who have objected to indirect or self-effacing
forms of consequentialism have been guilty of an even severer form of
moral schizophrenia. For consequentialists, including utilitarians, “the
source of self-effacingness is a contingent psychological fact,” whereas
“virtue-ethical theory must be non-contingently self-effacing,” since to
“avoid encouraging self-indulgence, it must say that being motivated by
its claims about the source of one’s reasons is in itself and necessarily
objectionable.”77

As Sidgwick so often insisted, and as Hurka appears to admit, the
Greeks can be plausibly understood as being in the main egoists, for whom
cultivating one’s perfection or virtue was, after all, cultivating one’s own
perfection or virtue. They were the forerunners of Arnoldian sweetness
and light. One need only read, say, Aristotle on magnanimity to grasp how
self-indulgent this orientation could become.” Thus, it must be allowed
that Sidgwick’s critical arguments carried and carry a good deal of force
against some tremendously important ethical positions and thinkers, even
if they cannot be credited with answering all the questions raised by his
students Rashdall and Moore — who, after all, were developing Sidgwick’s
project on many fronts.

One might therefore conclude that however dismissive the treatment
of Sidgwick’s hedonism has been, his arguments and those of his contem-
poraries are nonetheless enjoying that curious vitality, characteristic of
utilitarianism and egoism in general, that seems to come with having been
pronounced dead so often.” Just how vital this discussion is will become
clearer in the sections to follow. This preliminary survey of the issues is
meant simply to highlight various controversial elements of Sidgwick’s
approach that need to be kept in mind in order to understand just how
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carefully qualified his claims for utilitarianism actually were, and how
fertile in philosophical insight they have proved to be.

Of course, Sidgwick’s hedonistic interpretation of ultimate good, it
should be stressed again, also falls afoul of the conception of utility at work
in most orthodox neoclassical economics, where the notion of minimally
consistent preference satisfaction, disallowing any interpersonal compar-
isons of utility, serves as the last word on practical rationality (or at least has
done so until recent decades).? Yet, as Book II of the Methods handsomely
demonstrates, Sidgwick was as painfully aware of the difficulties involved
in adding up and comparing utilities as any twentieth-century economist —
asking, for example, “who can tell that the philosopher’s constitution is not
such as to render the enjoyments of the senses, in his case, comparatively
feeble?” (ME 148) He was, however, also cognizant of the unavoidability
of making “comparisons between pleasures and pains with practical re-
liance on their results,” for purposes both of ethics and of everyday life
(ME 150). The by now vast literature on the inadequacies of Pareto op-
timality as a substitute for justice, although often working in the service
of Kantian alternatives to utilitarianism, at least points up the intelligence
of Sidgwick’s fundamental conviction — informed by a great deal of eco-
nomic sophistication — that interpersonal (and intrapersonal) comparisons
of some sort can hardly be avoided when discussing any marginally real-
istic social scheme.®” The stronger point to make in this connection con-
cerns the curious denouement for Benthamism that came with Sidgwick’s
candid, frustrated confession that “in the development of human nature,
the incalculable element increases at a more rapid ratio than the calcu-
lable.” How overly ambitious could he have been, when he claimed that
“I think that with great trouble one may come to calculate the sources of
such happiness as may then be found to be nearly valueless to us”?

II. The Methods of Ethics: Common Sense, Intuition,
and Certainty

The orthodox moralists such as Whewell (then in vogue) said that there was a
whole intelligible system of intuitions: but how were they to be learnt? I could
not accept Butler’s view as to the sufficiency of a plain man’s conscience: for it
appeared to me that plain men agreed rather verbally than really.

In this state of mind I had to read Aristotle again; and a light seemed to dawn
upon me as to the meaning and drift of his procedure — especially in Books ii.,
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iil., iv. of the Ethics. ... What he gave us there was the Common Sense Morality
of Greece, reduced to consistency by careful comparison: given not as something
external to him but as what “we” —he and others — think, ascertained by reflection.
And was not this really the Socratic induction, elicited by interrogation?

Might I not imitate this: do the same for our morality here and now, in the same
manner of impartial reflection on current opinion?

Indeed ought 1 not to do this before deciding on the question whether I had
or had not a system of moral intuitions? At any rate the result would be useful,
whatever conclusion I came to.

So this was the part of my book first written (Book iii., chaps. i.-xi.), and a
certain imitation of Aristotle’s manner was very marked in it at first, and though [
have tried to remove it where it seemed to me affected or pedantic, it still remains
to some extent.

Sidgwick, ME xxi

Aristotelian virtue may have been rejected, but Sidgwick was, as has
been stressed, very much in the grip of Aristotelian inquiry, at least of this
Socratic and Apostolic variety. And nowhere is this more evident than in
his famous analysis of commonsense or dogmatic intuitional morality, from
which the ascent is made to the abstract axioms supporting utilitarianism.

But here again, there are so many different influences at work in
Sidgwick that one may easily find it difficult to locate him in line with philo-
sophical predecessors. The ancients, but also Descartes, Clarke, Butler,
Kant, Reid, and Whewell, in addition to Mill, all loom large in his work,
and one might also note that in the early 1870s, when he was slaving away
again with his German, he found himself struggling to make sense of
Hegel and post-Kantian German philosophy: “Day after day I sit down to
my books with a firm determination to master the German Heraclitus, and
as regularly I depart to my Mittagsessen with a sense of hopeless defeat.
No difficulty of any other writer can convey the least conception even of
the sort of difficulty that I find in Hegel.” Still, “If Hegelianism shows
itself in England I feel equal to dealing with it. The method seems to me a
mistake, and therefore the system a ruin” (M 230, 238).

The residue of this intense stretch of Germanism is clearly evident
in the Methods, especially in the first edition, which, as Schneewind has
noted, includes such transcendental lines as: “we may perhaps say that
this notion of ‘ought’, when once it has been developed, is a necessary
form of our moral apprehension, just as space is now a necessary form of
our sense perception” (ME1 93). Yet Schneewind is surely right to insist
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that, although “Sidgwick himself points out the Kantian affinities of his
position, he is by no means simply a Kantian. He is deliberately developing
a traditional mode of approach to basic axioms. In doing so, he brings
out distinctly new possibilities within it.”%? Indeed, so great are the new
possibilities that one suspects that the old Mauricean gambit was at work
in Sidgwick’s methods of composition, such that his own originality often
ended up being masked. Among other things, his intuitionism manages
to avoid most of the metaphysical entanglements usually associated with
that form of epistemology, and his framing of the dualism of practical
reason brings out the potential conflict between morality and self-interest
much more acutely than, say, the work of Butler does, despite his professed
indebtedness to Butler’s handling of the issue.

Now, Sidgwick recognizes that his way of approaching the subject of
ethics could lead to confusion. There is “difficulty in the classification and
comparison of ethical systems; since they often appear to have different
affinities according as we consider Method or Ultimate Reason.” Thus,

In my treatment of the subject, difference of Method is taken as the paramount
consideration: and it is on this account that I have treated the view in which
Perfection is taken to be the Ultimate End as a variety of the Intuitionism which
determines right conduct by reference to axioms of duty intuitively known; while
I have made as marked a separation as possible between Epicureanism or Egoistic
Hedonism, and the Universalistic or Benthamite Hedonism to which I propose
to restrict the term Ultilitarianism.

I am aware that these two latter methods are commonly treated as closely
connected: and it is not difficult to find reasons for this. In the first place, they
agree in prescribing actions as means to an end distinct from, and lying outside
the actions; so that they both lay down rules which are not absolute but relative,
and only valid if they conduce to the end. Again, the ultimate end is according
to both methods the same in quality, i.e. pleasure; or, more strictly, the maximum
of pleasure attainable, pains being subtracted. Besides, it is of course to a great
extent true that the conduct recommended by the one principle coincides with
that inculcated by the other. Though it would seem to be only in an ideal polity that
‘self-interest well understood’ leads to the perfect discharge of all social duties,
still, in a tolerably well-ordered community it prompts to the fulfilment of most
of them, unless under very exceptional circumstances. And, on the other hand, a
Universalistic Hedonist may reasonably hold that his own happiness is that portion
of the universal happiness which it is most in his power to promote, and which
therefore is most especially entrusted to his charge. And the practical blending
of the two systems is sure to go beyond their theoretical coincidence. It is much
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easier for a man to move in a sort of diagonal between Egoistic and Universalistic
Hedonism, than to be practically a consistent adherent of either. Few men are so
completely selfish, whatever their theory of morals may be, as not occasionally to
promote the happiness of others from natural sympathetic impulse unsupported
by Epicurean calculation. And probably still fewer are so resolutely unselfish as
never to find “all men’s good” in their own with rather too ready conviction. . . .

Nevertheless, it seems to me undeniable that the practical affinity between
Utilitarianism and Intuitionism is really much greater than that between the two
forms of Hedonism. . . . many moralists who have maintained as practically valid
the judgements of right and wrong which the Common Sense of mankind seems
intuitively to enunciate, have yet regarded General Happiness as an end to which
the rules of morality are the best means, and have held that a knowledge of these
rules was implanted by Nature or revealed by God for the attainment of this end.
Such a belief implies that, though I am bound to take, as my ultimate standard in
acting, conformity to a rule which is for me absolute, still the natural or Divine rea-
son for the rule laid down is Utilitarian. On this view, the method of Utilitarianism
is certainly rejected: the connexion between right action and happiness is not
ascertained by a process of reasoning. But we can hardly say that the Utilitarian
principle is altogether rejected: rather the limitations of the human reason are
supposed to prevent it from apprehending adequately the real connexion between
the true principle and the right rules of conduct. This connexion, however, has
always been to a large extent recognised by all reflective persons. Indeed, so clear
is it that in most cases the observance of the commonly received moral rules
tends to render human life tranquil and happy, that even moralists (as Whewell)
who are most strongly opposed to Utilitarianism have, in attempting to exhibit
the “necessity” of moral rules, been led to dwell on utilitarian considerations.
(ME 85-86)

There is a great deal of Sidgwick packed into the above passage. The
view that “practical conflict, in ordinary human minds, is mainly between
Self-interest and Social Duty however determined” is virtually a defin-
ing theme of the Methods, as is the view that the intuitionist method of
someone like Whewell tacitly appeals to utilitarian considerations, which
may, indeed, be more or less unconscious. Also evident here is the con-
troversial way in which Sidgwick subsumes the moral content of ancient
perfectionism — insofar as it is at all determinate — under intuitionism, and
the way in which he is really concerned, in the final analysis, with both
methods and principles. For it is one of the most prominent theses of the
book that intuitionism of the Whewellian variety does not deliver on its
claims for the validity of commonsense moral rules. In fact, running in
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parallel with the three methods we find several different understandings
of the term “intuitionism,” and the shifting between the use of the term to
designate the Whewellian method of ethics and the use of it to designate
the form of epistemology that Sidgwick endorses and applies to ultimate
principles is one of the least felicitous features of Sidgwick’s organization
of his subject matter. But because he did organize his material in this way,
it is easier to get a handle on the drift of his argument by tracking the va-
rietes of intuitionism to which he makes reference. In this connection one
confronts what Sidgwick, at least, regarded as the more definite results of
his inquiry.

Indeed, Sidgwick allows that the three methods might be called “natu-
ral methods rationalised,” since plain persons “commonly seem to guide
themselves by a mixture of different methods, more or less disguised un-
der ambiguities of language” (ME 12). In part, therefore, his task is to sort
out the jumble of different and incompatible methods that often get mixed
together in ordinary moral reasoning, and to make it clear how these are
alternatives between which we are “necessarily forced to choose” when
we attempt “to frame a complete synthesis of practical maxims and to act
in a perfectly consistent manner” (ME 12). Although many seem to think
that conscience delivers immediate judgments on the rightness of par-
ticular acts (“perceptional” or “ultra” or even “aesthetic” intuitionism),
Sidgwick himself has “no doubt that reflective persons, in proportion to
their reflectiveness, come to rely rather on abstract universal intuitions
relating to classes of cases conceived under general notions.” That is, the
particular judgment, or truth, depends upon the more general truth, in a
familiar form of abstract ascent from cases to rules. There is no one system
of this type, but rather a range of views of different degrees of sophisti-
cation, from the commonsense morality of the Ten Commandments to
the philosophically more developed “dogmatic intuitionism” of Whewell,
which shares much with the better-known Kantian system.

The basicidea of this form of intuitional morality, which is not unlike the
commonsensical view of the deliverances of conscience prevalent today, is
that “the practically ultimate end of moral actions” is “their conformity to
certain rules or dictates of Duty unconditionally prescribed,” which rules
are discerned with a “really clear and finally valid intuition” (ME 96,
101). One ought to do one’s duty because one can just see that duty is
something that ought to be done, that it is fitting to one’s nature as a
rational being. Every rational being can apprehend this, though the moral
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theorist can still play a special role in refining and developing the system
of basic moral duties, rendering it a progressively better approximation
to the truth. Whewell, for instance, holds that the general moral rules —
such rules as telling the truth (veracity), promise keeping (good faith), and
justice — are

implicit in the moral reasoning of ordinary men, who apprehend them adequately
for most practical purposes, and are able to enunciate them roughly; but that to
state them with proper precision requires a special habit of contemplating clearly
and steadily abstract moral notions. It is held that the moralist’s function then
is to perform this process of abstract contemplation, to arrange the results as
systematically as possible, and by proper definitions and explanations to remove
vagueness and prevent conflict. (ME 1o1)

Of course, for Sidgwick, this is precisely what the dogmatic intuitional
moralists do not succeed in doing; the process of the philosophical re-
finement of common sense needs to go much further. As he explains in
a response to a review of the Methods by Henry Calderwood, another
dogmatic intuitional moralist:

If T ask myself whether I see clearly and distinctly the self-evidence of any par-
ticular maxims of duty, as I see that of the formal principles “that what is right
for me must be right for all persons in precisely similar circumstances” and “that
I ought to prefer the greater good of another to my own lesser good”: I have no
doubt whatever that I do not. I am conscious of a strong impression, an opin-
ion on which I habitually act without hesitation, that I ought to speak truth, to
perform promises, to requite benefits, &c., and also of powerful moral sentiments
prompting me to the observance of these rules; but on reflection I can now clearly
distinguish such opinions and sentiments from the apparently immediate and cer-
tain cognition that I have of the formal principles above mentioned. But I could
not always have made this distinction; and I believe that the majority of moral
persons do not make it: most “plain men” would probably say, at any rate on the
first consideration of the matter, that they saw the obligations of Veracity and
Good Faith as clearly and immediately as they saw those of Equity and Rational
Benevolence. How then am I to argue with such persons? It will not settle the
matter to tell them that they have observed their own mental processes wrongly,
and that more careful introspection will show them the non-intuitive character
of what they took for intuitions; especially as in many cases I do not believe that
the error is one of misobservation. Still less am I inclined to dispute the “primi-
tiveness” or “spontaneousness” or “originality” of these apparent intuitions. On
the contrary, I hold that here, as in other departments of thought, the primitive
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spontaneous processes of the mind are mixed with error, which is only to be re-
moved gradually by comprehensive reflection upon the results of these processes.
Through such a course of reflection I have endeavored to lead my readers in chaps.
2—10 of Book III of my treatise: in the hope that after they have gone through it
they may find their original apprehension of the self-evidence of moral maxims
importantly modified.®3

Such remarks might well suggest how, for all his critical commentary on
ancient perfectionism, Sidgwick’s procedure does indeed, as he insisted,
have distinct affinities with Aristotle’s. Indeed, Sidgwick was ever ready
to insist that we must accept

Aristotle’s distinction between logical or natural priority in cognition and priority
in the knowledge of any particular mind. We are thus enabled to see that a propo-
sition may be self-evident, i.e. may be properly cognisable without being viewed
in connexion with any other propositions; though in order that its truth may be
apparent to some particular mind, there is still required some rational process
connecting it with propositions previously accepted by that mind.3

And there are two ways in which this might be done: by demonstrating
how “some limited and qualified statement” that is taken as self-evident
is actually only part of a “simpler and wider proposition,” on which the
limitations turn out to be arbitrary, or by establishing some general criteria
“for distinguishing true first principles. .. from false ones,” which are
then used to “construct a strictly logical deduction by which, applying
their general criteria to the special case of ethics, we establish the true
first principles of this latter subject.”® Both ways are deployed in the
Methods, which develops but in no way retreats from the vision of Apostolic
inquiry.

Just how Aristotelian Sidgwick really was will be further considered
later on, when we will also further consider the viability of any such
strategy.?® At present it need only be stressed that he obviously did dis-
tinguish between any final and authoritative system of intuitive truths and
the way in which an untutored or insufficiently reflective mind would at
length come to grasp such a system, by fighting its way free of the snares
and vague generalities of common sense. But so far, at least, Sidgwick’s
approach would seem to have much in common with, for example, Jeff
McMahan’s attempt to recast the method of reflective equilibrium in foun-
dationalist form:
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[D]eeper principles are explanatorily prior, we have to work our way to them via
our intuitions in much the way that scientists work towards general principles via
our perceptual data. The process of discovering and formulating the more general
principles is evidently difficult and intellectually demanding. . . . as we grope our
way towards the principles, we are discovering what we antecedently believe, albeit
below the level of conscious awareness. The principles that we hope to uncover
express deep dispositions of thought and feeling that operate below the level of
consciousness to regulate our intuitive responses to particular cases.
Thus, “the order of discovery is the reverse of the order of justification.”%7
McMahan resists calling the deeper principles intuitively “self-evident”
rather than foundational, and he suggests that Sidgwick would differ in
this respect. But the difference is not great, given that Sidgwick would
not take the designation “self-evident” to mean finally valid, at least when
applied by the philosophical intuitionist.3

As emphatically as Sidgwick insists that the morality of common sense
1s his “as much as any other man’s,” and that he is not engaged in “mere
hostile criticism from the outside,” one cannot come away from the famous
Book III without the distinct feeling that the aversion to Whewell —and to
the Whewell within himself — that he developed as an undergraduate must
have been singularly intense, such is the remorselessness of the criticism
flowing through these chapters. In summing up, Sidgwick urges that the

... Utilitarian must, in the first place, endeavor to show to the Intuitionist that the
principles of Truth, Justice, etc. have only a dependent and subordinate validity:
arguing either that the principle is really only affirmed by Common-Sense as a
general rule admitting of exceptions and qualifications, as in the case of Truth,
and that we require some further principle for systematising these exceptions
and qualifications; or that the fundamental notion is vague and needs further
determination, as in the case of Justice; and further, that the different rules are
liable to conflict with each other, and that we require some higher principle to
decide the issue thus raised; and again, that the rules are differently formulated
by different persons, and that these differences admit of no Intuitional solution,
while they show the vagueness and ambiguity of the common moral notions to
which the Intuitionist appeals. (ME 421)

If this sounds rather familiar, as the kind of thing that Mill urged
Sidgwick to do with his work on conformity and subscription, that is of
course no accident. “Pious fraud” is addressed in Book III, Chapter 7,
where Sidgwick cites Whewell’s fishy endorsement of the methods of
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suppressio veri and suggestio falsi — turning a question aside and producing
a false scent — as legitimate ways of avoiding a direct lie, noting that some
would say that such methods still produce false beliefs in the inquirer and
“that if deception is to be practised at all, it is mere formalism to object
to any one mode of effecting it more than another” (ME 317). Sidgwick
concludes that

reflection seems to show that the rule of Veracity, as commonly accepted, cannot
be elevated into a definite moral axiom: for there is no real agreement as to how
far we are bound to impart true beliefs to others: and while it is contrary to
Common Sense to exact absolute candour under all circumstances, we yet find
no self-evident secondary principle, clearly defining when it is not to be exacted.
(ME 317)

Thus, commonsense morality, or even the refined version of it represented
by Whewell’s dogmatic intuitional system, cannot stand on its own, cannot
actually yield decisive practical answers.

However, the answer that Sidgwick, for all his impartiality, rather clearly
favors is ready to hand. He strives to show how

Utilitarianism sustains the general validity of the current moral judgements, and
thus supplements the defects which reflection finds in the intuitive recognition of
their stringency; and at the same time affords a principle of synthesis, and a method
for binding the unconnected and occasionally conflicting principles of common
moral reasoning into a complete and harmonious system. If systematic reflection
on the morality of Common Sense thus exhibits the Utilitarian principle as that to
which Common Sense naturally appeals for that further development of its system
which this same reflection shows to be necessary, the proof of Utilitarianism seems
as complete as it can be made. (ME 422)

In another passage more fully summing up the case, Sidgwick allies him-
self with Hume, whose account of the connection between common-
sense morality and utility, although somewhat casual and fragmentary,
was plainly on the right track. It can be shown, Sidgwick holds, that

the Ultilitarian estimate of consequences not only supports broadly the current
moral rules, butalso sustains their generally received limitations and qualifications:
that, again, it explains anomalies in the Morality of Common Sense, which from
any other point of view must seem unsatisfactory to the reflective intellect; and
moreover, where the current formula is not sufficiently precise for the guidance of
conduct, while at the same time difficulties and perplexities arise in the attempt
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to give it additional precision, the Utilitarian method solves these difficulties and
perplexities in general accordance with the vague instincts of Common Sense,
and is naturally appealed to for such solution in ordinary moral discussions. It
may be shown further, that it not only supports the generally received view of the
relative importance of different duties, but is also naturally called in as arbiter,
where rules commonly regarded as co-ordinate come into conflict: that, again,
when the same rule is interpreted somewhat differently by different persons, each
naturally supports his view by urging its Utility, however strongly he may maintain
the rule to be self-evident and known a priori: that where we meet with marked
diversity of moral opinion on any point, in the same age and country, we commonly
find manifest and impressive utilitarian reasons on both sides: and that finally the
remarkable discrepancies found in comparing the moral codes of different ages
and countries are for the most part strikingly correlated to differences in effects
of actions on happiness, or in men’s foresight of, or concern for, such effects. (ME
425-26)%

This is, for Sidgwick, one aspect of the genuinely philosophical intu-
itionism to which dogmatic intuitionism leads: that is, a third phase of
intuitionism that “while accepting the morality of common sense as in the
main sound, still attempts to find for it a philosophic basis which it does
not itself offer: to get one or more principles more absolutely and unde-
niably true and evident, from which the current rules might be deduced,
either just as they are commonly received or with slight modifications and
rectifications” (ME r102). This form of intuitionism allows the general
rightness of commonsense morality, but also affords a “deeper explana-
tion” of why it is largely right. And it is not “intuitional” in “the narrower
sense that excludes consequences; but only in the wider sense as being
self-evident principles relating to ‘what ought to be’” (ME 102 n1). These
are the sought-after axioms, about which there is a surprising degree of
controversy.

In its general form, apart from the specifically intuitionist claims in-
volved, Sidgwick’s handling of commonsense morality plainly has as much
in common with Mill as with Aristotle. However, one of the great virtues
of Schneewind’s classic, Sidgwick’s Ethics and Victorian Moral Philosophy,
is the way it details the far more complex and comprehensive structure of
Sidgwick’s inquiry, bringing out the difference between the “dependence”
and “systematization” arguments.

As Schneewind has it, there is a dual purpose to Sidgwick’s exam-
ination of commonsense morality. First, there is the search for “really
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self-evident principles,” and second, as the previously quoted passages
illustrate, “there is the search for a principle superior in validity to other
moral principles” — that is, a principle with superior moral rather than
epistemological authority, which is what any complex moral code requires
in order to determine the limits and exceptions of its component prin-
ciples and be thoroughly rationalized. The latter process has two stages:
a negative stage, which appeals to the “dependence” argument (that the
principles of commonsense morality have only a dependent and subordi-
nate validity), and a positive stage, which appeals to the “systematization”
argument (that the utilitarian principle sustains commonsense moral judg-
ments and affords a principle of synthesis). On the one side, Schneewind
argues that, for Sidgwick, it is not “inevitable that a code of the kind which
he takes to be a practical necessity in human life must have the charac-
teristics of commonsense morality on which the dependence argument
focuses attention.”? On the other side, the examination of commonsense
morality forms at least part of the case for utilitarianism. “For it shows,
among other things, that the factual characteristics which are treated
by common-sense moral rules as indicating rightness cannot be ulti-
mate right-making characteristics.” Thus, Schneewind argues in a crucial
passage:

The dependence argument shows that certain features of received opinion which
it would share with any equally complex code in an equally complex society, re-
quire us to go beyond its dictates to a different kind of principle. The appeal to
self-evidence next yields rational principles of the kind required by the depen-
dence argument. We then turn to see if these principles can systematize common
sense. Since the first principles are obtained by a procedure not involving consid-
eration of their systematizing power, the degree of their serviceability for this task
provides an independent test of their acceptability. From the explanatory side of
the systematization argument we learn that in so far as common-sense morality is
already rational, the best explanation or model of its rationality is the utilitarian
one. The rectificatory side of the systematization argument shows that in so far as
received opinion still needs to be made rational, the best method of making it so is
the utilitarian one. Thus the systematization argument is not meant to show that
all our pre-theoretical moral opinions can be derived from the axioms. It is meant
to show that the axioms provide an ideal or model of practical rationality which
enable us to see that the kind of code we need for daily decision-making can be
rational. The fact that one and the same ideal of rationality enables us to see that
our actual code is to some extent rational and shows how it can have its rationality
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increased, provides stronger support for the ideal than any abstract argument can
provide.%"

This is one of the few commentaries on Sidgwick that truly captures the
intricacy of his argument. Still, it is possible to exaggerate the differences
from Mill resulting from Sidgwick’s intuitionism, and a few reminders
about the continuities between the two should prove helpful.

Recall that Mill, in Utilitarianism, lamented the chaos and indetermi-
nateness of ordinary morality, but in contemplating “to what extent the
moral beliefs of mankind have been vitiated or made uncertain by the
absence of any distinct recognition of an ultimate standard,” he thought
it would “be easy to show that whatever steadiness or consistency these
moral beliefs have attained, has been mainly due to the tacit influence of
a standard not recognised.” In other words, although

the non-existence of an acknowledged first principle has made ethics not so much
a guide as a consecration of men’s actual sentiments, still, as men’s sentiments,
both of favour and aversion, are greatly influenced by what they suppose to be the
effects of things upon their happiness, the principle of utility . . . has had a large
share in forming the moral doctrines even of those who most scornfully reject its
authority.

Not to put too fine a point on it, Mill continues with a swipe at Whewell
to the effect that “to all those a priori moralists who deem it necessary to
argue at all, utilitarian arguments are indispensable,” since no one refuses
to admit the significance of happiness in some way, and the utilitarian
method is often called in to settle conflicts or clarify duties within the
system of common sense.9*

Moreover, for all his criticisms of commonsense morality, especially
in its dogmatic religious aspects, Mill sounded a very Sidgwickian note
when he remarked that “mankind must by this time have acquired positive
beliefs as to the effects of some actions on their happiness; and the beliefs
which have thus come down are the rules of morality for the multitude,
and for the philosopher until he has succeeded in finding better.”93 This
was the cautious note that Sidgwick’s far more extensive treatment of the
subject sounded time and again. However much he was inclined to agree
with Mill that commonsense morality as it stood was not good enough to
yield the “middle axioms” of a genuinely scientific utilitarianism, he was
clear that if the utilitarian theorist “keeps within the limits that separate
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scientific prevision from fanciful Utopian conjecture, the form of society
to which his practical conclusions relate will be one varying but little from
the actual, with its actually established code of moral rules and customary
judgments concerning virtue and vice” (ME 474). Furthermore, both
took some pains to present utilitarianism in a form that preserved certain
commonsense notions — the difference between subjective and objective
rightness, acting with the proper intention, and so forth. The Methods
may even be said to outstrip Mill’s exposition of these topics. Consider,
for example, this summation, added in the second edition:

For no one, in considering what he ought himself to do in any particular case, can
distinguish what he believes to be right from what really is so: the necessity for
a practical choice between ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ rightness can only present
itself in respect of the conduct of another person whom it is in our power to
influence. If another is about to do what we think wrong while he thinks it right,
and we cannot alter his belief but can bring other motives to bear on him that
may overbalance his sense of duty, it becomes necessary to decide whether we
ought thus to tempt him to realise what we believe to be objectively right against
his own convictions. I think that the moral sense of mankind would pronounce
against such temptation, — thus regarding the Subjective rightness of an action
as more important than the Objective, — unless the evil of the act prompted by a
mistaken sense of duty appeared to be very grave. But however essential it may be
that a moral agent should do what he believes to be right, this condition of right
conduct is too simple to admit of systematic development: it is, therefore, clear
that the details of our investigation must relate mainly to ‘objective’ rightness.
(ME 207-8)

Thus, insofar as one is called upon to act directly with the intention
of maximizing expected utility, one’s action can rightly be assessed by
considerations of objective rightness, the utility actually achieved by one’s
action, and by how well one sought to bring the two into accord. In this
connection, mention might also be made of how Sidgwick construes the
notion of an “intention” as extending to cover all the foreseeable conse-
quences one’s action (a point that, while it does not trouble utilitarians,
has much provoked Catholic defenders of the so-called doctrine of the
“double-effect”).9+

But the larger point here is that Sidgwick and Mill were quite at one in
thinking that commonsense morality had evolved in a utilitarian direction
and was undergirded by the utilitarian principle — or at least, by principles
yielding utilitarian conclusions — even though the utilitarian must in turn
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make some resort to something like the rules of commonsense morality
while continuing to work for its reform. As Mill eloquently argued,

to consider the rules of morality as improvable, is one thing; to pass over the
intermediate generalizations entirely, and endeavour to test each individual action
directly be the first principle, is another. It is a strange notion that the acknowl-
edgement of a first principle is inconsistent with the admission of secondary ones.
To inform a traveller respecting the place of his ultimate destination, is not to
forbid the use of landmarks and direction-posts on the way.

And besides, “the multiplication of happiness is, according to the utilitar-
1an ethics, the object of virtue: the occasions on which any person (except
one in a thousand) has it in his power to do this on an extended scale, in
other words, to be a public benefactor, are but exceptional.”95

Furthermore, in the revealing little essay on “Ultilitarianism” that
Sidgwick delivered to the Metaphysical Society in December of 1873,
just at the time he was completing the Methods, he explained that
“Utilitarianism, as introduced by Cumberland, is too purely conservative;
it dwells entirely on the general conduciveness of moral rules to the general
good, and ignores the imperfections of these rules as commonly conceived.
On the other side, the Utilitarianism of Bentham is too purely destruc-
tive, and treats the morality of Common Sense with needless acrimony
and contempt.”?® The Millian space between these poles was precisely
what Sidgwick sought to occupy, and if this seems to be at least a partial
retreat to the “contemplative utilitarianism” of Hume and Smith, after
the Benthamite juggernaut, that is not a filiation to which he would have
objected, despite his very real differences from the cool, practical atheism
of those figures from the previous century.9

Thus, if Sidgwick was carrying out a neo-Aristotelian research pro-
gram, he was nonetheless doing it under very Millian guidelines. And as
noted earlier, Christine Korsgaard has observed that Mill quite strikingly
anticipates even Sidgwick’s intuitionistic predelictions:

If there be anything innate in the matter, I see no reason why the feeling which
is innate should not be regard to the pleasures and pains of others. If there is any
principle of morality which is intuitively obligatory, I should say it must be that. If
so, the intuitive ethics would coincide with the utilitarian, and there would be no
further quarrel between them. Even as it is, the intuitive moralists, though they
believe that there are other intuitive moral obligations, do already believe this to
be one.%
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Naturally, Mill puts this forward merely as a pregnant suggestion, since
his own belief is that the moral feelings are acquired rather than innate.

Yet the distance between Mill and Sidgwick might be further reduced by
stressing again that Sidgwick’s version of intuitionism was not committed
to claims about the “innateness” of moral principles; this he thought a
confusion foisted on intuitionism by its critics. As Schneewind has put it,
Sidgwick “takes ‘intuitive’ to be opposed, not, as the empiricists think, to
‘innate,’ but to ‘discursive’ or to ‘demonstrative.”” Besides, the

empiricists themselves accept particular judgments as in this sense intuitively
evident: Why do they reject universal intuitions? The reason they give is that
the latter are sometimes mistaken. Sidgwick does not deny this. . .. But errors
may be found even in apparent particular intuitions, if by this phrase we re-
fer to more than the barest experiencing of feelings, for any cognitive claim
about experience implies comparison and contrast and may go wrong. Moreover,
it is impossible to see how ‘he can establish upon his foundation the conclu-
sions of science. . ..individual premises, however manipulated, cannot estab-
lish a universal conclusion,” and yet we all agree that such conclusions can be
established.%?

Thus, intuition “is simply a requirement for any sort of knowledge or
reasoning at all — not a special mark of our moral insight or divine nature.
It is needed for matter-of-fact knowledge, for mathematics, for logic, and
for science as well as for morality.”

But what did Sidgwick’s “philosophical intuitionism” then amount to?
How distant was he, really, from the fallibilism of Mill’s empiricism and
naturalism? And correspondingly, how free was he from the temptation
to commit the “naturalistic fallacy”? If, as Schneewind, Shaver, and Crisp
have all urged, Sidgwick’s “antinaturalism” is of the most minimal kind,
then perhaps he really is more properly situated in the line of descent from
Mill to Dewey than in that from Mill to Moore, given the Platonic over-
tones of the latter’s view of good as an independently existing property.'*®
Did Moore’s metaethics represent something of a metaphysical or on-
tological turn, when compared to Sidgwick’s? As Schneewind remarks,
although Sidgwick does “occasionally speak, especially in the earlier edi-
tions, of ‘qualities’ of rightness or goodness,” which might suggest “a
theory of the sort later put forth by Moore or Ross about the ontological
status of what is known when we know that an act is right or good,” any

theory he might have “on this matter remains implicit.”**'
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Although satisfactory answers to these questions would require a full-
fledged account of “naturalism” and of how far Sidgwick’s account really
differed from Moore’s, a few remarks might provide some helpful guid-
ance. Obviously, Sidgwick was working with certain critical epistemolog-
ical standards for assessing the success of the claims of systems such as
Whewell’s. He appreciates the difference, one of considerable historical
importance, of “ethical writers. .. who have confined themselves mainly
to the definition and arrangement of the Morality of Common Sense, from
those who have aimed at a more philosophical treatment of the content
of moral intuition” (ME 103n). Samuel Clarke, for instance, was one of
the latter, but, useful as his early efforts were, “by degrees the attempt
to exhibit morality as a body of scientific truth fell into discredit, and
the disposition to dwell on the emotional side of the moral conscious-
ness became prevalent.” Until, that is, the noncognitivism of Hutcheson
yielded the skepticism of Hume, at which point the defenders of morality
grew alarmed and sought to show (with Reid and Hamilton, for example)
that Hume was employing a mistaken view of the nature of empirical
experience and morality. Even so, this school, with which Sidgwick has
no little sympathy, “was led rather to expound and reaffirm the moral-
ity of Common Sense, than to offer any profounder principles which
could not be so easily supported by an appeal to common experience”
(ME 104).

Sidgwick clearly thinks that we must take a lesson from both Clarke and
Reid, but with an admixture of Descartes and Kant. “Is there,” he asks,
“no possibility of attaining, by a more profound and discriminating exam-
ination of our common moral thought, to real ethical axioms — intuitive
propositions of real clearness and certainty?” (ME 373) This is to ask, in
other words, whether the philosopher might not aspire to rather more than
the work of Reid and Whewell and seek “to do somewhat more than define
and formulate the common moral opinions of mankind.” Perhaps, indeed,
the function of the philosopher is “to tell men what they ought to think,
rather than what they do think,” and thus to “transcend Common Sense
in his premises” (ME 373). Perhaps “we should expect that the history of
Moral Philosophy — so far at least as those whom we may call orthodox
thinkers are concerned — would be a history of attempts to enunciate, in
full breadth and clearness, those primary intuitions of Reason, by the sci-
entific application of which the common moral thought of mankind may
be at once systematised and corrected” (ME 373-74).
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In this, Sidgwick seems to be sounding a call to philosophize meant
to round up figures as far from each other as Clarke and Bentham, or
Descartes and Bacon, who for all their differences were nonetheless at
one in thinking it possible to improve on the mass of vague general-
ity and superstition by which most people sought to guide their lives.
Although he shows none of Bentham’s nastiness and vituperation in at-
tacking the received morality and politics, and goes beyond even Mill
in casting utilitarianism as something both reasonable and respectable,
a creed for decent people who are not mentally inert, he is at great
pains not to confuse the true philosopher with the plain person, who
mixes up different methods without even realizing it. This is, to be sure,
a difficult (and highly Mauricean) balancing act, though a crucial one.
Sidgwick’s point, after all, is to present utilitarianism “as the final form
into which Intuitionism tends to pass, when the demand for really self-
evident first principles is rigorously pressed” — which is something that
even Mill did not do,"* thus leaving the famous supposed gap in his ar-
gument between the factual claim that people desire happiness and the
normative one that the general happiness is what they ought to pursue
(ME 388). Again, Sidgwick demands that his reader ask, when consider-
ing common sense, “(1) whether he can state a clear, precise, self-evident
first principle, according to which he is prepared to judge conduct under
each head: and (2) if so, whether this principle is really that commonly
applied in practice, by those whom he takes to represent Common Sense”
(ME 343).

What would it take to meet the first condition? According to Sidgwick,
there “seem to be four conditions, the complete fulfilment of which would
establish a significant proposition, apparently self-evident, in the highest
degree of certainty attainable: and which must be approximately realised
by the premises of our reasoning in any inquiry, if that reasoning is to lead
us cogently to trustworthy conclusions” (ME 338). The careful phrasing
here is, as we shall see, an essential part of Sidgwick’s fallibilism, for he
generally stops short of claiming, in the Merhods and in his other writings,
that humanity has at last got beyond “apparently self-evident” proposi-
tions and achieved absolute and final certainty.’®3 On balance, Sidgwick
is clear enough that principles or axioms of the “highest certainty” are
still being sought in ethics.’®* At times, he does sound less doubtful — for
example, in “Utilitarianism,” which opens with the proclamation that it
has been his object “to avoid all but incontrovertible propositions” and
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that he has been “careful not to dogmatize upon any point where scientific
certainty did not appear to be attainable.” But as he immediately ex-
plains, “in most discussions on Ultilitarianism I find one or more of these
propositions, at important points of the argument, implicitly ignored;
and . ..a wide experience shows that an ethical or metaphysical proposi-
tion is not the less likely to provoke controversy because it is put forward
as incontrovertible.” '

The four conditions are as follows. The first, which he often refers to
as the “Cartesian Criterion,” is that the “terms of the proposition must be
clear and precise. The rival originators of modern Methodology, Descartes
and Bacon, vie with each other in the stress that they lay on this point:
and the latter’s warning against the ‘notiones male terminatae’ of ordinary
thought is peculiarly needed in ethical discussion.” Second, the

self-evidence of the proposition must be ascertained by careful reflection. ... A
rigorous demand for self-evidence in our premises is a valuable protection against
the misleading influence of our own irrational impulses on our judgements: while
at the same time it not only distinguishes as inadequate the mere external support
of authority and tradition, but also excludes the more subtle and latent effect of
these in fashioning our minds to a facile and unquestioning admission of common
but unwarranted assumptions. (ME 339)

This too is a test especially needed in ethics, since “it cannot be denied that
any strong sentiment, however purely subjective, is apt to transform itself
into the semblance of an intuition; and it requires careful contemplation
to detect the illusion” (ME 339). Third, the “propositions accepted as
self-evident must be mutually consistent,” since it “is obvious that any
collision between two intuitions is a proof that there is error in one or the
other, or in both.” This condition must not be treated lightly, as though
the difficulty “may be ignored or put aside for future solution, without any
slur being thrown on the scientific character of the conflicting formulae”
(ME 341). Fourth and finally, since “it is implied in the very notion of
Truth that it is essentially the same for all minds, the denial by another of
a proposition that I have affirmed has a tendency to impair my confidence
in its validity.” Indeed, “the absence of such disagreement must remain
an indispensable negative condition of the certainty of our beliefs,” for “if
I find any of my judgments, intuitive or inferential, in direct conflict with
a judgment of some other mind, there must be error somewhere: and if I
have no more reason to suspect error in the other mind than in my own,
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reflective comparison between the two judgments necessarily reduces me
temporarily to a state of neutrality” (ME 341—42).

In other writings, Sidgwick tended to collapse the first two conditions
into one, so that his philosophical intuitionism involved the three-pronged
demand for clarity and ability to withstand critical reflection, consistency
or coherence, and consensus of experts — all this conceived not as a guar-
antee of indubitable truth, but as the best way to reduce the risk of error.
All three methods are important; none can stand alone, though philosophy
is especially concerned with the second, since its “ideal aim” is “systemati-
sation — the exhibition of system and coherence in a mass of beliefs which,
as presented by Common Sense, are wanting therein” (LLPK 467). How-
ever, Sidgwick was always inclined to add that “the special characteristic
of my philosophy is to keep the importance of the others in view.” This
deceptively simple statement will turn out to be of the first importance.
In it there is a crucial link between Sidgwick’s formal philosophical work
and his general practice of inquiry: how, that is, science “sets before us an
ideal of a consensus of experts and continuity of development which we
may hope to attain in our larger and more difficult work” (PSR 231). The
fellowship of Apostolic inquiry and the discussion society thus found for-
mal expression in Sidgwick’s epistemology, which is consequently far less
vulnerable to the charge of celebrating the solipsistic individual knower.

Of course, much would ride on just how one determined the “sources” of
likely error and, correlatively, the trustworthiness of fellow inquirers, and
on this count, Sidgwick, as later chapters will show, ended up betraying
some serious Eurocentric failings. Perhaps surprisingly, given the way
in which system and coherence seem to be exactly what the dualism of
practical reason undermines, Sidgwick explains in the Methods that his
“chief business” in his analysis of commonsense morality has been with
the first, Cartesian condition, “to free the common terms of Ethics, as
far as possible, from objection on this score” (ME 339). As he frames
it, his business has been to show how the purported “self-evidence” of
commonsense or dogmatic intuitional morality scarcely even begins to
meet the conditions of a genuine science. Thus, “what at first seemed
like an intuition turns out to be either the mere expression of a vague
impulse, needing regulation and limitation which it cannot itself supply,
but which must be drawn from some other source: or a current opinion,
the reasonableness of which has still to be shown by a reference to some
other principle” (ME 342—43). For as soon as we attempt to give these
glittering generalities
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the definiteness which science requires, we find that we cannot do this without
abandoning the universality of acceptance. We find, in some cases, that alternatives
present themselves, between which it is necessary that we should decide; but
between which we cannot pretend that Common Sense does decide, and which
often seem equally or nearly equally plausible. In other cases the moral notion
seems to resist all efforts to obtain from it a definite rule: in others it is found
to comprehend elements which we have no means of reducing to a common
standard, except by the application of the Utilitarian — or some similar — method.
Even where we seem able to educe from Common Sense a more or less clear
reply to the questions raised in the process of definition, the principle that results
is qualified in so complicated a way that its self-evidence becomes dubious or
vanishes altogether. (ME 342—43)

Of course, as noted earlier, Sidgwick does not mean to frustrate alto-
gether the “strong instinct of Common Sense that points to the existence
of such principles,” though he is also very sensitive to the fact that “the
more we extend our knowledge of man and his environment, the more we
realise the vast variety of human natures and circumstances that have ex-
isted in different ages and countries, the less disposed we are to believe
that there is any definite code of absolute rules, applicable to all human
beings without exception.” Rather, what we find is that there

are certain absolute practical principles, the truth of which, when they are explic-
itly stated, is manifest; but they are of too abstract a nature, and too universal in
their scope, to enable us to ascertain by immediate application of them what we
ought to do in any particular case; particular duties have still to be determined by
some other method.” (ME 379)

In this way, the process of reflection actually leads Sidgwick to accept
a number of intuitively justifiable principles of this formal and abstract
nature, though there has been a remarkable disagreement among com-
mentators as to just how many he sets out.”” Even the derivation of
utilitarianism is rather more complex than so far indicated, and involves
considering “the relation of the integrant parts to the whole and to each
other” in order to obtain

the self-evident principle that the good of any one individual is of no more impor-
tance, from the point of view (if I may say so) of the Universe, than the good of
any other; unless, that is, there are special grounds for believing that more good is
likely to be realised in the one case than in the other. And it is evident to me that
as a rational being I am bound to aim at good generally, — so far as it is attainable
by my efforts, — not merely at a particular part of it.
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From these two rational intuitions we may deduce, as a necessary inference, the
maxim of Benevolence in an abstract form: viz. that each one is morally bound
to regard the good of any other individual as much as his own, except in so far
as he judges it to be less, when impartially viewed, or less certainly knowable or
attainable by him. I before observed that the duty of Benevolence as recognised
by common sense seems to fall somewhat short of this. But I think it may be
fairly urged in explanation of this that practically each man, even with a view
to universal Good, ought chiefly to concern himself with promoting the good
of a limited number of human beings, and that generally in proportion to the
closeness of their connexion with him. I think that a ‘plain man,’ in a modern
civilised society, if his conscience were fairly brought to consider the hypothetical
question, whether it would be morally right for him to seek his own happiness
on any occasion if it involved a certain sacrifice of the greater happiness of some
other human being, — without any counterbalancing gain to any one else, — would
answer unhesitatingly in the negative. (ME 382)

But it could take some doing to bring the plain person — not to mention
the “sensual herd” — to this conclusion. And even the moral theorist has
some ways to go. As Sidgwick had noted in the first edition, the

hedonistic interpretation which Mill and his school give to the principle of Uni-
versal Benevolence, seems inadmissible when the principle is enunciated as a
self-evident axiom. In thus enunciating it, we must use, as Clarke does, the wider
terms ‘Welfare’ or ‘Good,’ and say that each individual man, as a rational being,
is bound to aim at the Good of all other men.

And this, Sidgwick continues, brings us back to the basic question of what
1s “Good,” to which a return is made in the final chapter of Book III:

And here, perhaps, I may seem to have laboriously executed one of those circles
in reasoning before noticed. For this question...is the fundamental problem
of Ethics stated in its vaguest and widest form: in the form in which we find it
raised at the very outset of the history of moral philosophy, when the speculative
force of the Greck mind first concentrated itself on Practice. And here when, at
the end of a long and careful examination of the apparent intuitions with which
Common Sense furnishes us, we collect the residuum of clear and definite moral
knowledge which the operation has left, we find the same problem facing us. We
seem to have done nothing: and in fact we have only evolved the suppression of
Egoism, the necessary universality of view, which is implied in the mere form of
the objective judgement ‘that an end is good,’ just as it is in the judgement ‘that
an action is right.’
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Whatever I judge to be Good, I cannot reasonably think that it is abstractly and
primarily right that I should have it more than another. (ME1 366)

Again, the tone in later editions is more confident, though Sidgwick
forever insists that the “identification of Ultimate Good with Happiness
is properly to be reached...by a more indirect mode of reasoning”
(ME 389). And the expression the “suppression of Egoism” would, as
will presently be shown, cause no end of bafflement, given his claims
about the dualism of practical reason.® Moore’s denial of agent-relative
goodness would seem to be a development of just this line.

Still, Sidgwick seems to take some comfort in the fact that the principles
that he finds in accordance with philosophical intuitionism have also been
prominently featured in the works of such figures as Clarke, Butler, and
Kant, as well as by the utilitarian theorists. And there is more to be had
by way of axioms formulated by philosophical intuitionism. In fact, much
in the fashion of such recent utilitarians as R. M. Hare, Sidgwick tries to
appropriate nearly all of Kant’s ethics for his own purposes. Thus, he is
only too happy to accept “his fundamental principle of duty,” namely, the
“‘formal’ rule of ‘acting on a maxim that one can will to be law universal,””
which is an “immediate practical corollary” of the self-evident principle
that “whatever action any of us judges to be right for himself, he implic-
itly judges to be right for all similar persons in similar circumstances”
(ME 386, 379). This, Sidgwick urges, is the core notion of the idea of
justice. What is more, we find that when Kant

comes to consider the ends at which virtuous action is aimed, the only really
ultimate end which he lays down is the object of Rational Benevolence as commonly
conceived — the happiness of other men. He regards it as evident a prior: that each
man as a rational agent is bound to aim at the happiness of other men: indeed, in
his view, it can only be stated as a duty for me to seek my own happiness so far as
I consider it as a part of the happiness of mankind in general. (ME 386)

On this last, however, Sidgwick demurs, since he holds “with Butler
that ‘one’s own happiness is a manifest obligation’ independently of one’s
relation to other men.” Even so, “regarded on its positive side, Kant’s
conclusion appears to agree to a great extent with the view of the duty of
Rational Benevolence,” though Sidgwick is “not altogether able to assent
to the arguments by which Kant arrives at his conclusion.” (ME 386)
Among other things, he thinks that egoism could be universalizable, and
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that it is extremely unclear what a Kantian “self-subsistent” end could
be (“ends” being things to be sought) and why respect for one’s rational
nature would entail respect for one’s animal nature as well."®

As the remark on Butler perhaps suggests, Sidgwick’s list of self-evident
principles also includes, in addition to those of Rational Benevolence
and Justice or Impartiality, a principle of Rational Prudence, enjoining
“impartial concern for all parts of our conscious life” — or, in effect, “that
Hereafter as such is to be regarded neither less nor more than Now” (ME
381). One common application of this is, of course, the familiar notion
that “present pleasure or happiness is reasonably to be foregone with the
view of obtaining greater pleasure or happiness hereafter” (ME 381), but,
as in the case of the principle of Rational Benevolence, Sidgwick’s strict
formulation of it leaves open the question of whether the good should in
fact be interpreted in this way (that is, hedonistically). He argues, as we
have seen, that it should, but that is a separate argument, and perhaps
less final than the basic principles of Benevolence, Prudence, and Justice.
Furthermore, there is a great deal of confusion over how Rational Pru-
dence gets translated into Rational Egoism in Sidgwick’s view, a confusion
aggravated by the fact that in the first edition, the discussion of the axioms
in Book III, Chapter 13 is quite different, and, as Schneewind notes, “no
axiom of prudence is presented as self-evident.” The closest he gets to
asserting the apparent self-evidence of egoism is in some brief remarks
elsewhere about impartial concern for all parts of one’s life and the need
to accept Butler’s view that it is reasonable to seek one’s own happiness.'™®

This is singularly ironic because the first edition is the one with the
strongest, most dramatic statement of the dualism of practical reason, in
the concluding chapter. But before addressing this dualism, in the next
section, a few summary cautions about the interpretation of Sidgwick’s
epistemology are in order.

Sidgwick’s intuitionism has been the focus of much heated debate in
recent decades. Some have sought to assimilate his approach to that of
Rawlsian wide reflective equilibrium, interpreted as the search for system
and coherence for our considered convictions at all levels; others have
appealed to it precisely in order to oppose the (supposed) Rawlsian re-
liance on common sense, which is seen as relativistic and as failing to do
justice to Sidgwick’s cognitivist intuitionism. Rawls himself increasingly
came to stress the contrasts between his own Kantian constructivism and
any form of rational intuitionism, though he held that the method of
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reflective equilibrium can figure in both.""* And these debates profoundly
affect the interpretation of the dualism of practical reason, since the ques-
tion of what to make, epistemologically speaking, of the conflict between
utilitarianism and egoism depends in part on how one construes the intu-
itional support for the axioms undergirding these views. Unfortunately,
much of this previous debate seems rather ungenerous and anachronistic
in its depiction of Sidgwick, failing to grasp his fallibilistic, multicriterial
approach in anything like its true complexity. Despite his evident com-
mitment to fallibilism, there has been a remarkably persistent tendency to
interpret his intuitionism on the “searchlight” (or “radar”) and “hotline”
model, taking it as a form of perceptual intuitionism involving the mental
inspection of ontologically suspect esoteric qualities yielding indefeasible
convictions."'? Yet it is plain that his notion of intuitive truth works quite
differently. And as Schneewind has shown, the first edition of the Methods
contained a uniquely helpful statement suggestive of just how Sidgwick
typically argued. Commenting on Clarke, he explains, in connection with
benevolence and the similarity of its justification to the justification of
equity, that

we must start with some ethical judgment, in order that the rule may be proved:
and, in fact, the process of reasoning is precisely similar in the two cases. There,
an individual was supposed to judge that a certain kind of conduct was right and
fit to be pursued towards him: and it was then shewn that he must necessarily
conceive the same conduct to be right for all other persons in precisely similar
circumstances: and therefore judge it right for himself| in like case, to adopt it
towards any other person. Similarly here we are supposed to judge that there is
something intrinsically desirable — some result which it would be reasonable for
each individual to seek for himself; if he considered himself alone. Let us call this
the individual’s Good or Welfare: then what Clarke urges is, that the Good of
any one individual cannot be more intrinsically desirable, because it is his, than the
equal good of any other individual. So that our notion of Ultimate Good, at the
realization of which it is evidently reasonable to aim, must include the Good of
every one on the same ground that it includes that of any one. (ME1 360)

Thus, as Schneewind glosses the passage,

all four axioms may be viewed as obtained by the procedure of eliminating arbitrary
limitations on ethical propositions one is prepared to assert. If someone says that
some consideration is a reason for him to do a specific act, he may be brought to
see that the limitation to himself is arbitrary and unfounded: it cannot be a reason
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for him to act unless it would equally be a reason for anyone similar to act in the
same way in relevantly similarly circumstances.''3

The inferences typically demanded are therefore, as hinted earlier, gen-
eralizing ones, which at least suggests a certain affinity with the Kantian
orientation; for all of the differences that Sidgwick insisted on and all of
the changes to later editions, this remained part of his argument, giving
it a different flavor from “demonstrations” of intuitive truth less sensitive
to the dialectical demands of any defense of practical reason.

Schneewind also notes another singularly helpful passage that figured in
the first edition —a brief but quite explicit statement concerning the nature
of rationality, in which Sidgwick discusses how a reasonable person could
deem a desire unreasonable if it conflicts with, or cannot be subsumed
under, a general rule of conduct:

But again, general rules and maxims may in their turn be found mutually in-
consistent, in either sense: and here too conduct appears to us irrational or at
least imperfectly rational, not only if the maxims upon which it is professedly
based conflict with and contradict one another, but also if they cannot be bound
together and firmly concatenated by means of some one fundamental principle.
For practical reason does not seem to be thoroughly realised until a perfect order,
harmony, and unity of system is introduced into all our actions. (ME1 25-26)

Bearing these various points in mind, one must conclude that Sidgwick
was hardly a naive Victorian — or Cartesian — who simply took it for granted
thatethics could be rationally justified because one “just saw” ethical truths
courtesy of the natural light. His account of reason is far more complex. As
Roger Crisp puts it, “Intuition for Sidgwick is a doxastic faculty, nothing
more, or less, than a capacity for forming beliefs of a certain kind, with
the possibility thereby of acquiring knowledge.” And Sidgwick, “unlike
Whewell perhaps, need not be seen as committed to any form of ‘Platonist’
metaphysics, but merely to the idea that there are reasons for action.”""+
If one wishes to be anachronistic, one could read his commitments as no
more objectionable than those of Rawls or McMahan, Parfit or Scanlon,
when they urge that it makes sense to talk about reasons for action that are
not purely instrumental, even if Sidgwick seems to have a keener sense of
the need for unity and for a Socratic faith in common sense in general.
This is important. Sidgwick was unmoved by worries that he was at odds
with the more reductive and/or materialistic forms of naturalism, but he
kept his metaethics so minimal — in the Methods, at least — that Deweyan
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pragmatists as well as Moorean Platonists could find his attitude congenial.
In metaethics as in theology, he simply left the door open for any number
of possible developments.

Continuing developments, of course. So much so that Crisp can argue
that because of Sidgwick’s “insight, impartiality, and exactingness, he
was able to produce a version of intuitionism which, its boundaries duly
drawn, and cleared of a misconception, should find more agreement among
contemporary thinkers than the views of any of his predecessors, and
is at least a serious contender for the strongest version of intuitionism
yet developed.” Put more exactly, on Crisp’s rehabilitation of Sidgwick’s
approach:

Moral intuition is the capacity to form non-inferential, self-evident beliefs that
certain actions, rules, or whatever are right or reasonable, and moral intuitions are
such beliefs. The claim that we possess such a capacity should be kept apart from
any other thesis, such as the radar view, the hotline view, or non-naturalism. So
understood, the view that we have moral intuition is likely to be widely accepted."'s

Still, some have argued that Sidgwick cannot have it all, that the com-
plexity of his system ultimately renders it inconsistent, and that the appeal
to Aristotle’s distinction between logical priority and priority for any given
individual is not apt in his case. In an important essay, Brink gives what
is perhaps the reflective upshot of the earlier debates about Sidgwick and
reflective equilibrium:

[T]t is hard to make sense of the idea that moral claims could be se/f~evident;
asymmetrical epistemic dependence seems very troublesome. What is puzzling
about philosophical intuitionism is that it reasonably insists that we can and should
seek an inferential justification of moral beliefs about action tokens and types, even
when they are indubitable or nearly so, but claims that the more abstract and more
dubitable principles we produce as justifications do not admit of justification in
terms of anything else. But how can a more abstract and more dubitable proposition
be self-evident if a less dubitable one is not? Given that we permit the demand for
explanation and justification in the first place, as Sidgwick allows we must if ethics
is to contain debate and dialogue at all, philosophical intuitionism seems to limit
the demand in an arbitrary and perverse way. In fact, moral philosophy, past and
present, does assume that first principles are discursively justified; we challenge
and defend moral theories by comparing their implications about particular cases
with our independent moral beliefs about those cases. And this. . . is Sidgwick’s
other view about the justification of first principles; they are to be justified by
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showing that they are in dialectical equilibrium with beliefs that take common-
sense morality as input.

Thus, whereas I do think that this interpretation of Aristotle’s distinction al-
lows us to reconcile asymmetrical metaphysical dependence with symmetrical
epistemic dependence, it does not help Sidgwick resolve his dilemma, because it
does not allow us to reconcile asymmetrical and symmetrical aspects of epistemic
dependence. Sidgwick’s epistemological views are not fully consistent; he must
choose between his intuitionist and dialectical accounts of the justification of first
principles.’™

In effect, Brink is urging that there is a vicious circularity in the in-
tuitionistic side of Sidgwick’s argument, and that his appeal to Aristotle
confutes the metaphysical and the epistemological. That is, on this ac-
count, Sidgwick is convicted of inconsistency, of deploying two funda-
mentally contrasting epistemological approaches: a dialectical or discur-
sive one (systematizing common sense in the manner of Rawlsian wide
reflective equilibrium) and a rational intuitionist form of foundationalism
that disallows any “probative value or evidential role to common-sense
morality.” On the first, the “epistemic dependence between first princi-
ples and particular moral beliefs can be bi-directional,” with the principle
subsuming and explaining the particular judgment, and the particular
judgment providing evidence of the principle. But on the second, “these
first principles cannot be justified by their relation to anything less gen-
eral, and, ex hypothesi, there is nothing more general than first principles
in terms of which they might be justified.”"'7 The appeal to natural pri-
ority and priority for us is hard to make out in the epistemic way that
Sidgwick uses it: “knowledge or justification seems precisely something
that cognizers have (or lack); a cognizer’s beliefs are justified or count as
knowledge if they meet certain conditions. It is hard to understand what
is being asserted if it is claimed that certain propositions are known (or
justified) but by (or for) no one.”"™ It is fine to talk about the metaphysical
priority of first principles, since this “does not show that our evidence for
what first principle is true cannot include our (defeasible) beliefs about
what acts are right.” But one cannot sensibly ask, of a first principle taken
to be true, what further property makes it true.

Yet Brink does seem to be attributing to Sidgwick a view about intu-
itionism that he simply did not hold. Indeed, Brink seems not to appreciate
either the force of Sidgwick’s conception of self-evidence as a matter of de-
gree or the point of his distinction between the (more limited) criterion of
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self-evidence and the larger justificatory process, including other tests for
achieving a higher degree of certainty through the elimination of sources
of error.

In part, the proper Sidgwickian response would seem to be that the
process of reflection itself persuades the moral theorist that the “more du-
bitable” proposition is “less dubitable” — in other words, that it is possible
to progress toward an ideal limit of self-evidence by grasping how one
had not properly cognized the genuinely self-evident component of one’s
beliefs, which is to say, apprehended what real clarity involves. Hence, the
special work of the moral theorist (or the Apostolic seeker). This is the in-
tuitionist’s equivalent of finding one’s true faith, the core truth contained
within a larger set of beliefs, some of which turn out to be adventitious or
the result of one’s being imperfectly receptive. And if the work of differ-
ent theorists 1s such as to inspire confidence that they are approximating
some common truth, as yet imperfectly formulated, then intuitionism can
be taken as a promising research program. Brink’s account would simply
rule out from the start any claims to fundamental intellectual progress
within an intuitionist — or for that matter, rationalist — epistemological
framework."'? Admittedly, such projects have often been accused of in-
coherence, circularity, and much else besides, but one would never guess
from Brink’s critique how vigorous and impressive their defense has been.

Brink admits that it is puzzling that Sidgwick himself seemed to an-
ticipate so many of these concerns, and he seems somewhat troubled that
his argument would disallow any effort to enhance the certainty had by
intuition through discursive justification or the consensus of experts. In
effect, he is charging Sidgwick with grotesque inconsistency, despite what
would seem to be Sidgwick’s perfectly clear apprehension of the issues.
Notice, for a start, how in “Utilitarianism” Sidgwick concisely explains:

It may be said that it is impossible to ‘prove’ a first principle; and this is of
course true, if by proof we mean a process which exhibits the principle in ques-
tion as an inference from premisses upon which it remains dependent for its
certainty: for these premisses, and not the inference drawn from them, would
then be the real first principles. Nay, if Utilitarianism is to be proved to a man who
already holds some other moral principles, say to an Intuitional or Common-Sense
moralist . . . oran Egoist . . . the process must be one which establishes a conclusion
actually superior in validity to the premisses from which it starts. For the Utilitarian
prescriptions of duty are primd facie in conflict, at certain points and under cer-
tain circumstances, both with Intuitional rule, and with the dictates of Rational
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Egoism: so that Utilitarianism, if accepted at all, must be accepted as overrul-
ing Intuitionism and Egoism. At the same time, if the other principles are not
throughout taken as valid, the so-called proof does not seem to be addressed
to the Intuitionist or Egoist at all. How shall we deal with this dilemma? and
how is such a process (certainly very different from ordinary proof) possible or
conceivable? It seems that what is needed is a line of argument which, on the one
hand, allows the validity, to a certain extent, of the principles already accepted, and
on the other hand, shows them to be imperfect — not absolutely and independently
valid, but needing qualification and completion.™°

Now, what Sidgwick says here about taking the other principles “as
valid” is quite significant. As Rob Shaver has urged, a short but nonetheless
compelling counter to Brink’s criticism is simply to interpret Sidgwick,
as seems plausible, as allowing that such contending beliefs have an ini-
tial credibility without claiming that they are self-evident. Common sense
does play more than a heuristic role in Sidgwick’s arguments, but between
heuristic value and self-evidence there are forms of initial credibility that
are evidential but not final — for example, the “imperfect” certitude that
common sense enjoys because it represents the experience of many gen-
erations, experience suggesting some presumptive evolutionary success.
As Shaver has neatly put it, in defending the consistency of Sidgwick’s
approach, the basic point is simply:

I believe some self-evident proposition p on the basis of seeing its self-evidence
and seeing that it agrees with common-sense morality. If I have no reason to
trust common-sense morality other than noting p, seeing the agreement with
common-sense morality should not increase my confidence in p. But where there
is independent reason for believing in common-sense morality, agreement with it
increases my confidence in p."*'

To deny that there is any form of intuitionism that can countenance
progress and such means for enhancing our confidence in apparently self-
evident propositions would seem to be both arbitrary and ahistorical.

In fact, there is a larger point to be made here. Brink and Shaver are
agreed that Sidgwick deploys both an intuitionist and a dialectical line of
argument, and in this they part company with some earlier interpreters
who would claim that Sidgwick was really just relying on one or the other.
They differ over whether these arguments are compatible.

Now, Sidgwick himself sometimes allowed that there are two different
epistemological strategies operating in his work. In a late essay, “Public
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Morality,” included in Practical Ethics, he argues that there are “two dis-
tinct ways of treating ethical questions,” the first of which involves “estab-
lishing fundamental principles of abstract or ideal morality” and working
“out deductively the particular rules of duty or practical conceptions of
human good or well-being,” and the second of which involves contem-
plating “morality as a social fact” and endeavoring “by reflective analysis,
removing vagueness and ambiguity, solving apparent contradictions, cor-
recting lapses and supplying omissions, to reduce this body of current
opinions, so far as possible, to a rational and coherent system.” Sidgwick
observes, revealingly, that these methods are “in no way antagonistic” and
that it is reasonable to think that “they must lead to the same goal — a
perfectly satisfactory and practical ideal of conduct.” He also allows that,
unfortunately, given the current state of our knowledge, the results of the
two methods may diverge and a rough compromise may be called for.
(PE 53) Given the practical prominence of social verification, there is that
much more reason to accept elements of common sense as a “working
philosophy.”

Sidgwick’s description of these two methods here does not quite corre-
spond to the distinction between the two methods described by Brink and
Shaver; still, there is a rough overlap, and many other commentators have
assumed that his intuitionism entailed something like the first method. But
what is especially important to note is his eclectic attitude, his sense that
truth is one and that our confidence in our beliefs can only be strength-
ened when different people committed to different views about truth and
inquiry end up with the same conclusions. There is a certain unity in his
determined effort to assault the deepest problems with every plausible
method available. Perhaps this is a rather Rawlsian attitude — after all,
even Rawls allows that we may end up wanting to call the convictions that
survive the process of wide reflective equilibrium “intuitive” truths, and,
as noted earlier, some have taken up the suggestion at least to the extent of
casting reflective equilibrium in foundationalist form."** But whether or
not this ecumenicalism is in keeping with Rawls’s (shifting) arguments, it
represents a very sober recognition that even those with fairly hardened
and insulated foundationalist epistemological stances are susceptible to
the sense of intellectual progress that comes from discovering a larger
consistency and consensus in the web of belief. The Cartesian criterion
is important, but it is not enough on its own. In an important passage to
which Shaver has drawn attention, Sidgwick responds to the worry that
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self-evident principles cannot admit of “further substantiation”:

[T]his view does not sufficiently allow for the complexity of our intellectual pro-
cesses. If we have once learnt . . . that we are liable to be mistaken in the affirmation
of apparently self-evident propositions, we may surely retain this general convic-
tion of our fallibility along with the special impression of the self-evidence of any
proposition we may be contemplating; and thus however strong this latter im-
pression may be, we shall still admit our need of some further protection against
the possible failure of our faculty of intuition."3

In sum, the larger point to make in defense of the coherence of
Sidgwick’s approach is that Brink’s objections make it impossible to un-
derstand not only how Sidgwick could have attributed probative force to
certain elements of commonsense morality, but also how he could have
attributed justificatory force to the tests of coherence and consensus, and
how he could possibly have made sense of a progressive development in
the account of the self-evident axioms. An interpretive rupture of such
massive dimensions ought to suggest that something has gone awry in
the characterization of the position in question. And there is every reason
to think that this is so, in the case of the Apostolic inquirer who was so
convinced that he could and should learn from other sincere inquirers.
Sidgwick was obviously no Gramscian out to discredit the ideological
mystifications of common sense. But he was the Socratic inquirer who
could not see where else to begin and who had a certain faith in “things
in general” coupled with a terrific capacity for criticizing the particular
beliefs that came his way. His metaphysical reticence, combined with his
fertile skeptical probing, proved to be vastly inspiring for future genera-
tions of philosophers, however reluctant many of them were to recognize
his influence.

Part II. Chaos

I find that more than one critic has overlooked or disregarded the account of
the plan of my treatise, given in the original preface and in [section] 5 of the
introductory chapter: and has consequently supposed me to be writing as an
assailant of two of the methods which I chiefly examine, and a defender of the third.
Thus one of my reviewers seems to regard Book iii. (on Intuitionism) as containing
mere hostile criticism from the outside: another has constructed an article on the
supposition that my principal object is the ‘suppression of Egoism’; a third has
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gone to the length of a pamphlet under the impression (apparently) that the ‘main
argument’ of my treatise is a demonstration of Universalistic Hedonism. . . . And
as regards the two hedonistic principles, I do not hold the reasonableness of aiming
at happiness generally with any stronger conviction than I do that of aiming at
one’s own. It was no part of my plan to call special attention to this “Dualism of
the Practical Reason” as I have elsewhere called it: but I am surprised at the extent
to which my view has perplexed even those of my critics who have understood it. I
had imagined that they would readily trace it to the source from which I learnt it,
Butler’s well-known Sermons. I hold with Butler that “Reasonable Self-love and
Conscience are the two chief or superior principles in the nature of man,” each of
which we are under a “manifest obligation” to obey: and I do not (I believe) differ
materially from Butler in my view either of reasonable self-love, or — theology
apart — of its relation to conscience.

Sidgwick, Preface to the second edition of The Methods of Ethics, 1877

At any rate, somehow or other, morality will get on; I do not feel particularly
anxious about that. But my special business is not to maintain morality somehow,
but to establish it logically as a reasoned system; and I have declared and published
that this cannot be done, if we are limited to merely mundane sanctions, owing to
the inevitable divergence, in this imperfect world, between the individual’s Duty
and Happiness.

Sidgwick’s Journal to John Addington Symonds, March 16, 1887 (CWC)

IV. The Dualism of Practical Reason

Sidgwick’s response to his critics, in the Preface to the second edition of
the Methods, is rather puzzling, unless one recognizes that he genuinely
felt that he was struggling, in this book, to impartially negotiate three
methods, all of which he found within himself to some degree, albeit in
evolving form. Nothing made the “Point of View of the Universe” bristle
like the suggestion that he had somehow failed to sympathetically enter
into the views he criticized. Immanent argument was second nature to
him, despite his frustration with Hegel. Or rather, it was not Sidgwick the
man taking sides — it was simply the spirit of impartial criticism inexorably
working its way ahead. After all, although he disliked Hegel’s dialectical
method, he was drawn to his views about the rationality of the universe.
Yet the detachment was not quite sustainable. As we have noted, for all
his success in synthesizing utilitarianism, intuitional morality, and intu-
itionism, Sidgwick allowed that something had gone terribly wrong. The
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chief failure with the Methods, in his eyes, came when he tried to press the
critical examination of the axioms or principles still further, testing their
consistency. The “dualism of practical reason” results when the principle
of prudence is given a somewhat fuller (rather intricate) development, as
the basic principle of the method of rational egoism, which is then cast as
being in conflict with the fundamental principles yielding utilitarianism.
But typically, Sidgwick rather simplifies his presentation of the conflict.
His explication of this dualism in a later commentary on the Methods,
“Some Fundamental Ethical Controversies,” is clear and characteristic.
As he explains, his philosophical intuitionism is such that, along with

(a) a fundamental moral conviction that I ought to sacrifice my own happiness,
if by so doing I can increase the happiness of others to a greater extent than I
diminish my own, I find also (b) a conviction — which it would be paradoxical to
call ‘moral’, but which is none the less fundamental — that it would be irrational
to sacrifice any portion of my own happiness unless the sacrifice is to be somehow
at some time compensated by an equivalent addition to my own happiness.'**

Each of these convictions has as much clarity and certainty “as the pro-
cess of introspective reflection can give,” not to mention a preponderant,
if implicit, assent “in the common sense of mankind,” and Sidgwick con-
sequently regards this as a “fundamental contradiction in our apparent
intuitions of what is Reasonable in conduct.” Egoism, far from being sup-
pressed, could rival utilitarianism as an independent principle of practical
reason. A substantially similar account can be found in the little essay on
“Utilitarianism,” which could be taken as a summary of his thinking at
the very point when he was completing the first edition of the Methods.
He observes that the relation between utilitarianism and egoism is simpler
than that between utilitarianism and intuitionism, though

it seems hard to state it with perfect exactness, and in fact, it is formulated very
differently by different writers who appear to be substantially agreed, as Clarke,
Kant, and Mill. If the Egoist strictly confines himself to stating his conviction that
he ought to take his own happiness or pleasure as his ultimate end, there seems no
opening for an argument to lead him to Utilitarianism (as a first principle). But
if he offers either as a reason for this conviction, or as another form of stating it,
the proposition that his happiness or pleasure is objectively ‘desirable’ or ‘a good’,
he gives the requisite opening. For the Utilitarian can then point out that Ais
happiness cannot be more objectively desirable or more a good than the happiness
of any one else; the mere fact (if I may so put it) that /e is he can have nothing to do
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with its objective desirability or goodness. Hence starting with his own principles,
he must accept the wider notion of universal happiness or pleasure as representing
the real end of Reason, the absolutely Good or Desirable: as the end, therefore, to
which the action of a reasonable agent ought to be directed.

It is to be observed that the proof of Ultilitarianism, thus addressed to the
Egoist, is quite different from an exposition of the sanctions of Utilitarian rules;
1.e., the pleasures and pains that will follow respectively on their observance and
violation. Obviously such an exposition cannot lead us to accept Ultilitarianism as
a first principle, but only as a conclusion deduced from or a special application of
Egoism. At the same time, the two, proof and sanction, the reason for accepting the
greatest happiness of the greatest number as (in Bentham’s language) the ‘right
and proper’ end of action, and the individual’s motives for making it his end, are
very frequently confused in discussion.'?3

Interestingly, the concluding chapter of the first edition was titled
“The Sanctions of Utilitarianism.” This chapter, which in all editions
has been the main statement of the dualism, was changed in the sec-
ond edition to “The Mutual Relations of the Three Methods,” the title
in all later editions. In the preface to the second edition, he remarks
that “I have yielded as far as I could to the objections that have been
strongly urged against the concluding chapter of the treatise. The main
discussion therein contained still seems to me indispensable to the com-
pleteness of the work; but I have endeavoured to give the chapter a new
aspect by altering its commencement, and omitting most of the concluding
paragraph.”

From this and the other statements just cited, one might conclude that,
to Sidgwick’s mind, the critics had objected to his statement of the dualism
as a problem but had done nothing to solve it. Such frustration may well
have been appropriate, at least in many cases. Consider the conclusion of
Leslie Stephen’s review, from 1875:

The contradiction, in short, which Mr. Sidgwick discovers between different
courses of conduct, both of which are equally reasonable, comes to this: First, he
regards that conduct to be reasonable which would be approved by a perfectly
impartial spectator, that is, by a being whose views would not be coloured by his
own passions. This leads, as he says, to intuitional utilitarianism, or, as I should say,
to pure Godwinism. Then he says that that conduct is reasonable which would be
pursued by a man of private affections, but elevated above considerations of time.
Any equal period of existence would be equally valuable to him. And thence, as
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it seems to be obvious that at each moment a man does what pleases him best, we
arrive by a kind of integration at the conclusion that that course will please him
best which gives him the greatest net result of pleasure. Between two such people
there is of course an inevitable contradiction. As Mr. Sidgwick cannot find any
mode of deciding which of these conceptions represents reason in the abstract, he
is in a hopeless dilemma. Such a dilemma awaits anybody who thinks that reason
can explain its own primary data, instead of reconciling the inferences from them.
Meanwhile I am content to say that neither case represents any actual human
being. Reason, on my view, necessarily produces different results when we start
with different motives, just as reason brings out different conclusions if we start
from different evidence. The fact that people ultimately agree in mathematical
conclusions proves that their primary intuitions are the same, or at least analogous.
The fact that they disagree in moral conclusions proves that their primary instincts
are different. The resulting discord proves only that the universe is in this sense an
embodiment of unreason, that it is full of conflicting impulses. That is a fact which
will be explained when we know the origin of evil. To me the difficulty seems to
be only a reflection upon the mirror of metaphysics of the indisputable truth that
mankind is engaged in a perpetual struggle for existence, with the consequent
crushing out — as we must try to hope — of the weakest and the worst.’?

Such reactions were not uncommon in the era of evolution, but for
Sidgwick they were merely suave evasions, a complete begging of the
question of, say, whether the weakest were actually the worst. His student
and colleague F. W. Maitland, in a review of the Memoir, rightly stressed
Sidgwick’s

watchful honesty which will not suffer any hope, however ardent, or any desire,
however noble, to give itself the airs of proof. ‘Well,” wrote Sidgwick in 1891, ‘I
myself have taken service with Reason, and I have no intention of deserting. At
the same time I do not think that loyalty to my standard requires me to feign a
satisfaction in the service which I do not really feel.” These words give us the core
of the matter.'?7

It was not quite in Sidgwick to be cheerful about the irrationality of
humanity in ethical affairs, and he did not want to concede it without a
fight. Still, the changes between the different editions do suggest that he
was willing to give the work a “new aspect.” The infamous concluding
lines of the first edition had read:

[TThe fundamental opposition between the principle of Rational Egoism and
that on which such a system of duty [from the reconciliation of intuitional and
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utilitarian methods] is constructed, only comes out more sharp and clear after the
reconciliation between the other methods. The old immoral paradox, “that my
performance of Social Duty is good not for me but for others,” cannot be com-
pletely refuted by empirical arguments: nay, the more we study these arguments
the more we are forced to admit, that if we have these alone to rely on, there must
be some cases in which the paradox is true. And yet we cannot but admit with
Butler, that it is ultimately reasonable to seek one’s own happiness. Hence the
whole system of our beliefs as to the intrinsic reasonableness of conduct must fall,
without a hypothesis unverifiable by experience reconciling the Individual with
the Universal Reason, without a belief, in some form or other, that the moral order
which we see imperfectly realized in this actual world is yet actually perfect. If
we reject this belief, we may perhaps still find in the non-moral universe an ade-
quate object for the Speculative Reason, capable of being in some sense ultimately
understood. But the Cosmos of Duty is thus really reduced to a Chaos: and the
prolonged effort of the human intellect to frame a perfect ideal of rational conduct
is seen to have been foredoomed to inevitable failure. (ME1 473)

Sidgwick will allow nothing to diminish the drama of this tragedy.
The supposition that there is a moral order to the universe reconciling
egoism and utilitarianism is nothing less than “an hypothesis logically
necessary to avoid a fundamental contradiction in a vast system of Beliefs:
a contradiction so fundamental that if it cannot be overcome the whole
system must fall to the ground and scepticism be triumphant over one
chief department of our thought.” Although Butler may have been the
last name evoked by Sidgwick in this context, another precedes him by
only a short space, one more profoundly expressive of Sidgwick’s angst:

Still it seems plain that in proportion as man has lived in the exercise of the
Practical Reason — as he believed — and feels as an actual force the desire to do
whatisrightand reasonable as such, his demand for this premiss will be intense and
imperious. Thus we are not surprised to find Socrates — the type for all ages of the
man in whom this desire is predominant — declaring with simple conviction that
‘if the Rulers of the Universe do not prefer the just man to the unjust, it is better
to die than to live.” And we must observe that in the feeling that prompts to such
declaration the desire to rationalize one’s own conduct is not the sole, nor perhaps
always the most prominent, element. For however difficult it may practically be to
do one’s duty when it comes into conflict with one’s happiness, it often does not
seem very difficult, when we are considering the question in the abstract, to decide
in favour of duty. When a man passionately refuses to believe that the “Wages of
Virtue” can “be dust,” it is often less from any private reckoning about his own
wages than from a disinterested aversion to a universe so fundamentally irrational
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that “Good for the Individual” is not ultimately identified with “Universal Good.”
(MEr 471-72)

This formulation, stressing the “disinterested aversion” to a perverse
universe pitting duty against interest, is of the first importance, suggesting
the complexity of Sidgwick’s dualism. There is more to his worry than
that what is good from one’s own point of view may not square with
what is good universally. As important as one’s concern for one’s own
good may be, in driving home this conflict, one may also think it tragic
or preposterous that others are called by duty to self-sacrifice. Hence,
the infamous pessimism of the first edition of the Methods. There is no
Nietzschean glee in Sidgwick’s estimate of the significance of the death
of God (ME1 473). He would later write to Alexander Bain that he had
written his conclusion “at the very last minute, in a fit of candour.”'

In later editions he would, as he put it in the Preface to the third,
expand his treatment on certain points for the sake of completeness and
for the book’s “better adaptation to the present state of ethical thought
in England.” This apparently required a marked softening of his case,
and a playing up of the constructive possibilities afforded by a rethinking
of epistemology, rather than of religion. With the second edition, the
conclusion becomes:

If we find that in other departments of our supposed knowledge propositions are
commonly taken to be true, which yet seem to rest on no other grounds than
that we have a strong disposition to accept them, and that they are indispensable
to the systematic coherence of our beliefs; it will be difficult to reject a similarly
supported assumption in ethics, without opening the door to universal scepticism.
If on the other hand it appears that the edifice of physical science is really con-
structed of conclusions logically inferred from premises intuitively known; it will
be reasonable to demand that our practical judgments should either be based on
an equally firm foundation or should abandon all claim to philosophic certainty.
(ME2 469)

Something very like this wording endured through all later editions, ulti-
mately becoming, in the last:

If then the reconciliation of duty and self-interest is to be regarded as a hypothesis
logically necessary to avoid a fundamental contradiction in one chief department
of our thought, it remains to ask how far this necessity constitutes a sufficient
reason for accepting this hypothesis. This, however, is a profoundly difficult and
controverted question, the discussion of which belongs rather to a treatise on
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General Philosophy than to a work on the Methods of Ethics: as it could not
be satisfactorily answered, without a general examination of the criteria of true
and false beliefs. Those who hold that the edifice of physical science is really
constructed of conclusions logically inferred from self-evident premises, may
reasonably demand that any practical judgments claiming philosophic certainty
should be based on an equally firm foundation. If on the other hand we find that
in our supposed knowledge of the world of nature propositions are commonly
taken to be universally true, which yet seem to rest on no other grounds than
that we have a strong disposition to accept them, and that they are indispensable
to the systematic coherence of our beliefs, — it will be more difficult to reject a
similarly supported assumption in ethics, without opening the door to universal
scepticism. (ME 509)

No doubt Sidgwick thought that if “failure” were not to be the last
word, then “scepticism,” rather than “certainty,” would be appropriate.

Some have suggested that the changes to the conclusion of the
Methods illustrate the changes in Sidgwick’s epistemological stance.
Thus, Seth Pringle-Pattison, reviewing the memoirs of both Sidgwick
and Green, argued that there was “a change in Sidgwick’s attitude in
the later years of his life” on the “question of the nature of proof.”
That is, the younger Sidgwick had held to the “old ideal” of “conclu-
sions logically inferred from self-evident principles,” whereas the older
Sidgwick, “unconsciously influenced perhaps by the central Kantian idea
of ‘transcendental deduction’...and by the debates which arose round
Mr. Balfour’s Foundations of Belief,” refers “to the analogy of physical
science and suggests (without absolutely committing himself to) the new
criterion of the truth of any proposition” — namely, the “systematic coher-
ence of our beliefs.”"?9

But this overstates the case. As argued in the previous section,
Sidgwick’s epistemology was complex and multicriterial from the start. It
is true that in the first edition, he is more concerned to argue, for example:

I find that I undoubtedly seem to perceive, as clearly and certainly as I see any
axiom in Arithmetic or Geometry, thatitis ‘right’ and ‘reasonable,” and the ‘dictate
of reason’ and ‘my duty’ to treat every man as I should think that I myself ought
to be treated in precisely similar circumstances, and to do what I believe to be
ultimately conducive to universal Good or Happiness. But I cannot find insepa-
rably connected with this conviction, and similarly attainable by mere reflective
intuition, any cognition that there actually is a Supreme Being who will adequately
reward me for obeying this rule of duty, or punish me for violating it.
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Put more generally, “I do not find in my moral consciousness any intu-
ition, claiming to be clear and certain, that the performance of duty will
be adequately rewarded and its violation punished” (ME1 470). And in
thus discussing whether it may be necessary to “borrow a fundamental
and indispensable premiss from Theology” — either theistic or Buddhist,
he allows — there is no parallel highlighting of the coherentist alterna-
tive. However, by the second edition, the wording of the final paragraph
includes the lines,

We have rather to regard it as an hypothesis logically necessary to avoid a fun-
damental contradiction in one chief department of our thought. Whether this
necessity constitutes a sufficient reason for accepting the hypothesis, is a question
which I cannot here attempt adequately to discuss; as it could not be satisfactorily
answered, without a general examination of the criteria of truth and error.

And part of this had appeared, in more subordinated form, earlier on in
the first edition.

Thus, Sidgwick clearly allows the possibility that something is wrong
with a too-austere philosophical intuitionism if it leads to this result, so
that more weight should be put on the coherence criterion and so on.
And even in the first edition, as we have seen, he sets out the Cartesian
criterion in connection with the others, allowing simply that it may “be
of real use; if applied with the rigour which Descartes certainly intended,
and not with the laxity which impairs the value of the important work of
Reid” (MEr1 318). Furthermore, as he would explain in retrospect,

When I was writing my book on Ethics, I was inclined to hold with Kant that we
must postulate the continued existence of the soul, in order to effect that harmony
of Duty with Happiness which seemed to me indispensable to rational moral life.
At any rate I thought I might provisionally postulate it, while setting out on the
serious search for empirical evidence. (M 467)

That is, while setting out on his parapsychological investigations.
Thisretrospective account may seem slightly puzzling, given Sidgwick’s
emphatic statement in the first edition that he could not possibly

fall back on the Kantian resource of thinking myself under a moral necessity to
regard all my duties as if they were commandments of God, although not entitled
to hold speculatively that any such Supreme Being exists “as Real.” I am so far
from feeling bound to believe for purposes of practice what I see no ground for
holding as a speculative truth, that I cannot even conceive the state of mind which
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these words seem to describe, except as a momentary half-wilful irrationality,
committed in a violent access of philosophic despair. (ME1 471)

But as Sidgwick admitted, provisionally making such a postulation, on
the grounds that the evidence is not all in, is a different matter. Hence
the importance of recognizing that his work was an ongoing inquiry,
extending to areas outside of ethical theory, even if the process was not
the simple evolution described by Pringle-Pattison. As with theology, the
emphasis was on the search that might achieve unity through Apostolic
inquiry.

C. D. Broad famously objected that this effort to escape the dualism of
practical reason was incoherent, since it did not meet the problem at the
level of fundamental intuition but merely sought a contingent practical
way of avoiding conflict. Whether or not God might exist, the principle
of Rational Egoism and the principle of Rational Benevolence are still
in flat opposition to one another.’3° But Broad was misguided in this,
as William Frankena and many others have demonstrated. As C. A. J.
Coady has neatly put it, Sidgwick seems to be envisioning a God that
has so effectively harmonized the world of practical reason that both the
principles are “true, and possibly self-evident, and it is the appearance of
a contradiction between them that is wrong.”'3" This seems exactly right,
and it is of the first importance.

What is rather more puzzling, as noted in the previous section, is how
Sidgwick could have been so dramatic in his early statement of the dualism,
while in fact giving a rather weak account of the egoistic alternative. Shaver,
for example, in a careful analysis, allows that Sidgwick’s axioms do at least
serve to locate the debate between the rational egoist and the utilitarian:
“The issue turns on the rationality of taking up the point of view of the
universe.” But he claims that “Sidgwick’s considered view is that rational
egoism is neither self-evident nor of the highest certainty” but is “as
”13%2 And this considered view is problematic
because the credibility of egoism is scarcely made out.

The qualified wording here is important, since, on an ungenerous read-
ing, Sidgwick’s dualism would appear to involve a flagrant contradiction
between the claim that both egoism and utilitarianism are self-evident,
on the one side, and the use of the consistency criterion as a test of self-

credible as utilitarianism.

evidence, on the other. After all, how could two inconsistent propositions
both be self-evident? Such supposed incoherence has been taken by some,
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such as Brink, as a reason for reading Sidgwick’s account, in externalist
fashion, as yielding a self-evident theory of rationality, in the shape of
rational egoism, and a self-evident theory of morality, in the shape of util-
itarianism — thus avoiding the incoherence by departmentalizing what it is
rational to do separately from what it is moral to do."33 Brink admits that
this is a philosophical reconstruction, however, and that it does not seem
to fit most of what Sidgwick actually says about rationality and moral-
ity, which he treats as a unity. Still, Sidgwick was not entirely consistent,
especially in his earlier work.

Shaver’s reading makes better overall sense. On this account, one possi-
bility would be that the “consistency test is a test for the highest certainty,
not for self-evidence,” since self-evidence is the concern of the first crite-
rion and the ultimate concern is the highest certainty (from eliminating
sources of error) to be had by meeting all the criteria. Thus, it could be the
case that egoism and utilitarianism are both self-evident and inconsistent
and therefore not of the highest certainty. But there is a still better in-
terpretation. Sidgwick’s “considered view,” according to Shaver, has him
agreeing that

rational egoism and utilitarianism do not possess the highest certainty. But when
he distinguishes between rational egoism and utilitarianism, on the one hand, and
the “self-evident element” expressed by the axioms on the other, he suggests that
neither rational egoism nor utilitarianism is self-evident. This is also the result one
would expect from the “careful reflection” that yields self-evidence: Reflection
on the inconsistency of rational egoism with other beliefs of the same certainty
should (though need not) lead one to doubt its self-evidence. Sidgwick suggests
exactly this when he writes that from the inconsistency “it would seem to follow
that the apparently intuitive operation of the Practical Reason, manifested in these
contradictory judgements, is after all illusory.” (ME 508). In this way the puzzle
raised by the critics is doubly dissolved. Sidgwick is left saying, plausibly, that
rational egoism and utilitarianism really are inconsistent."3*

This would seem to be the most sensible way to interpret Sidgwick’s
tendency to speak of “apparently self-evident” intuitions, and to be in
keeping with Sidgwick’s broadly fallibilistic attitude, though it must be
allowed that Sidgwick often did put his case in simplified form, and that
he at times seems to fit Shaver’s other interpretive strategy. Often enough,
he simply seems to be expressing his consternation that these two views,
epistemologically forceful when considered on their own terms, can yield
conflicting prescriptions when taken together and practically applied.
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At any rate, these points are important not only in their own right, but
also as preliminaries to addressing the question put earlier — namely, why
1s Sidgwick so persuaded of the rationality of egoism? This, it seems fair
to say, is one of the most important and puzzling problems arising out
of over a century of commentary on the Methods. All the more so given
that it is manifest, as previous chapters have shown, that the problem of
self-sacrifice dominated Sidgwick’s life and in fact led him to produce the
Methods. Was the life of self-sacrifice, be it Christian or Comtean, really
the happiest one?

A key passage in the Methods points to the fundamental significance of
the differences between persons. Explaining that the egoist may avoid the
“proof” of utilitarianism offered in Chapter 2 of Book IV by declining to
affirm that “his own greatest happiness is not merely the rational ultimate
end for himself, but a part of Universal Good,” Sidgwick continues:

It would be contrary to Common Sense to deny that the distinction between
any one individual and any other is real and fundamental, and that consequently
“I” am concerned with the quality of my existence as an individual in a sense,
fundamentally important, in which I am not concerned with the quality of the
existence of other individuals: and this being so, I do not see how it can be proved
that this distinction is not to be taken as fundamental in determining the ulti-
mate end of rational action for an individual. And it may be observed that most
Ultilitarians, however anxious they have been to convince men of the reasonable-
ness of aiming at happiness generally, have not commonly sought to attain this
result by any logical transition from the Egoistic to the Universalistic principle.
They have relied almost entirely on the Sanctions of Utilitarian rules; that is,
on the pleasures gained or pains avoided by the individual conforming to them.
Indeed, if an Egoist remains impervious to what we have called Proof, the only
way of rationally inducing him to aim at the happiness of all, is to show him that
his own greatest happiness can be best attained by so doing. And further, even if
a man admits the self-evidence of the principle of Rational Benevolence, he may
still hold that his own happiness is an end which it is irrational for him to sacrifice
to any other; and that therefore a harmony between the maxim of Prudence and
the maxim of Rational Benevolence must be somehow demonstrated, if morality
is to be made completely rational. This latter view, indeed . . . appears to me, on
the whole, the view of Common Sense: and it is that which I myself hold. It thus
becomes needful to examine how far and in what way the required demonstration
can be effected. (ME 498)

Again, Sidgwick’s own view is that both individual and universal hap-
piness must be served, must be treated as that unity of which Mill spoke
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so eloquently, “to bid self-love and social be the same.” His purpose is not
the “suppression of egoism,” but rather the assimilation of it to form a
unified view free of irresolvable practical dilemmas — something akin to
the harmony that had been claimed by earlier, theological utilitarianism.
And again, egoism bears two aspects: interested and disinterested.

But as Shaver shows, following Schneewind, this passage “was added
to the fourth edition of the Methods,” having first appeared in “Some
Fundamental Ethical Controversies” (Mind 14, 1889), and before this,
Sidgwick admitted that he “had made no attempt to show the irrationality
of the sacrifice of self-interest to duty.” The point had been forcefully put
by Georg von Gizycki, who, in a series of reviews, tried to get Sidgwick
to provide some defense of rational egoism. His defense is weakest in
the first edition, and after that he tends to link the axiom of temporal
neutrality to rational egoism, as emerging out of it in a way suggesting
that such egoism has a certain priority.'35 Still, according to Shaver, he
did not appear to think that rational egoism was established by the axiom
of temporal irrelevance, or that there were other absolutely compelling
grounds for it arising from, say, general agreement. Thus, much rests on
the so-called distinction passage, as the ultimate revelation, in the Methods,
of how Sidgwick conceived the conflict on the egoistic side, beyond the
bare assertion of self-evidence.

Yet for Shaver, the argument presented in the distinction passage
scarcely seems able to support the weight Sidgwick puts on it. If it is
supposed to involve a non-normative argument about personal identity,
to the effect that challenges to self-interest stemming from a “reduction-
ist” view of the self as a fiction falter because they rely on a false view
of personal identity, then it would seem rather rudimentary and at any
rate trained on only one line of objection. Parfit, in Reasons and Persons,
has famously maintained just this line, defending the reductionist view
of personal identity and suggesting that it remains a mystery just why
Sidgwick clung to the “further fact” view of identity.'3% Parfit also argues
that rational egoism is an “unstable hybrid” view. After all, how can one
go along with Sidgwick in thinking that one should rationally be more
concerned about one’s own future than the future states of others, simply
because itis one’s own future, if there is need of a further argument to show
why one should not be more concerned about one’s present rather than fu-
ture aims, as the so-called Present-Aim theory of rationality would urge?'37
Sidgwick himself had suggested how such arguments might be made:
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I do not see why the Egoistic principle should pass unchallenged any more than
the Universalistic. I do not see why the axiom of Prudence should not be ques-
tioned, when it conflicts with present inclination, on a ground similar to that
on which the Egoists refuse to admit the axiom of Rational Benevolence. If the
Utilitarian has to answer the question, ‘Why should I sacrifice my own happiness
for the greater happiness of another?’ it must surely be admissible to ask the Egoist,
‘Why should I sacrifice a present pleasure for a greater one in the future? Why
should I concern myself about my own future feelings any more than about the
feelings of other persons? It undoubtedly seems to Common Sense paradoxical
to ask for a reason why one should seek one’s own happiness on the whole; but I
do not see how the demand can be repudiated as absurd by those who adopt the
views of the extreme empirical school of psychologists, although those views are
commonly supposed to have a close affinity with Egoistic Hedonism. Grant that
the Ego is merely a system of coherent phenomena, that the permanent identi-
cal ‘T is not a fact but a fiction, as Hume and his followers maintain; why, then,
should one part of the series of feelings into which the Ego is resolved be con-
cerned with another part of the same series, any more than with any other series?
(ME 418-19)'3%

Of course, Sidgwick did have reasons for rejecting such a view, reasons
stemming from his metaphysics and his work in psychical research, which
will be the subject of the following chapters. This side of his research is, to
my mind, absolutely crucial for understanding his conviction that egoism
is credible.”39 But even if Sidgwick’s nonreductionism is viable, there are
other objections to rational egoism, objections that bear heavily on more
purely normative readings of the distinction passage.

Thus, as Shaver maintains, if that passage is meant to suggest that there
are two and only two normative “points of view,” that of the universe (the
whole) and that of the individual (the part), then it is also too rudimentary
for the purpose. Broad’s well-known objection was that as far as common
sense is concerned, self-referential altruism — the point of view of family,
friends, perhaps country — seems to be the favored view, or at any rate is
no more or less arbitrary than the point of view of the individual or of
the universe.'° Perhaps, then, there is a continuum of positions here, so
that it needs to be shown why, whichever end one starts with, the same
arguments would not lead one all the way to the other end or just as well
stop at any point in between. Thus, the assertion “I am a Dane” seems
no more arbitrary than the assertion “I am a separate individual,” as an
ontologically grounded counter to the demand that one take the point of
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view of the universe. And as previous sections have amply demonstrated,
Sidgwick himself often points up the arbitrariness of the individual point
of view; indeed, Shaver draws attention to some of the important passages
in which Sidgwick seems to press the case in just this impartialist or neu-
tralist way. In “The Establishment of Ethical First Principles,” Sidgwick
explains that if T hold that “it is reasonable for me to take my own greatest
happiness as the ultimate end of my conduct,” I need to show why the
fact that it is mine makes a difference, and why I should not concede that
“the happiness of any other individual, equally capable and deserving of
happiness, must be no less worth aiming at than my own.” He applies
a similar argument to support concern for the happiness of animals — as
Shaver notes, explicitly correcting “on utilitarian grounds, what some take
to be common sense.”+'

Finally, if, following Parfit, the distinction passage is read as an early
version of Rawls’s “separateness of persons” objection to utilitarianism,
bringing out the disanalogy between the rationality of (i) making a sacrifice
for the sake of a greater benefit to oneself later on and (ii) making a sacrifice
for the sake of greater benefits to others, then it is, according to Shaver,
simply a bad reading. Sidgwick obviously admits the rationality of both
forms of sacrifice, but he does not support the second on the basis of the
first. When he discusses the part/whole analogy, Sidgwick, according to
Shaver, “is simply noting a similarity. He is not claiming that the argument
for (i1) stands on the truth of (i) and the similarity of the cases. (Indeed,
in the first edition, he argues for (ii) without mentioning (i).)”'+* And
besides,

Sidgwick endorses no alternative moral theory, other than rational egoism, by
which utilitarianism stands condemned. He has argued that common-sense moral-
ity, which might condemn utilitarianism, collapses /nz0 utilitarianism. In rational
egoism, Sidgwick does have a rival normative theory that condemns utilitarian-
ism. And the distinction passage could be taken to express condemnation from
the point of view of this theory. But then the distinction passage has not yielded
any defence of rational egoism. It simply tells us what rational egoism says about
utilitarianism. Just as the separateness of persons charge depends on, rather than
establishes, the superiority of a non-utilitarian theory of justice, so the distinction
passage would depend on, rather than establish, rational egoism."+3

Thus, Shaver’s conclusion is that “however it is read, the distinction pas-
sage does not give Sidgwick a convincing argument for rational egoism.
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At best, on the personal identity interpretation, it defeats one argument
against rational egoism.” Add to this the arguments from Schneewind and
Sverdlik to the effect that, on balance, Sidgwick demonstrates that com-
mon sense is better systematized by utilitarianism than by egoism, and it
1s, Shaver claims, that much more puzzling why Sidgwick finds egoism so
troubling. True, Sidgwick admits that “Utilitarianism is more rigid than
Common Sense in exacting the sacrifice of the agent’s private interests
where they are incompatible with the greatest happiness of the greatest
number,” and this renders the coincidence of egoism and utilitarianism
even less probable than the coincidence of egoism and common sense.
(ME 499) Nonetheless,

Sidgwick’s point is that a rational egoist would face more difficulty capturing
utilitarian demands than capturing the demands of common-sense morality. He
does not, then, think his indirect considerations show that utilitarianism is no more
demanding than common-sense morality. But it does not follow that common-
sense morality supports rational egoism more than it supports utilitarianism, even
when sacrifices alone are considered. For rational egoism is much /ess demanding
than common-sense morality. Sidgwick can both make the quoted claim and say
that common-sense morality supports utilitarianism over rational egoism. He can
do so by holding that the departures rational egoism makes from common-sense
morality, in the direction of being less demanding, are greater than the departures
utilitarianism makes from common-sense morality, in the direction of being more
demanding. "4+

Still, for Shaver, Sidgwick’s most plausible (if not very plausible) reason
for taking rational egoism seriously comes, not from Cartesian considera-
tions, but fromits “wide acceptance,” amounting to social verification —the
“preponderant assent” it has enjoyed in “the common sense of mankind”
and “the history of ethical thought in England.”'#5 In the first edition of the
Methods, Sidgwick states that “there seems to be more general agreement
among reflective persons as to the reasonableness of its fundamental prin-
ciple, than exists in the case either of Intuitionism or of . . . Utilitarianism.”
Citing everyone from Hobbes to Hume, from Butler to Kant, Sidgwick
could naturally assume that “it is hardly going too far to say that common
sense assumes that ‘interested’ actions, tending to promote the agent’s
happiness, are prima facie reasonable: and that the onus probandi lies with
those who maintain that disinterested conduct, as such, is reasonable”
(ME1 107).146
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Perhaps, as seems likely, this is part of the explanation of why Sidgwick
could be so passionate about the dualism of practical reason and yet so
apparently casual about the defense of rational egoism. As we have seen, he
was simply steeped in the problem of self-sacrifice, defined in part by the
contrast not only with Bentham’s (supposed) psychological egoism, but
also with the eudaimonism of the ancients (or Goethe) and the Christian
conception, found in Butler, of personal redemption. Egoism, one might
say, was too close to see clearly, so prevalent was it in the Western tradition
as understood by Sidgwick. This point will be reinforced in the chapters
to follow, but it is worth recalling here his famous confession, to Symonds,
that “I feel by the limitations of my nature incapable of really compre-
hending the state of mind of one who does not desire the continuance of
his personal being. All the activities in which I truly live seem to carry
with them the same demand for the ‘wages of going on’.” (M 471) How,
without appeal to some form of egoism (interested or disinterested) could
one possibly understand the force of the pervasive concern for personal
survival of physical death?

But there remains the puzzle of why, in this case, the greater system-
atizing power of utilitarianism did not, in Sidgwick’s eyes, render it more
credible than egoism, at least on that level. Valuable as Shaver’s analysis
surely is, it does, in the end, cut two ways: he makes Sidgwick’s episte-
mology sound much more sensible than Brink allows, thereby reinforcing
the significance of the dualism as Sidgwick presents it, but he then leaves
Sidgwick looking strangely dogmatic and vacuous on the core defense of
egoism, thereby undercutting the force of the dualism as Sidgwick presents
it. Indeed, Shaver in various respects simply fails to appreciate what really
pained Sidgwick about the dualism —among other things, the perversity of
an unjust universe, in which death is the end. And he also fails to capture
just how Sidgwick worried about the direction of commonsense morality,
and about the destructive potential of narrower forms of egoism, matters
that are not altogether perspicuous in the Methods.

However, these points will be developed in the following section, after
some additional stage setting. To reply to the charges made by Gizycki,
Shaver, and so many other critics, a rather fuller account of Sidgwick
on egoism is necessary. The remainder of this section will provide some
background material useful for keeping the dualism of practical reason
in proper perspective, and will try to tie together some of the themes
raised earlier concerning Sidgwick’s indirect arguments about indirect
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strategies, themes deeply suggestive of how, in practical terms, he dealt
with this dualism. Understanding the gap between mundane experience
with a theistic postulate and mundane experience without a theistic pos-
tulate would seem to be important for grasping Sidgwick’s core concern
about the chaos of practical reason — after all, why would not a nontheistic
harmonization do as well as a theistic one, if it could be made out? Just
how Millian was he willing to be about this vital matter?

In truth, many have worried about Sidgwick’s understanding of the
Western tradition and the place of the dualism of practical reason within
it. Indeed, his claim that in formulating this dualism, he was simply
proving himself to be a student of Butler would appear to be question-
able. Thus, according to Stephen Darwall, Sidgwick’s dualism “is actu-
ally closer to Hutcheson’s notion that universal benevolence and calm
self-love are the two independent ‘grand determinations’ than to any-
thing in Butler”'#7 and may even derive ultimately “from a contemporary
of Locke’s, Richard Cumberland.”'#® But William Frankena has argued
powerfully that “ethical dualism, at least in the form in which Sidgwick
accepts it, did not work itself entirely clear in Butler and did not do so
until Sidgwick himself worked on it, if even then.”’# That is,

In just what way, then, is Butler a dualist? He certainly is one in the sense of
holding that there are (at least) two faculties or principles in human nature, one
egoistic and the other not, each of which has some regulative power and authority
as such and independently of the other. As far as I can see, however, he is not one in
the further sense of thinking that they are fully coordinate in authority, obligation,
and reasonableness, though Sidgwick seems to think he is. Their dictates are not
in principle equally authoritative, obligatory, or reasonable for Butler; in principle,
for him reasonable self-love is supreme. Sidgwick seems to think that a dualist
will hold that his two faculties are coordinate in theory, in practice, or in both; but
Butler does not hold them to be coordinate in either sense. Thus, by Sidgwick’s
own account, which I take to be correct, Butler is not as much of a dualist as he
appears to think. Butler is an ethical dualist, but only in a rather qualified way.
Sidgwick’s early modern dualists are not as much on the same beam he is as he
judges them to be."5°

For Frankena, Sidgwick must have been on a “rhetorical high” when
he suggested that the modern view, once worked clear, recognized two
governing faculties in reason. For as Sidgwick himself notes in other
contexts,
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there is no such thing as the modern or even British view about the number of
governing faculties found, not even on his own account; he himself describes
Hobbes and Spinoza as egoists, that is, as finding, as the Greeks did, that egoistic
reason is the sole governing faculty in us. Nor, according to Sidgwick, do all of
the British put all of the faculties they regard as operative in us under reason, as
he implies . . . ; he expressly cites Shaftesbury as the first to transfer “the centre of
ethical interest from the Reason . . . to the emotional impulses that prompt to social
duty,” specifically to our moral sense and our disinterested and altruistic feelings,
and portrays Hutcheson, Hume, and Adam Smith as following Shaftesbury’s suit,
as many other have."s"

Plausibly, then, Sidgwick himself was more original on this score than
he let on. More to the point, it is quite possible that he outstripped his
predecessors in compellingly and explicitly bringing out the force of the
dualism as a potential moral dilemma for a post-Christian age. For there
was something quite ingenious, or insidious, about his frequent invocations
of Butler, as though the tacit question was: what becomes of Butler’s
system, or of any Christian ethical view, once the theological postulate is
removed? In this way, Sidgwick positively invited consideration of how
far the Butlerian view would collapse into chaos once there was no God
to coordinate interest and duty, and duty was no longer certain. And the
chaos might bear the color of reason.

But to come to terms with Sidgwick’s subversive and unadmitted orig-
inality — characteristically Mauricean and Apostolic, to be sure — it is
necessary to consider further just what kind of chaos he envisioned for
practical reason, in practical terms. One leading concern, as we have seen,
1s just how constructive the method of egoism might be, how able to narrow
or soften the conflicts of “mundane experience.” Clearly, much depends
on the interpretation of common sense and the reach of indirect strategies,
egoistic and utilitarian, both for purposes of justification and for purposes
of motivation. Again, how essential was the God of theism?

Even admitting Shaver’s reservations, Sidgwick’s treatment of the ego-
istic side of the dualism of practical reason was impressive on a great many
counts, simply as an extensive, systematic formulation (if not justification)
of the method, one also profoundly relevant for any discussion of the ex-
ternal and internal sanctions so often invoked by utilitarianism. Shaver
perhaps does not go quite far enough in bringing out how Sidgwick strug-
gled to determine the ways in which egoism had lent itself to constructive
ethical theorizing. Having done so much to explain how Sidgwick could,
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consistently with his intuitionism, place some stock in common sense,
Shaver should more readily allow the good sense of his worrying about
just how egoistic common sense might really be, particularly given the
Christian hope of a “happy immortality.”"5* This is not to confuse proof
with sanctions, but it is to try to measure the distance between God’s moral
order and mundane experience. And after all, Sidgwick was scarcely one
to pronounce a priori that mundane experience was clearly contradictory,
rather than only apparently so.
Thus, Sidgwick notes that Hobbes’s system,

though based on Materialism and Egoism, was yet intended as ethically construc-
tive. Accepting in the main the commonly received rules of social morality, it
explained them as the conditions of peaceful existence which enlightened self-
interest directed each individual to obey; provided only the social order to which
they belonged was not merely ideal, but made actual by a strong government.
Now no doubt this view renders the theoretical basis of duty seriously unstable;
still, assuming a decently good government, Hobbism may claim to at once ex-
plain and establish, instead of undermining, the morality of Common Sense.
(ME 103n)

Even the rather narrow egoism of the Hobbesian view might go some
way toward underwriting commonsense morality, though Sidgwick reg-
isters serious qualms about how far the artificial harmonizing of interests
by institutional means could really go, in either Hobbes or Bentham. As
he remarked in his 1877 essay on “Bentham and Benthamism,”

[Ulnless a little more sociality is allowed to an average human being, the problem
of combining these egoists into an organisation for promoting their common
happiness is like the old task of making ropes of sand. The difficulty that Hobbes
vainly tried to settle summarily by absolute despotism is hardly to be overcome
by the democratic artifices of his more inventive successor. (MEA 163)

This passage nicely captures Sidgwick’s views about the limits of exter-
nal (e.g., legal, institutional) sanctions for producing a utilitarian artificial
harmony of interests, and it also points to his abiding concern with ex-
ploring the potential of internal — especially dispositional — ones, which is
where some of the most difficult and intriguing indirect strategies come
into the picture. On this he was most explicit, and happy to ally him-
self with the utilitarian tradition. Consider his early review of Grote’s
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posthumous An Examination of the Utilitarian Philosophy:

[T]n his remarks on Mill’s ‘Neo-utilitarianism’ as he calls it, he is too apt to re-
gard any deviations from Benthamism as alien elements, introduced from other
sources and not really reconcilable with the fundamental principles of the system.
Thus he points out very well the great difference between the innovating utili-
tarianism of Bentham, which professed to reconstruct morality from (utilitarian)
first principles: and the conservative utilitarianism of Mill, which takes en bloc the
current rules of morality, as ‘beliefs obtained from experience as to the effect of
actions on happiness, to be accepted provisionally even by the philosopher’. But
he does not see that the difference, important as it is, is yet one that may fairly
exist within the school: both sides would agree that the question of accepting pro-
visionally or throwing aside traditional rules of morality must be settled entirely
on utilitarian grounds; and that, so far as innovation is necessary, the principle of
utility must be the principium innovandi et reformandi. Again Mill is charged with
‘importing’ from Stoicism the consideration of man’s social feelings as a sanction
of utilitarian rules; and no doubt we have here another divergence from Bentham.
But there again the difference is not ethical, but psychological: if men actually
have social sympathies, with their attendant pains and pleasures, Bentham cannot
without inconsistency refuse to recognise these latter as ‘sanctions’; and indeed he
does recognise them, in a later correction of his system (sent privately to Dumont
in 1821).'53

These latter strategies are, of course, also plainly suggestive of how,
in practical terms, the world might be structured to soften the problem
of the dualism of practical reason, even without benefit of deity. And
Sidgwick analyzes them in terms of the type of character formation that
utilitarianism should seek. His treatment of egoism works in parallel, also
elaborating the most effective forms of socialization and going far beyond
even a strategic, indirect version of Hobbesian egoism.'5+

For as we have seen, Sidgwick goes much further in making the case for
egoism, urging also that egoism is more plausibly construed more high-
mindedly, as the “Goethean” ideal. Even if he cannot quite see the point of
aiming at virtue without producing some gain in desirable consciousness
to someone, he does think that desirable consciousness is largely attached
to the things praised as virtues. Again, much of this argument involves a
complex account of the pursuit of happiness by indirect means:

[B]esides admitting the actual importance of sympathetic pleasures to the majority
of mankind, I should go further and maintain that, on empirical grounds alone,
enlightened self-interest would direct most men to foster and develop their sym-
pathetic susceptibilities to a greater extent than is now commonly attained. The
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effectiveness of Butler’s famous argument against the vulgar antithesis between
Self-love and Benevolence is undeniable: and it seems scarcely extravagant to say
that, amid all the profuse waste of the means of happiness which men commit,
there is no imprudence more flagrant than that of Selfishness in the ordinary sense
of the term, — that excessive concentration of attention on the individual’s own
happiness which renders it impossible for him to feel any strong interest in the
pleasures and pains of others. The perpetual prominence of self that hence results
tends to deprive all enjoyments of their keenness and zest, and produce rapid
satiety and ennui: the selfish man misses the sense of elevation and enlargement
given by wide interests; he misses the more secure and serene satisfaction that
attends continually on activities directed towards ends more stable in prospect
than an individual’s happiness can be; he misses the peculiar rich sweetness, de-
pending upon a sort of complex reverberation of sympathy, which is always found
in services rendered to those whom we love and who are grateful. He is made to
feel in a thousand various ways, according to the degree of refinement which his
nature has attained, the discord between the rhythms of his own life and of that
larger life of which his own is but an insignificant fraction. (ME 501)

Direct assault on one’s happiness, or on one’s good conceived in other
terms, is likely, as with the direct assault on insomnia, only to chase it fur-
ther and further from one’s grasp. Again, both the egoist and the utilitarian
can recognize this peculiar feature of happiness, and argue in a two-level
fashion that the ultimate end to be sought can effectively be sought only by
such indirect means as, say, cultivating sympathetic dispositions, abiding
for the most part by rough commonsense moral rules, and so forth. In
other words, though

the ‘dictates of Reason’ are always to be obeyed, it does not follow that ‘the dictation
of Reason’ — the predominance of consciously moral over non-moral motives —
is to be promoted without limits; and indeed Common Sense appears to hold that
some things are likely to be better done, if they are done from other motives than
conscious obedience to practical Reason or Conscience. (ME 395)35

And insofar as the utilitarian can go rather further in the assimilation of
commonsense morality, this is not simply because egoism often takes the
form of a self-defeating selfishness — Arnoldian complacency was not quite
that. Recall Sidgwick’s plea for fire and strength over sweetness and light,
as well as his (partial) assimilation of perfectionism to dogmatic intuitional
morality.

Thus, a significant part of Sidgwick’s tactic in coping (or trying to cope)
with the implications of the dualism of practical reason involved addressing
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how high-minded indirect strategies — as effective social policies — might
or might not narrow the distance between egoism and utilitarianism. Yet
in this region, where all the practical details of duty were to be worked
out, some of the most important calculations only grew hazier. Indeed, an
additional, quite insidious aspect of this conflict within practical reason is
suggested by the way in which it could figure, in practical terms, even in
a more highly evolved utilitarian society, since utilitarianism itself might
on balance require the very dispositions that would create an analogous
conflict:

But allowing all this, it yet seems to me as certain as any conclusion arrived
at by hedonistic comparison can be, that the utmost development of sympathy,
intensive and extensive, which is now possible to any but a very few exceptional
persons, would not cause a perfect coincidence between Ultilitarian duty and self-
interest. . . . Suppose a man finds that a regard for the general good — Utilitarian
Duty — demands from him a sacrifice, or extreme risk, of life. There are perhaps
one or two human beings so dear to him that the remainder of a life saved by
sacrificing their happiness to his own would be worthless to him from an egoistic
point of view. But it is doubtful whether many men, ‘sitting down in a cool hour’
to make the estimate, would affirm even this: and of course that particular portion
of the general happiness, for which one is called upon to sacrifice one’s own, may
easily be the happiness of persons not especially dear to one. But again, from this
normal limitation of our keenest and strongest sympathy to a very small circle of
human beings, it results that the very development of sympathy may operate to
increase the weight thrown into the scale against Utilitarian duty. There are very
few persons, however strongly and widely sympathetic, who are so constituted as
to feel for the pleasures and pains of mankind generally a degree of sympathy at
all commensurate with their concern for wife or children, or lover, or intimate
friend: and if any training of the affections is at present possible which would
materially alter this proportion in the general distribution of our sympathy, it
scarcely seems that such training is to be recommended as on the whole felicific.
And thus when Utilitarian Duty calls on us to sacrifice not only our own pleasures
but the happiness of those we love to the general good, the very sanction on which
Utilitarianism most relies must act powerfully in opposition to its precepts. (ME
501—2)

This account suggests the possibility that even the best of mundane ex-
perience might be fairly rife with paradox and practical compromise. For
Sidgwick, the unsatisfactoriness of the world without some form of reli-
gious enchantment is hard to blink. There may be irreducible trade-offs
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in trying to expand the circle of one’s sympathetic concern, such that
the attempt to render it more effective in the large may actually render
it less effective in the small. It would, of course, be nice if there were
more precise methods for comparing the various optimizing strategies,
but these, on Sidgwick’s account, are for the much further future. Ulti-
mately, he rejects the attempts to find a deductive or “scientific short-cut
to the ascertainment of the right means to the individual’s happiness,” a
“high priori road,” as it were, whether in the form of an account of the
psychophysical sources of pleasure and pain or in the form of a Spencerian
account of the preservation of life, and he does so because such efforts are
still immature and at best yield only “a vague and general rule, based on
considerations which it is important not to overlook, but the relative value
of which we can only estimate by careful observation and comparison of
individual experiences” (ME 195).'5% Thus, there can be no appeal beyond
reflective experience, and reflective experience is deeply problematic and
opaque. Why, after all, might not the evolution of common sense be replete
with productive forms of delusion, perhaps ethical as well as religious?'5?
Still, Sidgwick’s treatment of both the external and internal sanctions
that utilitarianism might deploy is remarkably wide-ranging and not alto-
gether unpractical. The strictures of utilitarianism may require that one
painfully reign in even one’s philanthropic impulses, if such charity in the
small turns out to be the less effective means to the greatest happiness.

Or again, a man may find that he can best promote the general happiness by
working in comparative solitude for ends that he never hopes to see realised, or by
working chiefly among and for persons for whom he cannot feel much affection,
or by doing what must alienate or grieve those whom he loves best, or must
make it necessary for him to dispense with the most intimate of human ties. In
short, there seem to be numberless ways in which the dictates of that Rational
Benevolence, which as a Utilitarian he is bound absolutely to obey, may conflict
with that indulgence of kind affections which Shaftesbury and his followers so
persuasively exhibit as its own reward. (ME 503)'5%

Utilitarian sympathy was not to be confused with sentimentalism.

Itis hard, in reading such passages, not to think back to the dilemmas of
Sidgwick’s resignation crisis, or to the issue of subscription generally, and
all the ways in which the most painful of these conflicts had, in his mind,
to do with those who acted hypocritically out of the best motives — “pious
fraud” or “sweetness and light.” Which is, of course, not to deny that he
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also worried about the “sensual herd,” those who needed both reassurance
about the motives of people in high places and orthodox religion as their
“real elevator.” Self-sacrifice was a problem across the board. But worrying
about the force of the better argument and worrying about the force of
the working class or “lower races” were not exactly the same thing. The
Methods, for all its candor, does tend resolutely to stress the former and
ignore the latter, veiling the social and political realities that made the
dualism of practical reason a pervasive source of such practical anxiety
for Sidgwick. And it hardly conveys the quite singular way in which this
dualism was an abstract reflection of Sidgwick’s personal struggle to unify
duty and friendship, suggestive as the above passages may be. What if
high-minded utilitarian soaring derived from such concrete particular
relationships as Apostolic friendships?

As later sections and chapters will spell out, the Methods does take on a
very different aspect when read in the light of Sidgwick’s various life crises
and other writings. His preoccupations did shape its construction, did in-
fluence what was said and what was left unsaid. Would Sidgwick have
included himself among the “very few exceptional persons” capable of
fully assimilating and acting upon the utilitarian orientation out of a supe-
rior sympathy? Could he thus be exempted from the dislocation between
theory and practice (or justification and motivation) of which Williams
complained? Just how many levels of moral thinking did he allow himself
or other “moral saints”? How utopian was the “ideal” utilitarian society?
How many trade-offs or compromises would it represent? What was the
message of the Methods, on balance, when it came to that cultural evolution
toward a more comprehensive sympathy and greater willingness for self-
sacrifice that Sidgwick had apparently worked toward so assiduously in so
many ways? For all his reluctance to enter into the details of psychology,
he does suggest a tentative theory of moral psychological maturation:

Perhaps, indeed, we may trace a general law of variation in the relative proportion
of these two elements as exhibited in the development of the moral consciousness
both in the race and in individuals; for it seems that at a certain stage of this
development the mind is more susceptible to emotions connected with abstract
moral ideas and rules presented as absolute; while after emerging from this stage
and before entering it the feelings that belong to personal relations are stronger.
Certainly in a Utilitarian’s mind sympathy tends to become a prominent element
of all instinctive moral feelings that refer to social conduct; as in his view the
rational basis of the moral impulse must ultimately lie in some pleasure won or
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pain saved for himself or for others; so that he never has to sacrifice himself to an
Impersonal Law, but always for some being or beings with whom he has at least
some degree of fellow-feeling. (ME 500-1)

Sidgwick’s objections to sentimentalism notwithstanding, there is noth-
ing far-fetched in finding in such passages anticipations of a distinctively
utilitarian critique of neo-Kantian, Kohlbergian accounts of the stages of
moral development.’ Although it may not be terribly surprising that
Sidgwick would interpret this process of maturation, both individual and
social, as a growth through obedience to abstract rules to a capacity for
empathy focused on real relations to other sentient beings, very little at-
tention has been directed to his contributions in this area.'® Obviously,
his own Apostolic development took something like this form, what with
his emphasis on friendship.

Still; where did all this sophisticated theorizing lead, when it came to
the brute force of the dualism of practical reason as a potential reality of
mundane moral experience? Where, in the end, did Sidgwick actually come
down on how far the circle of sympathy might expand? How self-effacingly
utilitarian might the egoist become? Sidgwick’s view of utilitarianism often
outdid Mill’s in its high-minded soaring: “Universal Happiness, desirable
consciousness or feeling for the innumerable multitude of living beings,
present and to come” — this was “an end that satisfies our imagination by
its vastness, and sustains our resolution by its comparative security.” But
just whose imagination did he have in mind? Was this clerisy a Eurocentric
one? And was this a matter of reason, or of emotion? Of justification, or of
motivation? And either way, why, with this vision of societal and individual
maturation before him, was he always so terribly anxious about the future,
his own and that of civilization?

V. Practical Chaos

Yet Prof. Sidgwick holds that Egoism is rational; and it will be useful briefly to
consider the reasons which he gives for this absurd conclusion. “The Egoist,’
he says. .. ‘may avoid the proof of Utilitarianism by declining to affirm,’ either
‘implicitly or explicitly, that his own greatest happiness is not merely the ultimate
rational end for himself, but a part of Universal Good.” And in the passage to
which he here refers us, as having there ‘seen’ this, he says: ‘It cannot be proved
that the difference between his own happiness and another’s happiness is not
Jor him all-important’. . . . What does Prof. Sidgwick mean by these phrases ‘the
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ultimate rational end for himself,” and ‘for him all-important’? He does not attempt
to define them; and it is largely the use of such undefined phrases which causes
absurdities to be committed in philosophy.

G. E. Moore, Principia Ethica

The logical contradiction involved in Egoism has been powerfully argued by
von Hartmann in his criticism of Nietzsche and Max Stirner. . . . More recently
Mr. Moore has incisively expressed the difficulty as follows: “What Egoism holds,
therefore, is that each man’s happiness is the sole good — that a number of different
things are each of them the only good thing there is — an absolute contradiction!
No more complete and thorough refutation of any theory could be desired. Yet
Professor Sidgwick holds that Egoism is rational,” a conclusion which he pro-
ceeds to characterize as ‘absurd’ (Principia Ethica, 1903, p. 99). I should agree
with him that the position is self-contradictory in a sense in which universalis-
tic Hedonism is not, and that with all his subtlety Sidgwick failed altogether to
escape what was really an inconsistency in thought, even if he escaped an actual
or formal contradiction. But to point out this logical contradiction does not seem
to me quite so easy and final a way of refuting Sidgwick’s position as it does
to Mr. Moore for these reasons: (1) The Egoist with whom Professor Sidgwick
is arguing would probably not accept Mr. Moore’s (and my own) conception of
an absolute objective good, though I should admit and have contended . .. that
if he fully thought out what is implied in his own contention that his conduct
is ‘reasonable’ he would be led to that conception. (2) Sidgwick only admitted
that the Egoist was reasonable from one point of view — reasonable as far as he
goes, i.e. when he refuses to ask whether his judgements are consistent with what
he cannot help recognizing as the rational judgements of other men, and limits
himself to asking whether he can make his own judgements consistent with them-
selves from his own point of view. No doubt Sidgwick ought to have gone on
to admit that this imperfectly reasonable point of view was not really reasonable
at all, and to some extent he has done this in his last Edition. And (3) after all,
even if we admit that the Egoist is unreasonable, there remains the question ‘Why
should he care to be reasonable?’ It was largely the difficulty of answering this
question on universalistic Hedonist principles which drove Professor Sidgwick
to admit a ‘dualism of the Practical Reason,” and I am not sure that the question
has been very satisfactorily answered by Mr. Moore who, though he is no Hedo-
nist, appears to be unwilling to give the good will the highest place in his scale
of goods.

Hastings Rashdall, The Theory of Good and Evil

Although many may hope that Shaver is right in claiming that “neither
Hobbes nor Sidgwick provides good arguments for rational egoism” and
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that “Sidgwick suggests good arguments against it,” his suggestion that
most philosophers after Sidgwick have been inclined to reject egoism,
and that this view has been only weakly articulated for much of the last
century, may well seem puzzling.’®" True, Moore, Rashdall, Ross, and
Prichard were quite hostile to any such view, and many of the most promi-
nent movements of the so-called great expansion in substantive moral
theory —Rawlsianism chiefamong them —have shared various neo-Kantian
assumptions about practical reason. But there isa fairly impressive consen-
sus (including Shaver) that Moore and the rest responded to the dualism
with arguments that were as unsatisfactory as they were curt — thus, for
J. L. Mackie, “egoism can coherently resist any such proof by adher-
ing to the use of such two-place predicates as ‘right,” ‘ought,’ and ‘good
for’: Objectivity and universalization with respect to these are powerless
against it.”162
of effrontery when he chastised Sidgwick for failing to define such ex-
pressions as “the ultimate rational end for himself,” given how Moore
himself had so insisted on the indefinable nature of “good.” And Moore’s
claim that “good” must be a one-place predicate, absolute, was nothing but
sheer assertion, or an unargued assumption that “an undefined one-place-
predicate ‘good’ can be straightforwardly meaningful, but a two-place-
predicate ‘good for’ or ‘all-important for’ cannot.” "% And as Skorupski has
put it,

Moore, according to Mackie, was guilty of the worst sort

What is clear to him [Sidgwick] is that the egoistic principle can be stated in
a rational and universal form. Of course an egoist who thinks his own good is
the only good thing, the only thing that everyone has reason to promote, can be
convicted of attaching irrational significance to his good as against that of others.
Such an egoist thinks his own good the only thing that is ‘agent-neutrally’ good,
the one thing that provides everyone with reasons for action. (The term is not
used by Sidgwick; it comes from more recent moral theory.) But egoism need
not appeal to the idea of the agent-neutrally good. The egoist may instead hold
simply that his own good is the only good relative to him — this is not a tautological
doctrine. And he can put this in universal terms by saying that everyone ought to
pursue what is good relative to them, namely their own good.

It now becomes clear that hedonism is a doctrine about what a person’s good
is. To advance from it to utilitarianism we need at least to add that every person’s
good is agent-neutrally good. The rational egoist can block our considerations
at this point, unless we can make it plausible that reasons as such are agent-

neutral.’04
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Even if one claims, as Skorupski does, that pure practical reason as such
does rest with agent-neutral reasons, the vanquishing or subordination of
agent-relative reasons, including those deployed by rational egoists, is not
generally regarded as simply the correction of an obvious mistake. Indeed,
many defenders of agent-neutral reasons — including both Skorupski and
Thomas Nagel — end up in partial retreat, allowing that agent-relative
reasons cannot be altogether discounted. Crisp goes even further down
the Sidgwickian path, defending a dual-source view of practical reason
that admittedly incorporates “a version of what Henry Sidgwick called
‘the dualism of practical reason.’”'% And this allows the rational egoist
considerable room for maneuver, as Samuel Scheffler, long associated with
a similar dualistic account, has also observed.'®® Thus, Hurka, in a recent
defense of perfectionism, framed his argument by explaining that in “the
absence of a compelling argument that goodness must be understood in
the . .. Moorean way, I will assume with Sidgwick that claims about agent-
relative goodness are coherent, and ask how they may affect the recursive
account of self-interest and altruism.”*%7

To be sure, to cast Sidgwick’s dualism in this way is to invite again the
question of why he narrowed the contenders down to utilitarianism and
egoism."% That is, Moore’s claim was that the expressions “my own good”
and “good for me” are misguided because such talk can only mean that
“something which will be exclusively mine, as my own pleasure is mine”
is also “good absolutely,” but if “it is good absolutely that I should have it,
then everyone else has as much reason for aiming at my having it as I have
myself.” If the Sidgwickian counter to this is simply that there is such a
thing as agent-relative goodness —such that, as Hurka putsit, “the question
is only whether there are different ultimate ends for different people” —
then egoism is only one variety of the challenge to agent-neutral reasons,
Broad’s “self-referential altruism” being one of many other options.®

This is not to deny that, on Sidgwick’s rendering, as we have just seen,
egoism houses many different alternatives, from Aristotle to Hobbes to
Goethe. Still, for all its richness in representing “the personal point of
view,” egoism plainly does not encompass all agent-relative reasons, and
when Sidgwick broaches the matter of nonegoistic agent-relative reasons,
he is often less than perspicuous. Interestingly, however, he also on occa-
sion gestures toward further indeterminacies in practical reason, conflicts
between agent-neutral reasons, as when he invokes the Socratic complaint
about the injustice of a universe in which virtue goes unrewarded. And it
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may be in part for this reason that some commentators have suggested
that what really bothered Sidgwick was not merely the specific challenge
of egoism, but the general indeterminacy of practical reason.'7°

In this connection, it should be added that the contrast between
Sidgwick and Moore is not quite as simplistic as the just-quoted passages
make it sound. As Hurka spells it out,

[T]The concept of Sidgwick’s that Moore rejected was not well-being but agent-
relative goodness. And his main reason for rejecting it was his belief that goodness
is an unanalysable property. If goodness is this kind of property, it is hard to see
how an object can have it “from one point of view” but not “from another”; surely
it must either have the property or not. Compare squareness. An object cannot be
square from one point of view but not from another; it is either square or not. (The
object can look square from one point of view but not from another, but looking
square is not the same as being square.) So it must be with goodness if that is a
simply property. But Sidgwick held that goodness can be analyzed, in particular
as what a person ought to desire, and it is perfectly possible to say that what each
person ought to desire is different, say, just his own pleasure."”*

Plausibly, this is the conflict, though as remarked in the last section, it
is hardly obvious why Sidgwick’s “ought” did not share various features
of the Moorean “good” in its idealizing. Still, his greater metaethical
caution made a difference, allowing the cogency of agent-relative reasons
generally.

For all that, it is difficult to deny that Sidgwick was fairly obsessed with
the varieties of egoism, and this concern has struck many as apt, given
the power of egoism as a source for agent-relative reasons, the “personal
point of view.” Thus, it is not surprising that Kurt Baier, for example, in
his recent account of the subject, should suggest that rational egoism is
“the most deeply entrenched normative theory of egoism” and that “the
jury on this case is still in disarray.” Sidgwick, he allows, was engaged with
just this form of the theory, in a weak version admitting that even if it is
always rational to act out of self-interest, acting against one’s interest may
also be rational.'7?

In fact, in his major work, The Rational and the Moral Order, Baier
addresses Sidgwick’s views at length, particularly the dualism of practical
reason:

How serious is Sidgwick’s problem? In my view . . . it is quite serious, especially if
one starts, as many do, from Sidgwick’s unfortunate formulation of it. Thus, his
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bifurcation of practical reason need not give rise to a contradiction, even on those
occasions when, as surely sometimes happens, the two principles do conflict. A
contradiction would arise only if both the reasons they supported were what I
called requiring rather than merely permissive, and even then only if they were
indefeasible. If even only one of them is merely permissive, if it is simply perfectly
rational or reasonable, say, to act for one’s own good, but not necessarily always
irrational or unreasonable not to act for one’s own good, then one could act for the
general good and contrary to one’s own without its necessarily being the case that
when the two principles offer reasons for incompatible actions, one both ought
to act for the universal good and not for one’s own, and that one ought to act for
one’s own and not for the universal good.

However, as Sidgwick seems to have sensed, there is still a problem even if this
is granted. For if my argument . . . is sound, then Sidgwick’s position would allow
that it may always be in accordance with reason to promote the universal good and
always in accordance with reason to promote one’s own good and that, when one
cannot do both, it is in accordance with reason to do eizker. Nevertheless, Sidgwick
also appears to have thought, and it would seem to agree with common sense, that
moral reasons, which he took to be those based on the universal good, defeat,
if not all other kinds, surely at least prudential ones. . . . Sidgwick seems to have
grasped this much, even if perhaps only obscurely. For in various places in which
he produces arguments designed to persuade the Egoist to see the rationality of
Universal Hedonism, their thrust is always to show not merely that the Universal
Hedonist is also or equally rational, but that the Egoist ought to give up his
position and become a Universal Hedonist. The thrust of his argument “from the
Point of View of the Universe,” for example, appears to be that everyone should
look at things from that point of view, and that anyone who does must adopt the
principles of Universal Hedonism as defeating that of Egoistic Hedonism when
the two conflict. Thus Sidgwick seems to have sensed the need for a demonstration
that moral reasons have a greater defeating force than prudential ones, hence his
argument from the point of view of the universe. In any case, whether or not he
sensed it, he is surely wrong in his claim. . . that a completely rational morality
requires a demonstration of a “harmony” (i.e., coextensionality) between the
maxims of prudence . . . and of benevolence.'73

These remarks both situate Sidgwick’s dualism as a live issue and
indicate some different ways of tackling it. What is perhaps especially
instructive is that, like Moore and Rashdall, Skorupski and Shaver, Baier
1s basically drawn to Sidgwick’s universalizing challenge to the egoist: why
1s your good so special? How, then, does one stop on the slippery slope
before reaching the point of view of the universe? Thus, for Baier, the
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better alternative to any attempted proof of the harmony or moral order
of the universe is the demonstration that when morality and prudence
conflict, “the requirements of morality defeat those of prudence.”

Butagain, a more thoroughly Sidgwickian view is possible. Crisp argues
that “Sidgwick is sometimes described as a utilitarian. Butitis more precise
to ascribe to him a version of the dual-source view, held on the basis of the
neutral argument for the existence of options.” Quoting the distinction
passage, he explains that (contra Shaver) it makes “a clear appeal to the
separateness of persons as grounding a counterbalance to the reason to
promote the good.” And for Crisp,

Sidgwick was rightly pessimistic about the reconciliation of Rational Egoism and
Ultilitarianism. His version of the dual-source view contains at its heartan irrecon-
cilable tension between two ultimate and comprehensive principles of rationality.
But this is not to say that any dual-source view must fail to provide any practical
guidance. To take two extreme cases: when I can promote a very great good at
a very small cost to myself, other things being equal my strongest reason overall
is to make the sacrifice; likewise, if I can add to the overall good only a little at
very great cost to myself, other things being equal my strongest reason is not to
make the sacrifice. In other words, the strength of the reasons grounded in the
simple thought or the separateness of persons varies according to the good or bad
at stake. The dilemma of practical reason is not quite what Sidgwick took it to be.
It arises most starkly in those cases where I can produce a great increase in overall
good at a great cost to myself. Here the simple thought and the separateness of
persons pull hard against one another. The problem here is essentially a Hegelian
(or Freudian) one. The intuitions about rationality and reasonableness we consult
in such cases will have been shaped by an upbringing in a culture itself imbued
with a particular understanding of the relative strengths of the reason to promote
the good and the reason to promote one’s own good.'7+

Arguably, Sidgwick would have appreciated the reference to Hegel and
felt himself equal to dealing with it, providing his own account of moral
maturation. At any rate, on Crisp’s intricately developed line, the question
of “whether morality permits one to pursue one’s own good at the expense
of the overall good” invites the following response:

[TThis gets things the wrong way round. If we are asked what morality consists
in, we can identify it if we wish with the reason to promote the overall good. But
there is no need for any notion of morality, prior to the reason to promote the
good and the competing reason based on the separateness of persons, that will
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rule on whether one is permitted or required to act on certain reasons on certain
occasions.”'75

In addressing Shelley Kagan’s penetrating attempt to defeat all such
reasons arising from the personal point of view, Crisp develops some
strikingly Sidgwickian themes:

But what about the practical implications of the dual-source view? Am I seriously
arguing that we should see killing and letting die as on a par, and be prepared
to kill in pursuit of our own good? Am I suggesting that this is how we should
bring up our children? These consequences may be so counterintuitive that the
arguments for the dual-source view will have to be rejected.

The dual-source view does not have these practical implications. First, since
we have been brought up to accept common sense morality, and since we live in a
culture based on common sense morality, killing is likely to be far more psycho-
logically and socially costly than letting die. Secondly, these facts militate against
educating any individual child to use the dual-source view in practice. Further,
it would probably be a mistake for a// of us to begin educating children to be
practical dual-source theorists. Human beings are not creatures of pure reason.
We have an evolutionary background and an emotional make-up which cannot
be ignored in moral theory. In particular, we show a particular concern for those
visibly near us, and for what we do to them. It may well be that these concerns,
though they might not withstand close intellectual scrutiny, are somehow central
to our becoming and continuing to be rational agents. The risk that this is so
would be sufficient to justify not radically changing the moral education of our
children. What is needed is common sense morality with a far greater emphasis

on the importance of distributive justice and personal generosity.'7

As Crisp notes, these arguments “parallel those for a ‘split-level’ version
of utilitarianism.” Clearly, they resonate powerfully with Sidgwick’s views
about the potential limitations of even a more highly evolved utilitarian so-
ciety, absent any cosmic ordering, and the nature of moral maturation and
cautious utilitarian reform. Crisp is, in effect, picking up the Sidgwickian
project without the parapsychological and theistic or Buddhist options.

Doubtless there is much to be said for all these interpretations and re-
constructions of Sidgwick’s dualism, which collectively ought to convey
something of the continuing relevance of the issues raised by the Methods.
Beyond a certain point, however, it is just very difficult to say, for exam-
ple, whether Sidgwick shifted his views on the question of “permissive”
reasons, given that he did not use such terminology.
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But at least on the question of whether Sidgwick’s axiomatic grounding
of egoism is really as elliptical as Shaver claims, it must be owned that a
great many commentators have followed Sidgwick in moving too quickly to
identify “prudence” with egoism, when giving a summary exposition of the
dualism. Even Crisp, for example, flatly states that Sidgwick “took it as self-
evident that one ought to aim at one’s own good on the whole, accepting
that this good was merely a particular part of the general good.”'77 And
Marcus Singer, in a recent work, simply states that the “fundamental
principles of Philosophical Intuitionism are the intuitively self-evident
axioms of prudence or egoism, justice, and rational benevolence.”'7®

However, in a footnote, Singer does call attention to the interpretation
anticipating Shaver’s advanced by Sidgwick’s student W. R. Sorley, in his
A History of English Philosophy:

It would appear . . . that this dualism was not adequately tested by [Sidgwick] and
that it really arises from the ambiguity of the term prudence. Prudence may mean
either “regard for one’s own good on the whole” or (what is not the same thing)
the principle that “hereafter as such is neither less nor more valuable than now.”
Both forms of statement are used by Sidgwick; but only the latter has a claim to
express an absolute ethical principle; and it is not inconsistent with the axiom of
benevolence.'79

This would certainly suggest some powerful support for treating the move
from axioms to egoism with much greater caution.

Furthermore, Schneewind’s account, which remains the most ex-
tensive, ends up reformulating Sidgwick’s axiom of prudence to read
“Maximizing the agent’s own good is an ultimate right-making charac-
teristic” and his axiom of benevolence to read “Maximizing the universal
good is an ultimate right-making characteristic.” His claim is that “these
formulations seem to express Sidgwick’s understanding of the two prin-
ciples involved in the dualism of the practical reason, and they reveal its
structure more plainly than his own statements do.”'3 If the world does
not have the requisite moral order, then it is “logically impossible” for
both of these to be true, for “it cannot be true that it is actually right to do
an act maximizing own-good and not actually right to do it.”

Thus we have found the contradiction, removable by a factual proposition, which
lies at the heart of Sidgwick’s problem. The urgency of the difficulty it creates
can perhaps be brought out by recalling that Sidgwick has tried throughout the
Methods to discover what reason demands of action when applied under the most
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fundamental conditions of human life. What he finds at the end is that because of
one such basic and undeniable fact about human life, practical reason inevitably
makes contradictory demands on action. If this is not a formal contradiction
within reason itself, its bearing on Sidgwick’s real hope for philosophical ethics
is sufficiently devastating to make it clear why he thinks his endeavour ends in

failure.'8"

And Phillips would also seem to have a point insofar as he suggests
that Sidgwick was also exercised — justifiably or not — about the simple
indeterminacy of permissive reasons on both sides, because this still, to his
mind, amounted to a failure to provide an ultimate unification of practical

reason. Consider Sidgwick’s pointed and quite characteristic criticism of
John Grote’s position:

The non-critical part of Mr. Grote’s book I can scarcely call constructive. It is not
even a sketch of a system; it is a collection of sketches. He considers that utilitarians
are right in the general assertion (carefully explained to be meaningless) that all
action is aimed at happiness. But he would distinguish the study of the general
effects of Conduct on happiness, from the enquiry into the principles of Duty,
or right distribution of happiness, and from the investigation of the Virtues, or
generous dispositions, which must be left freely to follow their special altruistic
aims, and not made to depend on a utilitarian first principle. What the last two
methods are to be, and how the three enquiries are to be harmonized, Mr. Grote
does not clearly explain. In his desire to comprehend the diversity of human
impulses, he has unfortunately neglected the one impulse (as human as any)
which it is the special function of the philosopher to direct and satisfy: the effort

after a complete and reasoned synthesis of practical principles.’®?

Here again one feels the force of the (frustrated) ambition that was be-
hind the Methods, and the refusal to “compress the world into a system.”
What Irwin complained of as an ungrounded demand for clarity at key
points in the Methods was also in large measure a demand for determinate-
ness, for the type of clear guidance that Sidgwick lamented losing along
with his faith.

But in any event, the illuminating point here is that even Schneewind
requires a reconstruction of Sidgwick’s axioms in order to make sense
of the dualism. This, too, supports Shaver’s general account, though
on Schneewind’s reading, Sidgwick’s pursuit of harmonization is clearly
much more of a necessity. Shaver, in fact, admittedly takes his point of de-
parture from Schneewind’s analysis, agreeing with him that it explains —in
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a way that Broad’s account does not — much of what Sidgwick says about
how the axioms are merely “consistent with and needed to prove utili-
tarianism, and that the issue between rational egoist and utilitarian turns
on the rationality of taking up the universe’s point of view.” Certainly, as
we have seen, Sidgwick was extremely insistent that the axioms were too
abstract to provide much practical guidance about anything — everything
needed still to be filled in.

It would be rash, then, to deny what Shaver, Schneewind, and appar-
ently Sidgwick himself —in his more considered statements —all expressly
claim in this connection: namely, that the axiomatic basis of egoism is
insufficient in itself to render egoism truly rather than apparently self-
evident, much less of the highest certainty. And yet it is also possible to
think that Shaver has gone too far in discounting the force of the argu-
ment for rational egoism in Sidgwick’s work, and in painting a picture of
what Sidgwick “was really getting at” that comports too easily with the
impartialist attempt to defeat egoism. Schneewind’s work supports just
such a critique.

To be sure, Shaver’s view has great advantages. It makes admirable
sense of Sidgwick’s tendency to describe his own views as “utilitarian,”
without much qualification. And it suggests how, taking moral theory as
a going project, Sidgwick could have continued to develop his account of
the self-evident grounding of utilitarianism, getting beyond the treatment
of it as only “apparently” self-evident, without then running into the
problem of a similar development of the egoistic principle producing a
conflict — an impossible conflict — of genuinely self-evident propositions
of the highest certainty. After all, Sidgwick manifestly aspired to greater
certainty in this department, even if he did not find it. Furthermore, it
helps to explain how so many of those inspired by the Methods and/or
by Sidgwick himself — from Rashdall, Moore, and Russell down to Baier,
Kagan, Singer, and Shaver — could take this as the obvious direction for
the progress that Sidgwick sought but failed to find.

On the other side, however, Sidgwick clearly did lean toward a nonre-
ductionist view of personal identity that undercut a number of potential
challenges to rational egoism, as the following chapter will show. His ar-
ticulation of moral theory was, for better or worse, steeped in the religious
orientation of his youth, which had in effect involved a form of reconcili-
ation. And he did tend, as Crisp suggests, to wield the distinction passage
as an independent argument for at least the personal point of view, and
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not simply as an objection to utilitarianism. Consider his response, in the
very paper presenting the distinction passage — the relatively late “Some
Fundamental Ethical Controversies” — to Rashdall’s objection that he fails
to reconcile duty and self-interest because he assigns a “different end to
the individual and to the race.” On Sidgwick’s rendering, Rashdall, try-
ing to avoid the paradox of altruism apparent in Green’s account of the
common good, held that if

“itis pronounced right and reasonable for A to make sacrifices of his own happiness
to the good of B,” as this must be equally right and reasonable for B, C and D, “the
admission that altruism is rational” compels us to conceive “the happiness which
we ought to seek for society,” not as mere happiness but as “moral happiness.” The
ultimate end, for the race as well as for the individual, thus becomes composite:
it consists of a higher good, Virtue, along with a lower good, Happiness, the two
being so related that in case of conflict the higher is always to be preferred to the
lower.'83

Sidgwick grants “to the full” Rashdall’s starting point, the basic charge
that he “assigns a different end to the individual and to the race.” But
he is “unable to see why it constitutes a difficulty, since the individual
is essentially and fundamentally different from the larger whole — the
universe of sentient beings — of which he is conscious of being a part: just
because he is conscious of his relation to similar parts of the same whole,
while the whole itself has no such relation.” Thus,

[Wihile it would be reasonable for the aggregate of sentient beings, if it could
act collectively, to aim at its own happiness only as ultimate end — and would be
reasonable for an individual to do the same if he were the only sentient being in
the universe — it is yet actually reasonable for an individual to make an ultimate
sacrifice of his happiness for the sake of the greater happiness of others, as well
as reasonable for him to take his own happiness as ultimate end; owing. .. to
the double view which he necessarily takes of himself as at once an individual
essentially separate from other individuals, and at the same time essentially a part
among similar parts of a larger whole.” ™84

However odd it may seem, Sidgwick does here imply that the dualism
would also be overcome by the destruction of all sentient beings save one,
though this is obviously not the type of harmonization he favors. But at
any rate, Sidgwick’s use of the argument against Rashdall shows that he,
at least, viewed it as more than an objection to utilitarianism. Besides, and
contra Shaver, the charge that one is “an individual essentially separate
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from other individuals” is not even a serious objection to utilitarianism
unless it carries the normative upshot that the unity of the personal point
of view ought somehow to be recognized. What would be the purpose
of asserting it, in either Sidgwick’s work or Rawls’s, if it merely meant
“here is a normatively tinged, metaphysically grounded view of the person
different from the utilitarian one”? As Samuel Scheffler has observed,
when Rawls makes the charge that classical utilitarianism “does not take
seriously the distinction between persons,” this is regarded as a “decisive
objection” provided that “we assume that the correct regulative principle
for anything depends on the nature of that thing, and that the plurality
of distinct persons with separate systems of ends is an essential feature of
human societies.”'®5 Moreover, Schneewind concludes his account of the
introduction of the distinction passage by stating “the conviction that the
egoist is not irrational in adopting a basic principle resting on the reality
and significance of the distinction between his own consciousness and the
consciousness belonging to others is one reason for Sidgwick’s concern
with the dualism of practical reason.” 8

In fact, Schneewind also provides a wealth of argument indicative of
just how Sidgwick regarded the separateness of persons as a very deep
truth — the “dualism comes from the same kind of consideration as the
axioms themselves. It represents the requirements action must satisfy if it
is to be reasonable, given the most basic facts of human life. Each of us is a
self-conscious possessor of a private consciousness.”*®” The crucial point,
however, is that if “own-good is logically prior to universal-good, and P3
to Br1, the inescapability of the egoistic aspect of practical rationality is
evident.” “P3” refers to the axiom of temporal neutrality, and what it
“essentially involves is that there exists a plurality of times during which
a sentient or conscious being is aware of good or evil. It is thus the axiom
about what reason demands over time in one life, as B1 [that the good of
one is no more important than the good of another] is the axiom about
what reason demands over many lives.” Thus,

Logical priority, as Sidgwick understands it...is not a matter of more or less
certainty. It is a matter of the order in which concepts must be explicated and
propositions proven if clarity and cogency are to be attained. If we look at the
axioms with this in mind, we shall find it helpful to suppose that Sidgwick thinks
P3 and its associated concept of own-good are logically prior to Bt and its concept
of univeral-good. This order of priority helps explain several points. For instance,
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it helps explain the way in which the definition of the concept of universal good
is developed. Sidgwick sees the concepts of right and good as representing the
demands of reason, the one on the active aspect, the other on the sentient aspect,
of our nature. He begins his account of good by considering the goods of an
individual, as determined by what the individual thinks desirable. The next step
is to develop the notion of what is ‘good on the whole’ for one individual, and
only after this notion is defined does he move to the concept ‘good on the whole’
simpliciter, without the limitation to ownership by one consciousness. (ME 7,
pp. 111—13) The same order, from the momentary goods of one individual to
the universal good, is followed when the axioms are obtained. After P3 is given
Sidgwick comments that in obtaining it we have been constructing a concept ‘by
comparison and integration of the different “goods” that succeed one another in
the series of our conscious states’; that is, in the time-series of a single life. In the
same way, he says, we construct ‘the notion of Universal Good by comparison and
integration of the goods of all individual human — or sentient — existences’. (ME 7,
p. 382) In both cases, own-good is plainly treated as the logically prior concept,
the concept which must be explained before and in order that the others may be
clearly explicated.

The hypothesis of the logical priority of own-good also helps explain why
Sidgwick treats the egoist as building his theory with the concept of own-good
and refusing to move to the concept of universal-good, but never suggests that
by parity of reasoning we can see the utilitarian as starting with the concept of
universal-good and refusing to move to the concept of own-good. The concept of
own-good on the whole carries the concept of integration over time with it. It is
only because it does that the concept of universal-good, constructed by integrating
own-goods, includes the temporal condition under which reason must be applied
to practice. But without the temporal condition it is impossible to make sense of
the ideas of action and of rational demands on action. Thus own-good is logically
simpler than universal-good, and P3 must be presupposed if B1 is to generate a

requirement of practical rationality.%8

Oddly, Shaver does not attempt any serious discussion of this all-
important passage, nor do other recent efforts to undercut Sidgwick’s
presentation of egoism.'® Admittedly, the notion of “logical priority”
would seem to make for additional complications to an already very compli-
cated analysis of Sidgwick’s methodology. But the points that Schneewind
makes about Sidgwick’s way of proceeding are well taken and go far to-
ward explaining how Sidgwick could have attached such importance to
rational egoism, even if they do not afford a full-fledged Sidgwickian jus-
tification of egoism along the lines that Shaver demands. Perhaps, as some
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have claimed, his hedonism reinforced such views, but that is surely not
obvious from the passages Schneewind cites. The force of this “logical
priority” will be further illustrated in later chapters.

Interestingly, and in line with Hurka’s views on the incompleteness of
the critique of perfectionism to be found in the Methods and its close ap-
proximation to Moore’s account of good, Sidgwick concludes his critique
of Rashdall with the confession “I am not prepared to deny that a con-
sistent system might be worked out on the basis of such a composite End
as Mr. Rashdall suggests, and I shall not attempt to prove, before seeing
it in a fully developed form, that it would be more open to attack on the
score of paradox than my own.” But he, Sidgwick, is still reluctant to “aim
at making my fellow-creatures more moral, if . . . as a consequence of this
they would become less happy,” and he would “make a similar choice as
regards my own future happiness,” which is why he finds it misleading “to
say that Virtue is an ultimate good to the individual as well as Happiness.”
Again, although the dictates of reason are always to be obeyed, it must
be “determined by empirical and utilitarian considerations” whether the
“dictation of Reason is always to be promoted.”’?°

Thus, even as late as 1889, Sidgwick is still calling the (nonegoistic)
perfectionist alternative a promising research program, in the very paper
presenting the explicit “defense” of egoism.'" It would, therefore, be
ill-advised to be dogmatic about just what he was really after in seeking
philosophical progress. Still, when he discusses “the inevitable twofold
conception of a human individual as a whole in himself, and a part of a
larger whole,” and urges that there “is something that it is reasonable for
him to desire, when he considers himself as an independent unit,” it is
very hard to think that he was terribly hopeful about the defeat of the
egoistic alternative.'9?

Thus, Schneewind’s account would seem to remain, on key points, the
better reading of Sidgwick on the force of rational egoism. And this ac-
count helps to explain not only the Methods, but much else in Sidgwick’s
life and work. Yet perhaps the chief flaw running through all these interpre-
tations is that they approach the issue of the dualism from a too narrowly
analytical perspective. In a word, they cannot render comprehensible the
urgency of Sidgwick’s struggles with the dualism, or his insistence on the
theistic alternative, harmonization, and the unsatisfactoriness of mundane
experience. For him the dualism was as fraught, culturally speaking, as
Nietzsche’s death of God.
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Recall Sidgwick’s own worries about the consequences of failing to
overcome the dualism:

I do not mean that if we gave up the hope of attaining a practical solution of
this fundamental contradiction, through any legitimately obtained conclusion or
postulate as to the moral order of the world, it would become reasonable for us to
abandon morality altogether: but it would seem necessary to abandon the idea of
rationalising it completely. We should doubtless still, not only from self-interest,
but also through sympathy and sentiments protective of social wellbeing, imparted
by education and sustained by communication with other men, feel a desire for
the general observance of rules conducive to general happiness; and practical
reason would still impel us decisively to the performance of duty in the more
ordinary cases in which what is recognised as duty is in harmony with self-interest
properly understood. But in the rarer cases of a recognised conflict between self-
interest and duty, practical reason, being divided against itself, would cease to be
a motive on either side; the conflict would have to be decided by the comparative
preponderance of one or other of two groups of non-rational impulses. (ME 508)

This scenario is described purely in terms of the failure of the effort at
harmonization — through, for example, the theistic postulate, or a Bud-
dhist metaphysic — and the concern is that should practical reason be
unable in itself to direct action one way or the other, nonrational impulses
will step in to do the job. No doubt this helps to explain why Sidgwick
was so passionately interested in moral development and education, the
shaping of nonrational impulses.’®3 Obviously, he was not unconcerned
with the problem of just which nonrational impulses would be performing
this function in the future. The texture of emotional life would, on his
prognosis, likely prove decisive for the fate of future generations. In due
course, perhaps the psychologist and the sociologist would be doing the
work of the church.

And besides, if natural theology, in the form of psychical research,
might eventually be able to demonstrate that the dualism did not involve
even the indeterminacy of conflicting permissive reasons, why should
not other (partly naturalistic, empirical) arguments — for example, about
indirection — turn up similarly hopeful prospects, however unlikely that
might seem? Perhaps the further developments of philosophical argument
might also help in rendering mundane experience at least somewhat less
unsatisfactory. The failure of perfectionist and Idealist attempts in this
direction did not permanently settle the matter. Poor as such a substi-
tute may be, for lost faith in a cosmic guarantee, it could provide some
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consolation. At least, mundane experience could help, and could not be
ruled out a priori as involving some form of category mistake about what
a solution must entail.

Clearly, however, Sidgwick was not sanguine about the alternative of
simply asserting the force of agent-neutral reasons. Even if he doubted that
egoism and utilitarianism were either ultimately self-evident or certain,
and gave egoism only cryptic support, he nonetheless took his task — as
Baier observed — to be demonstrating their harmonization (along with
the cultivation of nonrational utilitarian impulses), at least in very large
measure. The degree to which he did so indicates the degree to which
he refused to admit the weakness of the case for egoism, and not simply
the degree to which he recognized the mundane force — rational or not —
of egoistic tendencies. Sidgwick wanted it all: a rational, orderly universe
that unfailingly maximized both collective and individual happiness. He
wanted the philosopher to be armed with a cognitivist defense of the moral
order of the universe that could substitute for the theologian’s and convert
both the clerisy and the “sensual herd.”

This is crucial. It is perishingly difficult to make sense of Sidgwick’s
many remarks to both friends and critics about the challenge of egoism —
how he came to feel so strongly “this opposition” between own and other
happiness, and the paradox of its denial — without the supposition that
he at least took it to be an extremely plausible “apparent intuition.” In
one of his most explicit statements on the subject, a response (in 1877)
to an essay on the Methods by Alfred Barratt, Sidgwick charges Barratt
with holding “a fundamental misapprehension of the drift of my treatise.”
Allowing that he had avoided “stating explicitly” his own “ethical view,”
Sidgwick insists that it should have been “pretty clear to the reader that
it is not what Mr. Barratt controverts as the ‘Suppression of Egoism’, but
rather what, in No. V. of Mind, 1 attributed to Butler, describing it as ‘the
Dualism of Practical Reason.”” After quoting Butler’s “Third Sermon on
Human Nature,” Sidgwick continues:

My difference begins when we come to consider what among the precepts of
conscience we really do see to be reasonable. Here my view may be briefly given
by saying, that I identify a modification of Kantism with the missing rational basis
of the ethical utilitarianism of Bentham, as expounded by J. S. Mill. I consider the
fundamental formula of conscience to be that one ought not to prefer one’s own
good to the greater good of another: this (like Kant’s Categorical Imperative) is
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a purely formal principle, and is evolved immediately out of the notion of ‘good’
or ‘desirable’, if this notion is used absolutely; as it then must mean ‘desirable
from a universal point of view’, or ‘what all rational beings, as such, ought to aim
at realising’. The substantial difference between me and Mr. Barratt is that he
rejects this notion, at least as applied to concrete results. On this point I confidently
appeal to the common moral consciousness of mankind: (e.g.) it is certainly the
common belief that the design of the Creator of the world is to realise Good:
and in this belief the notion ‘good’ must be used absolutely. But I should admit
Mr. Barratt’s objection to the reasoning by which (see p. 360), I endeavour to
exhibit the self-evidence of this formula, if that reasoning were intended — as
Mr. Barratt has taken it — as a confutation of the principle of Rational Egoism.
Since, however, it is manifest, at the close of the treatise, that I do not consider the
principle of Rational Egoism to have been confuted, but only contradicted; and
since I carefully explain, on p. 392, how in my view this confutation is avoided, I
confess that I can hardly understand my critic’s misunderstanding. "%+

Here Sidgwick is actually appealing to common sense to support the
axiomatic grounding of utilitarianism, but doing so by linking it to the
“common belief that the design of the Creator of the world is to realise
Good.” And he is insistently denying that egoism has been confuted by
any of the arguments presented in the first two editions (by “contra-
dicted” he could mean “shown to be inconclusive by the equal rationality
of utilitarianism,” but this is not obvious), even going so far as to concede
the weakness of the case for utilitarianism. He uses the expression the
“dualism of practical reason” as a label for his own “ethical view,” and his
indignation is reminiscent of that expressed in the Merhods over the pos-
sibility that the wages of virtue could be “dust.” Puzzlingly, Shaver does
not consider this exchange in any detail. But it both affirms Sidgwick’s
dualism in uncompromising terms and vividly expresses his worry about
how the moral content of common sense might be dependent on religious
belief.

True, in “Some Fundamental Ethical Controversies,” Sidgwick did
admit that he had earlier set out rational egoism “without a sufficient ra-
tional justification,” as Gizycki had claimed. And he allowed the tenability
of Gizycki’s view that “the preference of Virtue or general happiness to
private happiness is a dictate of reason, which remains no less clear and co-
gent, however ultimate and uncompensated may be the sacrifice of private
happiness that it imposes,” because “even if the reality and essentiality
of the distinction between one individual and another be granted, I do
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not see how to prove its fundamental practical importance to anyone who
refuses to admit it.” Yet, revealingly, Sidgwick concludes this passage by
flatly stating “but I find such a refusal impossible to myself, and I think it
paradoxical.”"95

Impossible? Paradoxical? Why “impossible,” of all things, unless some-
thing along the lines of Schneewind’s interpretation is correct?

Sidgwick does also appeal to common sense, but in a curious way that ad-
mits that the explicit articulation of egoism has not been all that common:

I admit that it is only a minority of moralists who explicitly accept this dualism of
rational or governing principles; but I think myself justified in inferring a wider
implicit acceptance of the dualism from the importance attached by dogmatic
moralists generally to the conception of a moral government of the world, and
from the efforts of empirical utilitarians to prove — as in Bentham’s posthumous
treatise — that action conducive to greatest happiness is always also conducive to
the agent’s greatest happiness.

If his own statement of the dualism has proved controversial, and thus
somewhat confidence-shaking, nonetheless his confidence is partly re-
stored by the fact that “while to some critics the sacrifice of self to others
seems solely rational, others avow uncompromising egoism; and no one
has seriously attemped to deny that the choice between one or other alter-
native — according to any forecast of happiness based on mere mundane
experience — is occasionally forced on us.”'% If Gizycki and Rashdall fell
on one side, Barratt fell on the other.

Thus, the upshot would seem to be that common sense in fact contains,
in implicit form, a potentially explosive contradiction, waiting to emerge
once the religious worldview fades. Put differently, Sidgwick questions,
in a way that other secular utilitarians did not, the degree to which the
utilitarian evolution of morality may in fact, perhaps paradoxically, have
depended on the evolution of Christianity. Lurking behind the minimal
metaphysics of the Methods is the hope that secular morality will be able
to go it alone, but also the profound worry that this may prove impossible.

One is strongly tempted to interpret this in the light of Sidgwick’s per-
sonal struggles and his reluctance to openly attack religion. That is, as
the material presented in Chapter 3 strongly suggests, Sidgwick was pro-
foundly uncertain about the degree to which commonsense morality would
lean toward utilitarian justifications of self-sacrifice, should religious skep-
ticism grow more pervasive, and a fuller discussion of egoism’s grounding
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would necessitate the very thing he had determined not to give: an open,
explicit critical discussion of the failings of theology. It was one thing to
claim that practical reason required a theistic postulate for its unity; it
was something else again to demonstrate why theology could not pro-
vide this and how that might undermine the moral force of self-sacrifice,
as embedded in common sense. Sidgwick was so obviously exercised by
what would happen when the religious worldview finally came apart in the
popular consciousness, and so drawn to the view (despite his criticisms of
Seeley) that utilitarianism captured in a refined way the virtue of Christian
benevolence, that the possibility that utilitarianism was actually drawing
on intellectual capital supplied by the Christian inheritance was for him a
rather natural worry. Yes, common sense on balance supported utilitarian-
ism, and carried some justificatory force. But common sense was evolving,
hard to pin down, and at least somewhat divided. Could the aversion to
frank egoism be sustained without a broadly religious consciousness? How
else to explain the characteristic confession:

[T]he reason why I keep strict silence now for many years with regard to theology
is that while I cannot myself discover adequate rational basis for the Christian
hope of happy immortality, it seems to me that the general loss of such a hope,
from the minds of average human beings as now constituted, would be an evil of
which I cannot pretend to measure the extent. I am not prepared to say that the
dissolution of the existing social order would follow, but I think the danger of such
dissolution would be seriously increased, and that the evil would certainly be very

great. (M 357)

Presumably, Sidgwick was not being silently horrified at the prospect of
further progress toward a society of ideal utilitarians of an enlightened sec-
ular bent, or even a society of perfectionists. Yet Shaver’s account supplies
no explanation whatsoever of this fundamental Sidgwickian concern. At
most, Shaver explains that Sidgwick

thinks utilitarianism provides a good explanation of differences in common-sense
morality over time, place, and occupation. For example, theft is venial where labour
is unnecessary. . . . He also thinks utilitarianism can be seen as what common-sense
morality is coming increasingly to approximate. . . . This supports the conclusion
that utilitarianism underlies common-sense morality. Sidgwick does not claim
that rational egoism provides a poorer explanation or destination, and he has some
reason not to do so: since rational egoists and utilitarians will usually make the same
recommendations, the appeal to differences over time, place, and occupation may



Consensus versus Chaos 249

be insufficiently fine grained to reveal a winner. However, Sidgwick does record
one change that favours utilitarianism. Rational egoism has difficulty explaining
duties to those who cannot reciprocate. But such duties have become increasingly
popular: Sidgwick notes the condemnation of exposing infants and the extension
of aid for the sick and poor. (ME 455n) He might now add the concern with animal
welfare. If so, utilitarianism better explains not just our verdicts and reasoning,
but also changes in common sense.'97

To emphasize, during the era of Herbert Spencer, the utilitarian support
for protecting the vulnerable was surely admirable, and Shaver is correct
to call attention to this part of Sidgwick’s argument. But clearly, none
of this goes very far toward explaining how Sidgwick could at the same
time be so worried about the direction of commonsense morality and the
undermining of the social order. Shaver himself goes on to observe:

It is quite plausible to think Sidgwick overestimates the force of his indirect
utilitarian considerations. Ultilitarianism is probably more demanding than he
supposes. It is less plausible, but still possible, that he underestimates the force
of the indirect rational egoist considerations. If so, common-sense morality may
be friendlier to rational egoism, and more hostile to utilitarianism, than has been
argued. This, I think, shows the importance of Sidgwick’s appeal to common-sense
moral reasoning and to historical change. Provided these favour utilitarianism over
rational egoism, Sidgwick might concede that, when attention is confined to the
dictates of each regarding sacrifices, the case for choosing utilitarianism over

rational egoism on the basis of common sense is inconclusive.’

But of course, if Sidgwick were worried about precisely such potential
errors in his assessment, and not very confident in his — or anyone else’s —
ability to predict the direction of historical change, then he would be much
more anxious about the viability of egoism, in this respect, than Shaver
suggests, and rightly so.

There can be little doubt that Sidgwick was more agnostic in just this

way, and that this in part explains his deep gloom over the “failure” of the
Methods. In June of 1872, he had written to Myers:

As for my philosophy, it gets on slowly. I think I have made out a point or two
about Justice: but the relation of the sexes still puzzles me. It is a problem with ever
new x’s and y’s emerging. Is the permanent movement of civilized man towards
the Socialism of force, or the Socialism of persuasion (Comte), or individualism
(H. Spencer)? I do not know, and yet everything seems to turn on it."%
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This is not an idiosyncratic expression of ignorance. Quite the con-
trary. As Sidgwick wryly argued in his essay on “Political Prophecy and
Sociology”:

[TJnnovators whose social and political ideals are really in their inception quite
unhistorical, are naturally led to adopt the historical method as an instrument of
persuasion. In order to induce the world to accept any change that they desire, they
endeavour to show that the whole course of history has been preparing the way
for it — whether ‘it’ is the reconciliation of Science and Religion, or the complete
realisation of Democracy, or the fuller perfection of Individualism, or the final
triumph of Collectivism. The vast aggregate of past events — many of them half-
known and more half-understood — which makes up what we call history, afford
a malleable material for the application of this procedure: by judicious selection
and well-arranged emphasis, by ignoring inconvenient facts and filling gaps of
knowledge with convenient conjectures — it is astonishing how easy it is plausibly
to represent any desired result as the last inevitable outcome of the operation of
the laws of social development; the last term of a series of which the formula is
known to the properly instructed historian. (MEA 218-19)

Or the properly instructed theologian, moral theorist, and so on, and on.

Naturally, this also suggests the importance of the complications arising
from the various indirect forms of utilitarianism and egoism, when it came
tomaking out the direction of common sense and its epistemic worth. What
could be more obvious than Sidgwick’s overwhelming sense that he had
succeeded only in bringing out the incalculable nature of so much that
was of importance in human affairs, rendering the particular demands
of duty highly uncertain and contestable? This was a most ironic fate
for someone with utilitarian sympathies, who had prized the objective,
conflict-resolving features of this position, but it is hard to deny that it
was Sidgwick’s; especially given the tentativeness of his major treatises
on economics and political theory. The point will be spelled out in later
chapters.

And this penumbra of uncertainty about the nature of good — how to
interpret it, how to calculate it, and consequently how to estimate the value
of indirect strategies — goes far toward providing a reasonable explanation
of the depth of Sidgwick’s anxiety about the death of God as it bore on
ethics. This is not only concern about the disenchantment coming with
the popular realization that the life of virtue might be dust (though it
is certainly that as well), but also concern that narrower, materialistic
forms of egoism could be that much harder to dismiss. Consider, by way
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of example, the spectre of James Fitzjames Stephen, an illustrious old
Apostle whose infamous attack on Mill, Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, was
reviewed by Sidgwick in 1873, just as he was completing the Methods:

The third part of the treatise is so far original that it attacks the one element
in Christian teaching which the most virulent antagonists of Christianity have
hitherto left unassailed — the sentiment of human brotherhood. In discussing
‘Fraternity’ Mr. Stephen seems to confound two very distinct issues, how far
men actually do love each other, and how far it would be for their mutual benefit
that they should. Sometimes, indeed, the discussion seems to be almost narrowed
to the question whether Mr. Fitzjames Stephen loves his fellow-men: which, he
assures us, is only the case to a very limited extent. Life, to Mr. Stephen, would
be intolerable without fighting: a millennium where the lion is to lie down with the
lamb, presents to him a very flat and tedious prospect: he has no patience with the
sentimentalists who insist on pestering him with their nauseous affection. These
facts are not without interest for the psychological student: and we may admit that
they exhibit forcibly the difficulty of realising the evangelical ideal.>*°

Sidgwick claims that these are not “serious arguments against the prac-
tical doctrine that any possible increase of mutual goodwill among the
members of the human family is likely to be attended with an increase of
their common happiness.” But he allows that Stephen “generally assumes
that every one must necessarily wish to impose his own idea of happiness
upon every one else: indeed in one place he goes so far as to say that if two
persons’ views of what constitutes happiness are conflicting, they cannot
have a mutual wish for each other’s happiness.”?°’

Worth recalling in this context is Sidgwick’s statement, in the first
edition of the Methods, that

we cannot even concede to Hobbes that under existing circumstances it is a clear
universal precept of Rational Self-love that a man should “seek peace and ensue
it:” since some men gain, by the disturbance of society, wealth, fame, and power,
to an extent to which in peaceful times they could not hope to approximate: and
though there is always some risk involved in this mode of pursuing these goods,
it may be reduced to a small amount by a cool and skilful person who has the art
of fishing in troubled waters. It may be admitted that this road to success is over-
hazardous for prudent persons in tolerably good circumstances. But even these,
though they will not assist in producing social disorder, are not likely to make
any great sacrifices to avert it: it will often be sufficient for them to defer it, and
even when it is imminent prudence may counsel evasion rather than resistance.
In short, though a society composed entirely of rational egoists would, when once
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organized, be in a condition of stable internal equilibrium: it seems very doubtful
whether this would be the case with a community of pure egoists, among whom
the average degree of enlightenment and self-control was no greater than it is
among ourselves. (ME1 150—51)

Needless to say, Fitzjames Stephen was an admirer of Hobbes, and a
closer threat, in Sidgwick’s eyes. This Stephen was even more abhorrent
to Sidgwick than his younger brother Leslie, on the subject of the wicked
and the weak. No doubt part of Sidgwick’s worry about this harsh view
was its potential for molding the “irrational” impulses determining human
action, particularly in the event that the suspect foundations of religion and
ethics became more widely known. What can be said, in support of Brink’s
emphasis on an externalist interpretation, is that Sidgwick certainly was
concerned about molding character and motivation, and that he did, as
the passage just quoted indicates, seem to think that enlightened egoism
might all too easily collapse into unenlightened egoism — the sensualness
of the “sensual herd” — given the limitations of the age. Perhaps the spectre
of ancient Greece did have a hold on him after all. At any rate, Rashdall
was on to something when he observed that with Sidgwick, concern about
the dualism of practical reason was also a concern about reason period, as
a force for defending ethics.

It is, however, a delicate question to just what degree Sidgwick was
also persuaded that disagreeable forms of egoism could genuinely bear
the color of reason. By his own admission, his indirect arguments about
the good, the dictation of reason, and so on were less than conclusive, and
nothing in the axiomatic account of egoism could claim, on the basis of
self-evidence, to rule out such interpretations. He was even inclined to
admit that egoistic calculations were easier to make than utilitarian ones,
giving egoism the advantage of clarity.

Much of this case will need to be spelled out in connection with Sidg-
wick’s politics and practical ethics, the subjects of later chapters. And as
noted, the following chapter on Sidgwick’s psychical research is also cru-
cial for filling in his views on personal identity and the viability of the
theistic postulate, and for tracing the supposed evolution of these views.
My own view goes even further than Schneewind’s in stressing both how
seriously Sidgwick took egoism and how little his views on overcoming
the dualism of practical reason actually changed.?*> Why else would his
chief intellectual investment have been in psychical research? Indeed, as
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remarked earlier, his Christian orientation and correlative longing for per-
sonal survival of physical death powerfully reinforced his conviction that
egoism was as rational as the alternative principles of practical reason.
For all that, he wanted reason to lead him somewhere. His faith in
“Things in General” was, as he painfully recognized, just another faith.

VI. Integrity at Government House

The truth is that the “Weltschmerz” really weighs on me for the first time in my
life: mingled with egoistic humiliation. I am a curious mixture of peyoAdyuyos
and pikpoyuyos: I cannot really care for anything little: and yet I do not feel
myself worthy of — or ever hope to attain — anything worthy of attainment.

Ethics is losing its interest for me rather, as the insolubility of its fundamental
problem is impressed on me. I think the contribution to the formal clearness &
coherence of our ethical thought which I have to offer is just worth giving: for a
few speculatively-minded persons — very few. And as for all practical questions of
interest, I feel as if I had now to begin at the beginning and learn the A B C.

Why this letter has been so long in writing I do not know. Perhaps it is owing to
a peculiar hallucination under which I labour that I shall suddenly find my ideas
cleared up — say the day after tomorrow — on the subjects over which I brood
heavily.

Sidgwick to H. G. Dakyns, February 1873 (M 277)*%

My book drags on: but I think it will be done in a way by Easter, thrown aside for
the May Term and then revised in June and published in the Autumn. At least I
hope for this. It bores me very much, and I want to get it oft my hands before it
makes me quite ill. . . . As for my inner life, it is hollowness, chaos and gloom.
Sidgwick to H. G. Dakyns, February 1874 (CWC)**+

That was what was so remarkable in Henry Sidgwick — the perpetual hopefulness
of his inquiry. He always seemed to expect that some new turn of argument, some
new phase of thought, might arise and put a new aspect upon the intellectual
scenery, or give a new weight in the balance of argument. There was in him
an extraordinary belief in fo/lowing reason — a belief and a hopefulness which
continued up to the last.

Bishop Charles Gore (M 557)

Although the previous sections give only the barest sketch of the rich
argumentation of Sidgwick’s Methods, perhaps this is sufficient to indicate
how Sidgwick’s magnum opus, for all its vast reservoirs of close reasoning,
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failed to make the hoped-for contribution to the solution of “the deepest
problems of human life.” As far as it surely went in advancing independent,
secular moral theory, and in articulating the utilitarian program while
redirecting its energies, the Methods did not vindicate practical reason in
the way that Sidgwick thought best, both for philosophy and for purposes
of cultural advance. Indeed, he worried that it had not vindicated practical
reason at all.

Still, it has undeniably contributed much to more recent moral the-
ory. Since the revival of substantive ethical theory in the post-positivist
Anglo-American philosophical world, it has been impossible even for
critics — be they Aristotelian, Kantian, Nietzschean, or whatever — to
ignore Sidgwick’s monumental volume. When Rawls, in A Theory of
Fustice, famously drew out the supposedly counterintuitive implications
of Sidgwick’s utilitarianism with respect to questions of distributive jus-
tice and population growth, the better to advance his own theory of jus-
tice as fairness, he effectively put the Methods at the very heart of the
great expansion of substantive ethical theory that marked the last third of
the twentieth century. Rawls’s objection that “classical utilitarianism fails
to take seriously the distinction between persons” because the “principle
of rational choice for one man is taken as the principle of social choice as
well” was, above all, a challenge to Sidgwick, albeit one aimed at only
half of the dualism, that promoting the “impartial sympathetic spec-
tator” who represents “the conflation of all desires into one system of
desire.”?°5

In responding to such objections, contemporary utilitarians have, ironi-
cally, been able to take considerable comfort in Sidgwick’s steadfast, honest
confrontation with the shortcomings of utilitarianism — and of every other
method of ethics. Certainly, as we have seen, with Sidgwick, utilitarianism
was presented in connection with nearly the whole extraordinary menu
of practical and theoretical difficulties that have dogged it ever since:
the problem of its rational grounding, especially as against egoism; the
problem of formulating “indirect” or “two-level” theories in order to ac-
commodate traditional or commonsense moral rules and/or dispositions;
the problem of accounting for friendship and integrity, and, relatedly, the
“demandingness” of utilitarianism, especially versus the personal point of
view; the problem of supererogation; the problem of universalizability and
the special demands of justice, which seem to pose alternative conceptions
of impartiality and equitable social arrangements (as opposed to utilitarian
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aggregation and maximization); the differences between total and average
utility calculations, as brought out by the question of optimal population
size; the complexities involved in drawing inter- and intrapersonal com-
parisons of utility; and, not least, the importance for utilitarianism of the
nature of personal identity over time. When one looks at the most serious
recent attempts to defend utilitarian ethical theory — works such as R. M.
Hare’s Moral Thinking, R. B. Brandt’s A Theory of the Good and the Right,
Derek Parfit’s Reasons and Persons, John Skorupski’s Ethical Explorations,
Brad Hooker’s Ideal Code, Real World, and Peter Singer’s How Are We to
Live? — one finds that they make constant reference to Sidgwick and the
agenda that he set.

However, although recent utilitarian theorizing has often reached a very
high level of sophistication, the appeal to Sidgwick in such work often
seems rather opportunistic. Even Rawls’s characterization of the Methods
scarcely does justice to, say, Sidgwick’s search for a harmonization of ego-
ism and utilitarianism, such that the practical overcoming of the dualism
would hardly have left individuals in the position of necessarily regretting
the “sacrifices” demanded of them. Schneewind was profoundly right to
stress, in Stdgwick’s Ethics, how crucial it is to read Sidgwick in the context
of the religious debates of the mid-Victorian era. Of course, better histor-
ical readings of Sidgwick can make him look both more interesting and
less interesting, more probing and less probing. Marcus Singer has rightly
noted the strangeness of Sidgwick’s famous treatment of the population
question, his argument that “strictly conceived, the point up to which, on
Utilitarian principles, population ought to be encouraged to increase, is
not that at which average happiness is the greatest possible . . . but that at
which the product formed by multiplying the number of persons living
into the amount of average happiness reaches it maximum” (ME 415-16).
As Singer observes,

Sidgwick is aware of what he calls the ‘grotesque . . . show of exactness’ exhibited
by such reasoning. That is not the main problem. The main problem is that
Sidgwick rejects out of hand, without argument, the average happiness criterion in
favor of the total happiness criterion, and never even questions the appropriateness
of either criterion. And Sidgwick is not simply reporting on what the utilitarian
view is, he is actually supporting this view, and never asks whether the point made
is a point in its favor or against it. But this implication of the ‘strictly conceived’
utilitarian principle is surely paradoxical, even on Sidgwick’s own conception of
paradox.>°®
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Singer goes on to remark insightfully on how the apparent corollary
of this view — Sidgwick’s claim that “a universal refusal to propagate
the human species would be the greatest of conceivable crimes from a
Utilitarian point of view” — would also appear to be related to his beliefs
about colonization and the duty of “civilized nations” to “civilize the
world.”

These are crucially important issues, to be discussed at length in later
chapters. The troubling point, however, is that they have scarcely been
discussed at all in the vast analytical philosophical literature devoted to
utilitarianism and the population question.>°?

Now, given the influence of Rawls and Rawlsian debates over Sidg-
wickian utilitarianism, it is strange that the single most important work
on the Methods — Schneewind’s Sidgwick’s Ethics — is also the one most
determined to downplay its utilitarianism. As we have seen, Schneewind
1s fairly consistently puzzled over the gap between the axioms and the
substantive views of egoism and utilitarianism, and one aspect of his puz-
zlement concerns the central matter of maximization. In discussing the
filling out of the principle of benevolence, he asks: “Why, then, are we
to maximize goodness?” This, he observes, “seems to follow simply from
the definitions of rightness and goodness,” which might seem problem-
atically question-begging in itself. Moreover, the “definitional point that
rightness is conceptually zied to creating maximal goodness does not yield
the utilitarian principle just by itself. An ultimate principle must present
a characteristic that makes right acts right, and the definition does not
establish that maximizing goodness has this status.”2°%

Of course, Schneewind recognizes that, by Sidgwick’s lights, what
“shows that maximizing goodness is what makes right acts right is.. . . the
negative result of the examination of common-sense morality, that none of
the purely factual properties can serve as an ultimate right-making charac-
teristic.” Thus, it must be that “bringing about the most good is what makes
right acts right.” But as Schneewind argues at length, this is to treat com-
monsense morality as covertly teleological, rather than deontological.**

Still, Schneewind does for the most part take Sidgwick at his word in
terms of his claims about setting aside the need to edify in the interests of
impartial inquiry, and his arguments are deeply supportive of the Rawlsian
reading of Sidgwick as a seminal figure in the growth of substantive,
academic moral theory, out to judiciously compare and contrast the leading
contenders in a very modern way. On this count, the assessment of the



Consensus versus Chaos 257

Methods is highly positive and somewhat surprising: “If in its attention to
detail as well as in its range of concern the Methods of Ethics challenges
comparison, as no other work in moral philosophy does, with Aristotle’s
Ethics, in the depth of its understanding of practical rationality and in
its architectonic coherence it rivals the work of Kant himself.”*'° In his
concluding paragraph, Schneewind muses on how Sidgwick would have
reacted to future developments:

Most of all [Sidgwick] would have welcomed attempts to work out an alternative
to utilitarianism as systematic, as comprehensive, and as powerful as he himself
showed that utilitarianism could be. If one of the foundations of his own moral
position was a belief about the demands of rationality, the other was the convic-
tion that there is no alternative principle satisfying those demands as well as the
utilitarian principle. To this second claim no one in his lifetime offered a cogent
and compelling reply. Yet such a reply would have seemed to Sidgwick to present
the most desirable kind of challenge a philosopher could want. Whether it has yet
been provided or not is a matter still under discussion.”""

Presumably, Schneewind had the neo-Kantian, autonomist trend in
moral theory in mind when he penned this passage, coming as it did in
the wake of Rawls’s Theory. And he had good reason for thinking that
Sidgwick would have welcomed such efforts; indeed, much of the analysis
in Sidgwick’s Ethics is devoted to bringing out the Kantian proclivities of
the Methods. For Schneewind, more than anyone, has stressed the ways in
which Sidgwick was indebted to moral theorists who were outside of and
hostile to the utilitarian tradition. Clarke, Butler, and Kant — Sidgwick
readily admitted that these figures were also his masters. But those critics
of utilitarianism closer to home — such as Maurice, Whewell, and John
Grote — also constantly pressed upon him the need to reconcile utilitar-
ianism with the perspective of agency and the requirements of rational
intuition. And of course, the view that ethics might somehow vindicate,
or at least warmly support, Christian faith was hardly part of the legacy
of Bentham and Mill, though it was a vital component of the ethics of
Kant and the “Cambridge Moralists.”?"> Schneewind in fact insists (con-
tra Frankena, Darwall, and Shaver) that to “no major historical figure does
Sidgwick have closer affinities than to Bishop Butler,” though he “moves
well beyond Butler in the thoroughness with which he works out the view
that our moral beliefs are or can be rational. Where Butler refused to elab-
orate a theory, Sidgwick, like Whewell, holds that the development of a
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systematic understanding of our moral experience is the central task of
ethics.” Which brings us not only to Whewell, but also to Kant:

It is tempting to describe the dominant philosophical strategy which Sidgwick
uses to carry out this task as a Kantian attempt to work out the sole conditions
under which reason can be practical. Certainly his basic aim is similar to Kant’s
but, as his many points of disagreement with Kant suggest, the Kantian aspect
of his thinking needs to be defined with some care. He detaches the issue of
how reason can be practical from the most distinctive aspects of Kantianism. He
rejects the methodological apparatus of the ‘critical philosophy’, the Kantian dis-
tinction of noumenal and phenomenal standpoints, and the association of the
issue with the problem of free will. He treats the question of the possibility
of rationally motivated action as answerable largely in terms of common place
facts; he does not attribute any special synthesizing powers to reason beyond
those assumed in ordinary logic; and he does not take morality to provide us
with support for religious beliefs. In refusing to base morality on pure reason
alone, moreover, he moves decisively away from Kant, as is shown by his very
un-Kantian hedonistic and teleological conclusions. These points make it clear
that the Kantian strain in Sidgwick’s thought is most marked in his central idea
about rationality of first principles. Substantive first principles of morality are
not the most basic embodiment of practical rationality. The rationality of these
principles is a consequence of requirements set by more formal principles which
themselves delineate the general activity of reasoning, when the formal princi-
ples are applied in the circumstances of human life. Intuition is then explicable
as the understanding a reasonable being has of the nature of his own activity as
reasonable. If this is Kantianism, then it is not inaccurate to think of Sidgwick as a
Kantian.?'3

In fact, in a variety of later works, Schneewind has developed this theme
somewhat, maintaining that Sidgwick’s emphasis on the “methods” of
ethics also reflected a very Kantian view of the ordinary person’s capac-
ity for moral knowledge and direction — like Mill, but unlike Bentham,
Sidgwick tried to show “how normal adults can see for themselves what
morality requires in daily life [and] how each person could be moved to
act morally, regardless of legislatively engineered sanctions.”?'# The link
he finds involves the moral democracy of this form of self-direction.

That there is much that is profoundly right about Schneewind’s in-
terpretation is undeniable, for reasons that by this point ought to be
quite obvious. Schneewind is perfectly well aware of the novel features
of Sidgwick’s approach, but after all, Sidgwick himself was most anxious
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to identify his work with that of Butler and Kant, despite his differences on
the subjects of determinism, intention, and the ultimate nature of moral
knowledge. His interpretations of his “masters” may not have been the
most perspicuous, but his sense of indebtedness is plain. A brief recapit-
ulation of Sidgwick’s own account of his Kantian filiations may help to
put Schneewind’s reading in perspective and to throw into sharper relief
a number of the points made in earlier sections.

As Sidgwick explained the evolution of the Methods, he had been led
back to Kantism after the inadequacy of Mill’s treatment of egoism —and of
Mill’s reading of Kant — had been borne in on him, and he “was impressed
with the truth and importance of its fundamental principle. . . . That what-
ever is right for me must be right for all persons in similar circumstances —
which was the form in which I accepted the Kantian maxim — seemed
to me certainly fundamental, certainly true, and not without practical
importance.” (ME xix)

Of course, as we have seen, it is also important to appreciate just what
kind of use Sidgwick made of the autonomist tradition:

Kant’s resting of morality on Freedom did not indeed commend itself to me,
though I did not at first see, what I now seem to see clearly, that it involves
the fundamental confusion of using ‘freedom’ in two distinct senses — “free-
dom” that is realised only when we do right, when reason triumphs over incli-
nation, and “freedom” that is realised equally when we choose to do wrong, and
which is apparently implied in the notion of ill-desert. What commended itself
to me, in short, was Kant’s ethical principle rather than its metaphysical basis.
(ME xix)

Moreover, Sidgwick deemed Kant’s fundamental principle “inadequate
for the construction of a system of duties,” unable to really help with the
problem of the dualism of practical reason, the “subordination of Self-
Interest to Duty.”

For the Rational Egoist—a man who had learnt from Hobbes that Self-preservation
is the first law of Nature and Self-interest the only rational basis of social morality —
and in fact, its actual basis, so far as it is effective — such a thinker might accept
the Kantian principle and remain an Egoist.

He might say, “I quite admit that when the painful necessity comes for another
man to choose between his own happiness and the general happiness, he must asa
reasonable being prefer his own, i.e. it is right for him to do this on my principle.
No doubt, as I probably do not sympathise with him in particular any more than
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with other persons, I as a disengaged spectator should like him to sacrifice himself
to the general good: but I do not expect him to do it, any more than I should do
it myself in his place.”

It did not seem to me that this reasoning could be effectively confuted. No
doubt it was, from the point of view of the universe, reasonable to prefer the
greater good to the lesser, even though the lesser good was the private happiness
of the agent. Still, it seemed to me also undeniably reasonable for the individual to
prefer his own. The rationality of self-regard seemed to me as undeniable as the
rationality of self-sacrifice. I could not give up this conviction, though neither of
my masters, neither Kant nor Mill, seemed willing to admit it: in different ways,
each in his own way, they refused to admit it. (ME xix—xx)

Kant and most neo-Kantians have always emphatically denied that ego-
ism could be consistently willed as a universal law or defended as an inde-
pendent principle of practical reason, but Sidgwick, as we have seen, is not
impressed with such denials. This was the realization that left Sidgwick
“a disciple on the loose, in search of a master,” and in turn led him back
to Butler, in whom he claimed to find an anticipation of his own thinking
about the dualism of practical reason, as well as much effective criticism
of psychological hedonism. Thus, it was Butler who finally persuaded
him of the “existence of ‘disinterested’ or ‘extra-regarding’ impulses to
action, [impulses] not directed towards the agent’s pleasure,” and conse-
quently, Sidgwick found himself “much more in agreement with Butler
than Mill” concerning the “Psychological basis of Ethics,” not to mention
further confirmed in his intuitionistic tendencies:

And this led me to reconsider my relation to Intuitional Ethics. The strength
and vehemence of Butler’s condemnation of pure Utilitarianism, in so cautious a
writer, naturally impressed me much. And I had myself become, as I had to admit
to myself, an Intuitionist to a certain extent. For the supreme rule of aiming at
the general happiness, as I had come to see, must rest on a fundamental moral
intuition, if I was to recognise it as binding at all. And in reading the writings
of the earlier English Intuitionists, More and Clarke, I found the axiom I re-
quired for my Utilitarianism . . . in one form or another, holding a prominent place.
(ME xxi)

What is singularly interesting in this story of Sidgwick’s intellectual
wanderings, however, is the way in which he travels from Mill to Kant to
Butler to Clarke and then back to Aristotle, as though the pull of his classi-
cist background always proved irresistable. Thus, he had “theoretically as
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well as practically” accepted the “fundamental moral intuition” of rational
benevolence, along with the Kantian one, and “was then an ‘intuitional’
moralist to this extent: and if so, why not further?” That is to say, why not
go all the way with something like Whewell’s system, which after all found
a place for rational benevolence, or charity, as one principle alongside the
others? At this, though, Sidgwick balks: “The orthodox moralists such as
Whewell (then in vogue) said that there was a whole intelligible system
of intuitions: but how were they to be learnt? I could not accept Butler’s
view as to the sufficiency of a plain man’s conscience: for it appeared to me
that plain men agreed rather verbally than really.” (ME xx1) And it was in
this state of mind that he looked to “Aristotle again; and a light seemed to
dawn upon me as to the meaning and drift of his procedure — especially
in Books 1i., 1ii., iv. of the Ethics.”

Indeed, as we have seen, the light of Aristotle proved to be brilliantly
illuminating, and crucial to the assembling of the Methods, with Sidgwick
seeking, like Aristotle and Socrates, to reduce “to consistency by careful
comparison” commonsense morality, what “we” think, “ascertained by
reflection.” (ME xxii—xxiii)

Obviously, the result of this Aristotelian examination of common sense
only succeeded in bringing out “with fresh force and vividness” the dif-
ferences between the “maxims of Common Sense Morality” and the in-
tuitions associated with utilitarianism and the Kantian principle, though
it had “continually brought home” how commonsense morality is a sys-
tem of rules “tending to the promotion of general happiness” (ME xxii).
Indeed, there was “no real opposition between Intuitionism and Utilitari-
anism,” because the “Utilitarianism of Mill and Bentham seemed to me to
want a basis: that basis could only be supplied by a fundamental intuition;
on the other hand the best examination I could make of the Morality of
Common Sense showed me no clear and self-evident principles except
such as were perfectly consistent with Utilitarianism.” To be sure, given
how the “merely empirical examination of the consequences of actions is
unsatisfactory” and how practically imperfect is the “guidance of the Util-
itarian calculus,” it was crucial to “treat with respect, and make use of, the
guidance afforded by Common Sense in these cases, on the ground of the
general presumption which evolution afforded that moral sentiments and
opinions would point to conduct conducive to general happiness.” Still,
this could be overruled by “a strong probability of the opposite, derived
from utilitarian calculations.” (ME xxii—xxiii)
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Given the account in earlier chapters of Sidgwick’s Apostolic truth
seeking, this invocation of Aristotle on common sense, as the figure car-
rying on the true work of the Socratic elenchus, should seem remarkably
apt, as should the suggestion that the project was carried on by Mill. The
Methods effectively provided the formal philosophical underpinnings for
Sidgwick’s Apostolic love of philosophical conversation that was intense
and personal, a matter of individual self-revelation, fellowship, growth,
and experimentation as much as abstract truth. Recall his Mauricean in-
sistence that all three methods gave expression to some enduring features
of his own being. Here are the social dimensions of his epistemology.?'5

Now, this recapitulation of the genesis of the Methods is meant to sug-
gest just how much care must be taken when applying to such a book
broad labels like “Millian” or “Kantian” or “Aristotelian” (etc.). Even
Schneewind’s extremely sensitive Kantian interpretation may underesti-
mate other influences, such as the Aristotelian one. Yes, Sidgwick accepted
the universalizability principle and, in a general way, agreed with Kant —
and with Whewell, for that matter — that morality is a matter of practical
reason and that the moral theorist must determine the preconditions for
applying reason to practice in human life. But he did not, as Schneewind
would admit, quite capture the essence of the Kantian orientation, whether
expressed by Kant or by Green.?'®

Thus, as Darwall has observed, intuitionists and autonomists from
Butler to Kant to the present do share a certain normative idea of the will,
of “an agent who can step back from her various desires — for example,
from her desires for her own good or the goods of others, or of all con-
ceived impartially — and ask which she should act on.” However, whereas
“the intuitionists take practical reasoning and action to have an implicit
material aim, namely, to track independent normative facts, autonomist
internalists take the implicit aim of practical reasoning to be entirely
Jormal — guidance by considerations that we can reflectively endorse,
thereby realizing autonomy.”?'7 Arguably, Sidgwick’s complex philosoph-
ical intuitionism actually falls midway between these poles, since it places
such weight on being guided by a certain kind of authority, achieved via
free, critical inquiry, etc. It is neither a pure practical reason theory nor a
pure intuitionist one (on the older models), and that is just what makes it
hard to classify.

To be sure, one might feel that the popular contrasts between the
pure Kantian view and rational intuitionism are somewhat stylized and
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overdrawn; Sidgwick’s intuitionism insists on the procedural and reflective
aspects of practical deliberation, making one’s views one’s own through
the application of reason, being self-directed, and so forth.2’® And this
is the strong point of Schneewind’s interpretation. Cast in terms of the
account of Sidgwick’s Apostolic commitments, one could say that with
Sidgwick, the intuitionist conception of the self as seeker, friend, and
discussant was not all that thin. The dialectical side of his approach was
absolutely crucial.

Unfortunately, however, the different shadings of emphasis here do
translate into some very important substantive differences in ethical prin-
ciple. An important corollary to all such Kantian and neo-Kantian views
involves the so-called “publicity” criterion. As Kant himself put it, in an
appendix to Perpetual Peace: “All actions affecting the rights of other hu-
man beings are wrong if their maxim is not compatible with being made
public.”?'9 This feature of the Kantian orientation is clearly at work in
Rawls’s arguments.

The basic idea, simply built into the Rawlsian position, is that it is
crucial to the notion of a “public conception of justice” that all citi-
zens would at least have some grasp of the basic principles of justice
and of their justifying reasons, their derivation from a point of view rep-
resenting the conditions for reaching a fair agreement on such principles.
After all, how can one freely, of one’s own will, obey the law one gives
oneself if one does not know what it is? Here, the kinds of legitimating
conditions that Rousseau found in direct democracy are translated into
the abstract conditions for reasoning to moral conclusions — or, in Rawls’s
case, to principles of political justice. As Rawls frames it:

It is fitting, then, that the fair terms of social cooperation between citizens as
free and equal should meet the requirements of full publicity. For if the basic
structure relies on coercive sanctions, however rarely and scrupulously applied,
the grounds of its institutions should stand up to public scrutiny. When a political
conception of justice satisfies this condition, and basic social arrangements and
individual actions are fully justifiable, citizens can give reasons for their beliefs
and conduct before one another confident that this avowed reckoning itself will
strengthen and not weaken public understanding. The political order does not, it
seems, depend on historically accidental or established delusions, or other mis-
taken beliefs resting on the deceptive appearances of institutions that mislead us
as to how they work. Of course, there can be no certainty about this. But pub-
licity ensures, so far as practical measures allow, that citizens are in a position to
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know and to accept the pervasive influences of the basic structure that shape their
conception of themselves, their character and ends. As we shall see, that citizens
should be in this position is a condition of their realizing their freedom as fully au-
tonomous, politically speaking. It means that in their public political life nothing is
hidden.?*°

Although Rawls is here adapting the Kantian idea to the construction of
a distinctly political view, the larger analogies should be evident enough.
When Kantian and neo-Kantian reconstructions of “conscience” — that
1s, each rational agent’s capacity for acting freely and responsibly — focus
on the capacity for moral self-direction, on the ordinary person’s ability
to grasp what morality requires and to act on it, the publicity condition is
in play. When one is called upon to extend to others the respect that one
accords oneself, as a creature able to rise above inclination and to act freely
and responsibly, the demands of reasonableness are inseparable from the
demands of publicity.

And it is perhaps at this juncture that one can best appreciate how
Sidgwick parted from the Kantian project. For one of the most notorious
features of his utilitarian orientation concerns exactly this issue of pub-
licity. The charge that Sidgwick’s view amounts to “Government House”
utilitarianism amounts to the charge that he rejects any such principle of
publicity as a sine qua non for moral principles. As we have seen, the point
has been sharply put by Bernard Williams — a perceptive critic of both
utilitarianism and Kantianism — who urges that Sidgwick’s utilitarianism
is “the morality of an élite” such that “the distinction between theory
and practice determines a class of theorists distinct from other persons,
theorists in whose hands the truth of the Utilitarian justification of non-
Utilitarian dispositions will be responsibly deployed. This outlook accords
well enough with the important colonial origins of Utilitarianism.”?*'

Williams points up some of the most notorious passages in the Methods,
namely, those having to do with the possibility of an “esoteric morality.”
Thus, in discussing when exceptions to the ordinary rules of morality
should be permitted, Sidgwick allows that there may be cause for further
doubt, beyond the clearer instance where exceptional ethical treatment
would involve a class of cases and would be acceptable to a community
of enlightened utilitarians. This is the “doubt whether the more refined
and complicated rule which recognises such exceptions is adapted for the
community in which he is actually living; and whether the attempt to
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introduce it is not likely to do more harm by weakening current morality
than good by improving its quality.” That is,

Supposing suchadoubttoarise . . . itbecomes necessary that the Utilitarian should
consider carefully the extent to which his advice or example are likely to influence
persons to whom they would be dangerous: and it is evident that the result of
this consideration may depend largely on the degree of publicity which he gives
to either advice or example. Thus, on Ultilitarian principles, it may be right to
do and privately recommend, under certain circumstances, what it would not be
right to advocate openly; it may be right to teach openly to one set of persons
what it would be wrong to teach to others; it may be conceivably right to do, if
it can be done with comparative secrecy, what it would be wrong to do in the
face of the world; and even, if perfect secrecy can be reasonably expected, what it
would be wrong to recommend by private advice or example. These conclusions
are all of a paradoxical character: there is no doubt that the moral consciousness
of a plain man broadly repudiates the general notion of an esoteric morality,
differing from the one popularly taught; and it would be commonly agreed that
an action which would be bad if done openly is not rendered good by secrecy. We
may observe, however, that there are strong utilitarian reasons for maintaining
generally this latter common opinion; for it is obviously advantageous, generally
speaking, that acts which it is expedient to repress by social disapprobation should
become known, as otherwise the disapprobation cannot operate; so that it seems
inexpedient to support by any moral encouragement the natural disposition of
men in general to conceal their wrong doings; besides that the concealment would
in most cases have importantly injurious effects on the agent’s habits of veracity.
Thus the Utilitarian conclusion, carefully stated, would seem to be this; that the
opinion that secrecy may render an action right which would not otherwise be so
should itself be kept comparatively secret; and similarly it seems expedient that
the doctrine that esoteric morality is expedient should itself be kept esoteric. Or if
this concealment be difficult to maintain, it may be desirable that Common Sense
should repudiate the doctrines which it is expedient to confine to an enlightened
few. And thus a Utilitarian may reasonably desire, on Utilitarian principles, that
some of his conclusions should be rejected by mankind generally; or even that the
vulgar should keep aloof from his system as a whole, in so far as the inevitable
indefiniteness and complexity of its calculations render it likely to lead to bad
results in their hands. (ME 489—9o)

Of course, it hardly seems that this would be a case of the vulgar keeping
aloof, and Sidgwick also allows that in an “ideal community of enlightened
Utilitarians this swarm of perplexities and paradoxes would vanish,” since
in such a society all would share the same principles and abilities. Hence,
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as a form of indirect utilitarianism — a version of the claim that the util-
itarian end is best achieved by having people reason according to largely
nonutilitarian standards or decision procedures — Sidgwick’s position may
seem somewhat compromised, since it would not extend to the ideally en-
lightened community.>**> As Williams notes, however, “it is not generally
true, and it was not indeed true of Sidgwick, that Utilitarians of this type,
even though they are pure theorists, are prepared themselves to do without
the useful dispositions altogether,” which is why they still might have the
problem of “reconciling the two consciousnesses in their own persons —
even though the vulgar are relieved of that problem, since they are not bur-
dened with the full consciousness of the Utilitarian justification.”??3 This
would seem to be in line with Sidgwick’s reservations about the limits of
even a more highly evolved utilitarian society, absent the theistic postulate.

As suggested earlier on, Williams himself finds such views flatly incred-
ible, a virtual abdication of the task of moral reflection. The dispositions
to truth telling and the rest that Sidgwick describes as having utilitarian
value

turn out to be a very valuable element in the world of practice. But that means
that divergences of sentiment and various kinds of conflict that flow from those
dispositions are themselves part of the world of practice, and the answers that
they demand have to come from impulses that are part of the situation as it
is actually experienced in the world of practice. It follows that a theory which
stands to practice as Sidgwick’s theory does cannot actually serve to eliminate
and resolve all conflicts and unclarities in the world of practice, though they
are the conflicts that were complained of when the method of intuitionism was
unfavourably reviewed.?**

The problem, once again, is “that the moral dispositions, and indeed
other loyalties and commitments, have a certain depth or thickness: they
cannot simply be regarded, least of all by their possessor, just as devices
for generating actions or states of affairs.” On the contrary, they

will characteristically be what gives one’s life some meaning, and gives one some
reason for living it; they can be said, to varying degrees and variously over time,
to contribute to one’s practical or moral identity. There is simply no conceivable
exercise that consists in stepping completely outside myself and from that point
of view evaluating iz toto the dispositions, projects, and affections that constitute
the substance of my own life.?*5
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Hence the worries of perfectionists, virtue ethicists, and Sidgwick him-
self concerning the limits of indirection and the alternative to moral
schizophrenia being moral elitism of a rarefied variety.

Not surprisingly, Williams also finds Parfitian-style accounts of esoteric
morality, cast as self-effacing moral theories, altogether peculiar: “Parfit’s
emphasis is on the question whether the fact that an ethical theory has
one or another of these properties [being self-effacing or self-defeating]
shows that it is untrue. I am less clear than he is about what this means.
The discussion. . . concerns what kind of life, social or personal, would
be needed to embody such a theory.”?

Curiously, Schneewind’s discussion of these passages from the Methods
defining Sidgwick’s esotericism seems not to recognize the provocation
that such a view represents to Kantian publicity. As he glosses it:

[TThe utilitarian will be led, more generally, to the conclusion that it is undesirable
to have everyone calculating everything on a utilitarian basis, since the unavoidable
indefiniteness of such calculations leaves scope for the wicked and the weak to
construct specious excuses for their misbehaviour. . . . The point raises in turn the
more general question of the significance of divergent moral beliefs in a society. If
common-sense moral rules are generally taken to be valid, what is the utilitarian
to do when there are conflicting opinions each claiming that status? Sidgwick
thinks that while contradictory moral beliefs cannot both be correct it may be
advantageous at times to have conflicting opinions held by different social groups —
one is reminded here of John Stuart Mill’s passionate defence of diversity of
opinion — and so it may be best that one person should commit an act, for which
he is condemned by a segment of society. Sidgwick illustrates this with the case
of rebellion.???

This, however, does not really engage the concern. Although Schnee-
wind obviously does see that Sidgwick went much further than any of
his utilitarian predecessors in invoking indirect strategies to counter the
charge that utilitarianism flies in the face of received opinion, it is quite
evasive to treat this potential for moral elitism in such a sanitized fashion,
as a ringing endorsement of diversity.?*® Sidgwick may have, in Mauricean
fashion, downplayed the provocation, but that was his way.

Now, this notion of a sophisticated or two-level utilitarianism that might
even go so far as to countenance a completely esoteric morality points up
just how difficult it is to find in Sidgwick’s idea of a method of ethics
an effectively Kantian endorsement of the plain person’s capacity for
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moral self-direction. The method of the plain person may, under cer-
tain conditions, be completely but justifiably bricked off from any reflec-
tive grasp of the justifying grounds of ultimate principle. (Again, this
also points up the way in which both Sidgwick and Mill would have
largely circumvented worries as to whether they were at bottom “act”
utilitarians, since how one should calculate is something that is itself
subject to the utilitarian principle: it is a contingent, empirical ques-
tion what the best strategy or decision procedure would be for advancing
the general happiness.) Insofar as people would in the main do best by
calculating according to rules, such as the rules of commonsense morality,
that is the policy recommended; insofar as they approximate the com-
munity of enlightened utilitarians, more sophisticated calculations might
be allowed.?® One need not suppose that the plain person should or
could have a full philosophical grasp of the justification of morality to
think that Sidgwickian esotericism violates Kantian publicity. And this
only underscores Sidgwick’s uncertainty about the direction of “civilised”
opinion.

Against the naive objection that if Sidgwick had believed anything of
this sort he would not have gone about proclaiming it in his great work,
it should be observed that he did add a carefully crafted footnote to the
relevant section, in which he explains that “Common Sense to a certain
extent” does accept the idea of such indirection, in that “it would be com-
monly thought wrong to express in public speeches disturbing religious
or political opinions which may be legitimately published in books” (ME
48gn). And of course, he did rather bury his claims in a very long tome,
one replete with various Mauricean subterfuges.

Clearly, this last thought was very much from the heart, and suggestive
of his general Apostolic tendencies towards esotericism, given the way in
which he had sought to negotiate the aftermath of his resignation crisis. At
a time when the literate public, though growing, was still very small, and
universal public education was only just on the horizon as a genuine reality,
Sidgwick’s attitude was perfectly plausible. In his historical context, the
clerisy, or intellectual aristocracy, could take much for granted about the
smallness and clubbiness of their world. One need only ask how many
readers the Methods is likely to attract even today to understand how he
could be so complacent about his message failing to reach the “sensual
herd.” Again, his position was nicely expressed in a letter to his old Rugby
friend Major-General Carey:
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[M]y creed, such as it is, is sufficient to enable me to live happily from day to day,
hoping for more light from some quarter or other. But experience has convinced
me that what contents me would not content others; and therefore for the last ten
years — since in 1870 I gave up, to avoid hypocrisy, my Fellowship at Trinity —
I have ‘kept silence even from good words,” and never voluntarily disclosed my
views on religion to any one. (M 346)

It was in this context too that he had explained to J. R. Mozley, in a letter
quoted earlier:

[TThe reason why I keep strict silence now for many years with regard to theology
is that while I cannot myself discover adequate rational basis for the Christian
hope of happy immortality, it seems to me that the general loss of such a hope,
from the minds of average human beings as now constituted, would be an evil of
which I cannot pretend to measure the extent. (M 357)

However, what Sidgwick goes on to say in the next lines marks the
crucial qualification to his own qualified, practical endorsement of esoteric
morality:

But I am not prepared to say that this will be equally true some centuries hence;
in fact, I see strong ground for believing that it will ot be equally true, since
the tendency of development has certainly been to make human beings more
sympathetic; and the more sympathetic they become, the more likely it seems
to me that the results of their actions on other human beings (including remote
posterity) will supply adequate motives to goodness of conduct, and render the
expectation of personal immortality, and of God’s moral order more realised, less
important from this point of view. At the same time a considerable improvement
in average human beings in this respect of sympathy is likely to increase the
mundane happiness for men generally, and to render the hope of future happiness
less needed to sustain them in the trials of life. (M 357—58)

Such passages also indicate some important qualifications to Williams’s
analysis, which is cast strictly in terms of the arguments for utilitarianism
in Book IV and fails to catch the significance of the dualism of practical
reason for Sidgwick’s larger position. Thus, the concern here —once again
apparently covering both justification and motivation — would seem to be
cast in terms of the harmonization project, such that moral maturation
will yield an increase in general and individual happiness, rendering the
problem of self-sacrifice less compelling. The complications on the egoistic
side of this effort, given the failure of deductive approaches and the limits
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of indirection, would need to be addressed as well, and Williams does
not do this. But how this argument would run is evident from Sidgwick’s
conclusion to his chapter on “Happiness and Duty” in Book 1I:

To sum up: although the performance of duties towards others and the exercise
of social virtue seem to be generally the best means to the attainment of the
individual’s happiness, and it is easy to exhibit this coincidence between Virtue
and Happiness rhetorically and popularly; still, when we carefully analyse and
estimate the consequences of Virtue to the virtuous agent, it appears improbable
that this coincidence is complete and universal. We may conceive the coincidence
becoming perfect in a Utopia where men were as much in accord on moral as
they are now on mathematical questions, where L.aw was in perfect harmony
with Moral Opinion, and all offences were discovered and duly punished: or we
may conceive the same result attained by intensifying the moral sentiments of all
members of the community, without any external changes (which indeed would
then be unnecessary). But just in proportion as existing societies and existing
men fall short of this ideal, rules of conduct based on the principles of Egoistic
Hedonism seem liable to diverge from those which most men are accustomed to
recognise as prescribed by Duty and Virtue. (ME 175)

This and the previous passage might suggest how, in certain humors,
Sidgwick did express some less guarded thoughts about the potential of
an ideal enlightened community — future community, anyway — of utilitar-
ians. Plainly, his own sense of duty compelled him to work assiduously to
at least try to push the sympathetic development of humanity forward, if
mainly in that Millian fashion described earlier, so that the normal person
might come to sincerely wish to pursue his or her own interests only in
ways compatible with the general happiness. But as we have seen, he was,
on reflection, quite guarded and tentative in his hopes for future society
and social prognoses, much more alert to how little could confidently be
said about the laws of historical development and the shortcomings of any
future society, in a godless universe. Comte, Spencer, Marx, and even Mill
were to his mind wildly optimistic in this department. And his own psy-
chological work, with the experiments in intuitive theism, was less than
conclusive when it came to the matter of the basic fabric of human nature.
Hence, the persistent anxiety running through his expressions of uncer-
tainty. Precisely what was it in human nature that was responsible for this
maturation of the sympathetic tendencies? How crucial, and how natural,
was the religious impulse or some form of reverence? How responsible was
it for his own faith in “Things in General,” or for the more self-sacrificing
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tendencies of the public? The theistic postulate offered so much more by
way of hope for reconcilation, but it had yet to be vindicated.

Thus, there can be little doubt that the sections of the Methods devoted to
esoteric morality were among the most personal and revelatory of any in the
entire book, and not merely theoretical speculations of purely hypothetical
interest. Here was the philosophical expression of Mauricean paternalism;
here was the philosophical payoff of pursuing Mill’s advice about looking
into the touchy matter of the utility of truth. Obviously, Sidgwick was
walking a very carefully constructed path, taking solace not only in the
possibility of future progress, but also in the way that the germ of such
progress appears to be one of the elements of commonsense morality.
Thus, the man who

earnestly and successfully endeavours to realise the Utilitarian Ideal, however he
may deviate from the commonly-received type of a perfect character, is likely to
win sufficient recognition and praise from Common Sense. For, whether it be
true or not that the whole of morality has sprung from the root of sympathy, it
is certain that self-love and sympathy combined are sufficiently strong in average
men to dispose them to grateful admiration of any exceptional efforts to promote
the common good, even though these efforts may take a somewhat novel form.
To any exhibition of more extended sympathy or more fervent public spirit than
is ordinarily shown, and any attempt to develop these qualities in others, Com-
mon Sense is rarely unresponsive; provided, of course, that these impulses are
accompanied with adequate knowledge of actual circumstances and insight into
the relation of means to ends, and that they do not run counter to any recognised
rules of duty. And it seems to be principally in this direction that the recent spread
of Ultilitarianism has positively modified the ideal of our society, and is likely to
modify it further in the future. Hence the stress which Utilitarians are apt to lay
on social and political activity of all kinds, and the tendency which Ultilitarian
ethics have always shown to pass over into politics. For one who values conduct
in proportion to its felicific consequences, will naturally set a higher estimate on
effective beneficence in public affairs than on the purest manifestation of virtue
in the details of private life: while on the other hand an Intuitionist. . . still com-
monly holds that virtue may be as fully and as admirably exhibited on a small as
on a large scale. A sincere Utilitarian, therefore, is likely to be an eager politician.

(ME 495)

Sidgwick concludes, however, that it is not within the scope of his trea-
tise to show “on what principles” this kind of “political action ought to be
determined.” Rather, that issue would be at the core of his next two major
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treatises, The Principles of Political Economy and The Elements of Politics,
which would extend his utilitarian method into a truly comprehensive
practical philosophy.

Given this denouement, Williams is correct to suggest that it is pro-
foundly ironic that a treatise that had started out by carefully defining
ethics in terms of the problem of what one ought to do here and now
should by the end have left practical ethics in such a state of doubt and
uncertainty on “all questions of practical interest.” This much Sidgwick
roundly admitted, but without concluding that the reflective excursion
was without interest or value, at least for the philosophical few. What is
truly ironic, however, is the way in which Sidgwick, the high-minded util-
itarian saint who had a reputation for scrupulous honesty and a detestation
of hypocrisy, was here theorizing in detail the justification for an esoteric
morality.?3°

Indeed, the passages quoted here should suggest how the question of
esoteric morality must be pursued through a consideration of Sidgwick’s
larger psychological, social, and political theory, as an extension of his util-
itarianism or dualism and, of course, of his personal struggles with “the
deepest problems.” Surely, he meant himself to be one of those exemplary
utilitarians winning the praise of plain persons and contributing to the
development of the utilitarian elements in common sense. Williams’s pre-
sentation of Sidgwick’s position makes it sound too much like that of a
Victorian-era Plato, thoroughly persuaded of the permanent limitations of
nonphilosophers. Sidgwick, one wants to say, was more truly Socratic, al-
beit with less Socratic irony and more Millian sympathy. Furthermore, his
stress on harmonization and positive infatuation with matters of hypocrisy
and integrity point to the curious ways in which Williams’s critique of the
demandingness of utilitarianism is in fact highly Sidgwickian, and does
not respond to Sidgwick’s own efforts at reconciliation.?3"

Perhaps this provides at least some oblique support for the picture of
a less elitist Sidgwick painted by Schneewind’s Kantian interpretation,
though it would nonetheless seem to be true that Sidgwick’s notion of
a method of ethics, by encompassing such indirect strategies, differed in
fundamental respects from any Kantian decision procedure. He took his
esotericism very seriously, and it must be allowed that Williams gets closer
to the heart of the matter. In fact, Williams’s take on Sidgwick has been
given a very important feminist turn by Margaret Urban Walker in her
book Moral Understandings: A Feminist Study in Ethics. Like Williams,
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Walker pays Sidgwick a backhanded compliment, declaring that he was at
least clearer about how to negotiate the different levels of moral thinking
than recent indirect utilitarians.?3* Her claim is that Sidgwick advanced a
perversely elitist and patriarchal epistemological project.

Walker, as we shall see, misses crucial aspects of Sidgwick’s epistemol-
ogy and of his practical politics, including his feminism and the way in
which his life and work brought the problem of esotericism into connec-
tion with that of the “epistemology of the closet” — the distinctive ethical
and political dilemmas about publicity associated with same-sex erotic
love. However, she does, like Williams, raise many of the crucial questions
about the ultimate meaning of the Methods. After all, to the degree that
the book did embody Sidgwick’s Apostolic quest, might it not also reflect
the highly elitist and highly gendered perspectives — not to mention Eu-
rocentric perspectives — of so many of the actually existing Apostles?*33
As sophisticated and defensible, in narrowly analytical terms, as many of
Sidgwick’s arguments may be, they clearly need to be fleshed out in more
concrete terms — in terms, that is, that really capture the notions of ex-
perts and expertise that went into his much-sought-after “consensus of
experts.” What if the Mauricean and Millian efforts on behalf of the higher
education of women were of a piece with their views about civilizing the
so-called “lower races”? And what were their views, and Sidgwick’s, about
the larger mission of “civilization”?

A last reiteration. What is missing even from quite sympathetic treat-
ments of the Methods is an adequate appreciation of the importance, in
Sidgwick’s overall project, of the notion of inquiry, of the ways in which his
philosophical intuitionism was cast in a fallibilist epistemology that also
underscored the social dimensions of knowledge and relied upon Apostolic
notions of friendship and integrity. On Rawls’s reading, Sidgwick’s epis-
temology is as individualistic as that of Descartes or Kant — that is, there
is insufficient appreciation of Sidgwick’s conviction that his method can
only reduce the risk of error and can do this only by also working to estab-
lish coherence and consensus. What the Rawlsian description of “rational
intuitionism” misses is the Millian and Mauricean vitality of ethical in-
quiry, as a matter of the larger culture. Manifestly, Sidgwick’s conception
of free, critical inquiry was not that of the pure and attentive mind ab-
sorbed in its own individual study. Nor was it that of the solipsistic self
of the empiricist, reducing all knowledge claims to its own sense-data.
No, to build the educating society and the new culture would take much
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more than egoistic ropes of sand, be they ethical or epistemic. It is here,
in his construction of notions of consensus and authority, that one must
search for Sidgwick’s deeper views about publicity as they bear on matters
of sex, class, and race.

How, then, to reconcile the demands of inquiry with the esotericism
of the utilitarian method? Of the pursuit of truth and the pursuit of the
greatest happiness? And both of these with one’s own happiness? What
kind of culture hero did Sidgwick think the times demanded, and what
kind did he conceive himself to be? How could he even talk about an
ideal community of enlightened utilitarians while avoiding the “illimitable
cloudland” of utopian conjecture? What could even an eager politician do
when confronted with such complexity? How many selves needed to be
sacrificed?

With such problems before him, what was an Apostle to do? For
Sidgwick, the answer was clear: hunt ghosts. Harmony and esotericism of
a rather literal sort had not yet failed.



Spirits

I. Preliminaries and Cautionaries

The battle is to be fought in the region of thought, and the issue is belief or disbelief
in the unseen world, and in its Guardian, the Creator-Lord and Deliverer of Man.
W. E. Gladstone'

Occultism is the metaphysic of dunces.
Theodor W. Adorno®

Whatever one may think of parapsychology, it is impossible to appreci-
ate Sidgwick’s worldview without recognizing his commitment to such
investigations.? Like Gladstone and so many others who feared that
dogmatic materialism was on the rise and orthodox religion in serious
peril — which in the 1860s and 1870s, especially, it seemed hard to deny —
Sidgwick regarded these studies as the vital avenue by which to meet the
challenges thrown down by the likes of T. H. Huxley, “Darwin’s Bulldog.”
Just as the Idealism of Green and Bradley was a reaction to the growing
climate of unbelief, so too Sidgwick’s parapsychology was a bit of philos-
ophizing with strategic intent, a return to the concerns of Swedenborg to
parallel the return to the concerns of Kant (though of course, one could
also view it as carrying forward certain forms of Romanticism). It certainly
proved to be a happy vehicle for the poetic imagination, as both subject and
object.

As noted in Chapters 1 and 2, Sidgwick appears to have been fasci-
nated by ghosts for practically his entire life, quite possibly as a result of
being exposed to so many deaths in his early years. He would sometimes
refer, in his letters, to his “ghost-seeing” tendencies. Even his mentor,
Benson, had shared this fascination, helping to found the Cambridge
“Ghost Society” during his time there, an institution that Sidgwick then
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participated in when he was a Cambridge undergraduate.* By the time of
his graduation, he was already a fund of tales about supposed paranormal
happenings, though these were more or less held in check by his orthodox
religious views and skeptical doubts about the quality of the evidence.
Anglican orthodoxy for the most part disapproved of any untoward inter-
est in ghosts.

Again, as recounted in Chapter 3, it was the battering dealt his Anglican
beliefs during his years of “storm and stress,” when he came to struggle
so with the entire issue of the evidence for miraculous happenings, that
pushed him to accord a truly cosmic significance to these interests, the-
ological and ethical, and to surround himself with a circle of (mostly
younger) friends of similar disposition willing to seek firmer support
for such claims. Quickly becoming known as the Sidgwick Group, after
their researches took systematic form in the 1870s, they became the re-
spectable core of the official Society for Psychical Research, which was
born in 1882, with Sidgwick as its first president, the others serving on
its Council, and a membership list of some one hundred names, many
of them highly respectable. By the mid-eighties it had 600 members and
associates — everyone from Gladstone to Tennyson to Lewis Carroll —
and Sidgwick was confident that it could “run without further nursing.”
When it crested, in about 1920, it had 1,303 members and associates as
well as a respectable endowment fund, the result of various bequests. Its
Proceedings of the Society for Psychical Research were very widely read;
it had an in-house Journal, and it was busy assembling a fine library to
support its researchers. After 1885, there was also an American version,
which, though not as flourishing as the original, attracted such leading
intellectual figures as William James and worked in close collaboration
with the British organization, of which it was officially a branch from
1887 until 1905.

As a piece of cultural and social history, therefore, psychical re-
search is clearly a fascinating development, affording a wealth of insights
into the assumptions and practices governing knowledge, expertise, and
inquiry during this period. In Sidgwick’s case, this endeavor to reenchant
the universe was of course bound up with his worries about the chaos of
the dualism of practical reason and the grounding of egoism; as indicated
in the previous chapters, such concerns were absolutely crucial to him,
and he regarded the empirical investigation of the paranormal as a form of
theological study that could help to vindicate belief in the moral order of



Spirits 277

the universe, the harmony of duty and interest. Also noteworthy, however,
is the way in which this line of inquiry took the same form as so many of
his other Apostolic quests, becoming in large part an intimate fellowship
of seekers revealing to each other their deepest concerns. Thus, Sidgwick’s
parapsychology happily illuminates the larger social dimensions of his
epistemology as well as his metaphysical views, extending even to his
political concerns. The “failure” of The Methods of Ethics had only
strengthened his interest in “psychological experiments in ethics and in-
tuitive Theism,” and in the “miraculous” as perhaps a permanent element
in human history — the defining interests of his years of storm and stress.
How curious that it fell to ghosts to prove that the wages of virtue were
not dust.

Of course, given the subsequent record of inconclusive and fraudulent
research in parapsychology, which in recent times has been so mercilessly
exposed by such critics as Martin Gardner and a professional magician,
“The Amazing Randi,” it is difficult to recapture anything like the rec-
titude and intellectual aspirations of the early psychical researchers. And
to be sure, even at the start, the Society had its divisions, with the “scien-
tific” contingent on one side and the séance-loving “Spiritualists,” led by
Stainton Moses, on the other. One could safely say, however, that it was
largely because of the comparative sobriety that Sidgwick early on brought
to the Society that their work enjoyed the long period of respectability that
it did. And still more importantly, the work of the psychical researchers
proved to be a very fertile breeding ground for many different forms of
psychological research; their work on such topics as hypnosis and the var-
ious forms of unconscious thought was entangled with the developments
that would later be absorbed into various regions of clinical and exper-
imental psychology. Although these investigations remain controversial,
they are not usually placed in the same category as attempts to commu-
nicate with the dead. It is also important to stress that psychical research,
perhaps because of its novelty, provided an important vehicle for the work
of independent, intellectually motivated women — for example, Eleanor
Mildred Balfour, whose marriage to Sidgwick in 1876 only reinforced
her commitment to a life of research and educational activity. Ironically,
however, the SPR has also been described as a highly gendered (and
orientalist) effort, reinscribing male authority and at odds with some of the
very movements that were, albeit in strange ways, empowering women —
notably, the Theosophical movement.5
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Yet Sidgwick and his group apparently regarded all such work as an open
and fair field. Again, he embarked on it in the same spirit of Apostolic truth
seeking that characterized his work on religion and ethics, insisting that
however potentially important the results might be, the method had to
be one of impartial, disinterested inquiry rather than advocacy. And on
the whole, his views of the results were rather measured: he did think that
there was sound evidence for telepathy and unconscious thought processes
(as demonstrated by hypnotism), but he did not think that the results of his
other parapsychological inquiries had been very successful. Such modest,
mostly negative results would in due course mean that all of his anxieties
about the corrosive impact that his skepticism might have would return
with renewed force. Indeed, the people involved in psychical research
were often uniquely subject to the force of Sidgwick’s skepticism, and
they did not always react very appreciatively: another eminent member of
the SPR would comment, after Sidgwick’s death, that “[t]here are some
people so constituted that nothing psychic will take place in their presence.
Prof. Sidgwick was one.”® Mediums were apt to complain that he was too
“fidgety.”

Still, unpopularity with the spirits may have served Sidgwick well, and
it was in this region that he did the most to spell out his philosophy of mind
and the moral psychology that informed his other efforts. And his more
philosophical criticisms of empiricism, materialism, and idealism make
much more sense when read with the example of his psychical research
in mind. Here, surely, he had found the “deepest problems,” for which a
solution had to be sought.

II. The Fellowship

After Death

I have been buried for seven long days;
Here in the cold deep grave I lie:

Dark, all is dark! tho’ the sun’s warm rays
Slumber above on the earth close by.

For seven more days shall I wait fast bound

In coffin and shroud, tho’ I seem but dead;

While the spirits of those whom I wronged flit round,
And fill me with torture and horrible dread.
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What men call wicked was I on the earth,
What men call lost am I here below:

For twice seven days ere I have new birth
Shall the souls that I wronged flit to and fro.

I am theirs for a while: they may do what they will
With my poor body and pitiful soul,

While I lie in the vault where all life is still,
Where dank air sickens and far sound roll.

Where the stones seem heavy and like to sink

With the weight of the woe that I wrought in my life,
And crush me, or hurry me over the brink,

Down, down, to a pit of unending strife.

But I know that ere long I shall find release;

When twice seven days and nights are sped

I shall change. Shall I soar to the realms of peace?

Or down shall I fall to the place of the dead?
Poem, signed “Z,” published in The Clifionian,
November 1877 (believed to be by either Arthur
or Henry Sidgwick)?

As we have seen, Sidgwick’s skepticism was only heightened by his work on
the Methods, which failed to vindicate an independent, justifiable ethical
system and consequently aggravated, if anything, his anxieties about the
future of religious belief and, correlatively, the future of civilization.
Again, his early inclination to “provisionally postulate” the “continued ex-
istence of the soul in order to effect that harmony of Duty with Happiness
which seemed to me indispensable to rational moral life” had involved,
as he later explained, “setting out on the serious search for empirical ev-
idence” (M 466—67).8 This retrospective suggests just how his concerns
became so focused on psychical research, during the period from 1865 to
1875, and what his priorities were. Eleanor Mildred Sidgwick, née Balfour,
whom Sidgwick first met and began working with during this period, was
also quite clear about the formative interests of the Sidgwick Group and
the SPR:

The question whether good scientific evidence of survival — as distinct of course
from philosophical or theological reasons for believing it — could be obtained, is
probably one which from the foundation of the Society in 1882 has interested the
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majority of the members more than any other branch of our enquiries, because of
the far-reaching consequences its solution would carry with it. One consequence
would be a decisive argument against materialism, and it is this that leads some
of those who hold dogmatically a materialistic view of the universe to oppose, not
only any conclusion that survival can be proved, but any enquiry into the subject,
with a virulence resembling that of medieval theologians.?

This was to be a common theme of the Sidgwick Group — namely,
the dogmatism of so many of those who professed to be representing sci-
ence. Much of their initial energies went into simply trying to persuade
people that the evidence was not all in yet, one way or the other, and
that empirical inquiries were a promising alternative to the inconclusive,
question-begging answers coming from theology and philosophy, or from
those spiritualists who regarded all such experimental investigations of the
paranormal as wrong “because they must be the work either of the devil or
of familiar spirits, with whom the Bible forbid us to have dealings.”*° Still,
the fiercest opposition was from the scientists, not from the religiously in-
clined. As Sidgwick retrospectively put it, in his SPR presidential address
of 1888:

We believed unreservedly in the methods of modern science, and were prepared to
accept submissively her reasoned conclusions, when sustained by the agreement
of experts; but we were not prepared to bow with equal docility to the mere
prejudices of scientific men. And it appeared to us that there was an important
body of evidence — tending primd facie to establish the independence of soul or
spirit— which modern science had simply left on one side with ignorant contempt;
and that in so leaving it she had been untrue to her professed method, and had
arrived prematurely at her negative conclusions. (CWC)"*

This attitude was shared by most of the important founding members
of the Sidgwick Group. Myers, for example, many of whose insights into
Sidgwick’s early Cambridge years have been appealed to in early chapters,
was of special importance in connection with psychical research, as well
as with psychology in general. Sidgwick would in later life write that
“[flor many years Frederic Myers has been as dear to me as the dearest
of brothers — there is no one so qualified to enrich and make brighter and
nobler the lives of those he loves.”"> No other member of the Sidgwick
Group, with the possible exceptions of Eleanor Sidgwick and Edmund
Gurney, had a closer perspective on the evolution of Sidgwick’s thinking
in thisarea, and Myers’s own work —including his posthumously published
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magnum opus, Human Personality and the Survival of Bodily Death (1903),
which was dedicated to Sidgwick and Gurney — is a rich mine of material
for understanding at least the kinds of beliefs to which Sidgwick was drawn
and with which he was forced to engage. Not surprisingly, Sidgwick, here
as elsewhere, was always the more skeptical friend.

In his obituary of Sidgwick, part of which was quoted in Chapter 3,
Myers recalled his own parallel development and the events leading to
their collaboration:

My own entry into his inquiry, at any rate, was in an hour of deep inward need.
“Faith at her zenith, orall but lost in the gloom of doubts that darken the schools”: —
I had passed through all these stages, and visiting Cambridge again in 1869 to
examine for the Moral Sciences Tripos, I felt drawn in my perplexities to Henry
Sidgwick as somehow my only hope. In a star-light walk which I shall not forget
(December 3rd, 1869), I asked him, almost with trembling, whether he thought
that when Tradition, Intuition, Metaphysic, had failed to solve the riddle of the
Universe, there was still a chance that from any actual observable phenomena, —
ghosts, spirits, whatsoever there might be, — some valid knowledge might be drawn
as to a World Unseen. Already, it seemed, he had thought that this was possible;
steadily, though in no sanguine fashion, he indicated some last grounds of hope;
and from that night onwards I resolved to pursue this quest, if it might be, at his
side. Even thus a wanderer in the desert, abandoning in despair the fair mirages
which he has followed far in vain, might turn and help an older explorer in the
poor search for scanty roots and muddy water-holes."3

Myers goes on to admit that his was “a slow and late conversion to
the sense, which so many men had already reached, of Sidgwick’s pen-
etrating wisdom.” Still, in the end, only Arthur Balfour and Edmund
Gurney rivalled him in admiration — the “attitude as of ‘companions of
Socrates’: — as it were, say, a Kritias of happier omen, a Theages, a
Simmias, — feeling an essential stimulus to self-development in his intel-
lectual search, his analysing elenchus; — and feeling also in the steadfastness
of his inward aspiration a prophylactic, as each man might need it, against
dilettantism, or self-indulgence, or despair.” On Myers’s account of it, he
and Sidgwick “had caught together the distant hope that Science might
in our age make sufficient progress to open the spiritual gateway which
she had been thought to close; — to penetrate by her own slow patience
into the vestibule of an Unseen World.”'# And they even occasionally re-
marked with pride that it was the stereotypical English mind and method,
with its fact-gathering ploddingness, that might at last crack the secret of
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the universe — “where the German had been satisfied with embracing the
cloud — where the Frenchman’s logic had lightly accepted negation —
the dogged Anglo-Saxon might yet wrest some secret from silent Fate.”
For Myers, no one was more English in this respect than Sidgwick, that
“veritable incarnation of beneficent wisdom”:

And Sidgwick possessed, in an almost unique degree, that motive for dogged per-
sistence which lay in a deep sense of the incurable incoherence of the intelligible
world, as thus far grasped by men. More thoroughly than any other man known
to me he had exhausted one after another the traditional creeds, and accredited
speculations; — had followed out even to their effacement in the jungle the adver-
tised pathways to truth. Long years of pondering had begotten in him a mood of
mind alike rare and precious; —a scepticism profound and far-reaching, which yet
had never curdled into indifference nor frozen into despair.'s

In fact, however, Myers would also insist that “Sidgwick was not only
cautious, systematic, self-controlled, he was also unresting, undeviating,
inwardly ardent to the end; — possessed, as Plato has it, with that ‘iron sense
of truth and right’ which makes the least indication of intellectual as well
as of moral duty fall on the heart as an intimate and urgent command.”
This somewhat less English-sounding Sidgwick had his “true core” in
“ardour” rather “than in circumspection, in force of will rather than in
pondering hesitancy.”*®

One suspects that such praise reveals more about Myers than about
Sidgwick, however. In an 1869 letter to Anne Clough, Sidgwick would
remark, by way of explaining how Myers’s appreciation of it proved the
ever-increasing relevance of Arthur Hugh Clough’s poetry, that “Myers
is a man whose turn of mind is so antagonistic to subtle scepticism that
he could not have appreciated these poems except that he is, as every
susceptible youth must be, de son siécle” (M 215).

In many ways, Myers, born in 1843, may have seemed an unlikely
intimate of Sidgwick’s. Although he had a similar background — a
clergyman father; well-to-do relatives (including his self-made uncle
William Whewell); an early sensitivity to and preoccupation with religious
matters; and a Trinity College, Cambridge education, marked by study of
classics gradually giving way to an interest in the moral sciences — he was
certainly far more expressive and hopeful by temperament, and appar-
ently far more capable of alienating people. Alan Gauld has nicely pointed
up the contrast: “Sidgwick was ascetic and cool-headed, a political and
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academic liberal and a practical reformer. Myers, by contrast, was not
merely a man pulled this way and that by turbulent emotions and irre-
pressible sensuality; he was at this period of his life a snob, a name-dropper,
an arch-tory.”"7

As Gauld further describes him:

To Myers’ undergraduate contemporaries he appeared an eccentric and a poseur.
His extreme sensibility led him to express his feelings in an unrestrained way and
to dramatise scenes and incidents which others were likely to find merely trivial
or silly. It led also to an arrogance and a vanity which made him widely unpopular,
for his emotions had to him at times a momentous, cosmic import, and he could
hardly help regarding himself as singled out by Fate, for some high destiny. His
pride was augmented by his early successes; and he was perhaps not unaware
of possessing personal advantages — a tallish (though somewhat plump) figure, a
handsome face and silky beard, a delicately flexible voice — denied to many others.
Few liked him, and some detested him. His closest friend during his early years
at Cambridge was Arthur Sidgwick, a clever young classic in the year above him.
Their relationship was of an emotional and aesthetic kind, and its intenseness may
well have caused unfavourable comment, so adding to Myers’ unpopularity.™®

That Myers and Arthur Sidgwick were linked to the John Addington
Symonds circle at this earlier point (from about 1863), and widely recog-
nised as intimate, is clear from Symonds’s own letters."® And all of them
shared a similar “Arcadian” development, grounded in the classics. As
Myers explained:

That early burst of admiration for Virgil of which I have already spoken was
followed by a growing passion for one after another of the Greek and Latin poets.
From ten to sixteen I lived much in the inward recital of Homer, Aeschylus,
Lucretius, Horace, and Ovid. The reading of Plato’s Gorgias at fourteen was a
great event; but the study of the Phaedo at sixteen effected upon me a kind of
conversion. At that time, too, I returned to my worship of Virgil, whom Homer
had for some years thrust into the background. I gradually wrote out Bucolics,
Georgics, Aeneid from memory; and felt, as I have felt ever since, that of all minds
known to me it is Virgil’s of which I am the most intimate and adoring disciple.

Plato, Virgil, Marcus Antoninus; — these, to speak summarily, are the three great
religious teachers of Graeco-Roman antiquity; and the teaching of Plato and that
of Virgil are in the main identical. Other pathways have now led me to something
like the creed which they foresaw; but it is still, and more than ever, the support
of my life.
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The discovery at seventeen, in an old school-book, of the poems of Sappho,
whom till then I had only known by name, brought an access of intoxicating joy.
Later on, the solitary decipherment of Pindar made another epoch of the same
kind. From the age of sixteen to twenty-three there was no influence in my life
comparable to Hellenism in the fullest sense of that word. That tone of thought
came to me naturally; the classics were but intensifications of my own being. They
drew from me and fostered evil as well as good; they might aid imaginative impulse
and detachment from sordid interests, but they had no check for lust or pride.

When pushed thus far, the “Passion of the Past” must needs wear away sooner
or later into an unsatisfied pain. In 1864 I travelled in Greece. I was mainly
alone; nor were the traveller’s facts and feelings mapped out for him then as now.
Ignorant as I was, according to modern standards, yet my emotions were all my
own; and few men can have drunk that departed loveliness into a more passionate
heart.?®

Thus it would appear that something astonishingly close to the Oxford
Hellenism of Symonds was very much alive at Cambridge. Myers was
quite clear that his Hellenism “was an intellectual stimulus, but in no
way a moral control. Entirely congenial to my temperament, it urged me
onwards . . . into intellectual freedom and emotional vividness, but exer-
cised no check upon either sensuality or pride. Hellenism is the affirmation
of the will to live; — but with no projection of the desired life into any juster
or sterner world.” For Myers, Plato was right about love being “an inlet
into the spiritual world.”?'

These “Uranian” connections of the early psychical researchers were
quite significant, as we shall see again in the next chapter. Arthur, however,
was also an Apostle, and although he and Henry worked hard to get Myers
elected, they were unsuccessful in this. Myers would often talk about how
many of Henry’s “contemporaries and juniors in his early student days”
regarded him with a certain “coldness” — he was ‘High, self-contain’d,
and passionless,’ like the mystic Arthur.”?* But it would seem that Myers
was the more roundly disliked of the two.

As noted in Chapter 3, Myers’s bad reputation was considerably aggra-
vated by the plagiarism controversy that surrounded his prize poem for
the Camden Medal competition of 1863, for which he appropriated with-
out proper acknowledgment (though apparently in good faith) a number
of lines from a book of earlier Oxford prize poems. The result was that he
had to return the prize and endure a new crop of enemies, who would keep
the memory of this event alive for many years to come. Myers himself,
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in his “Fragments of Inner Life,” is brutally clear that the “swaggering
folly” of his earlier self made this incident more characteristic than not.

At any rate, whatever the degree of Sidgwick’s earlier aloofness, Myers
was clearly the more controversial and disliked figure, in the Cambridge
of the 1860s, and it is consequently not very surprising that he also ended
up resigning his lectureship in 1869, though this was apparently in order
to devote himself more fully to women’s higher education. Eventually, he
became a school inspector, and after 1875 was assigned to the Cambridge
district, a turn that proved to be most convenient. Perhaps Sidgwick was
able to accept him because, as the more senior and philosophically adept
member of the partnership, he was less exposed to Myers’s overbearing-
ness than others, and because he had often heard Arthur — who really was
his “dearest brother” — speak favorably of him. And Myers’s more ex-
pressive side must have been a complement to Sidgwick’s greater reserve
and intellectuality. At least, according to Gauld, Myers “was endowed in
the highest degree with that capacity for delight which, in the wake of the
Romantic Revival, seemed to many the most essential mark of a poet,” and
the “emotional and poetic side of him felt that everyday events and scenes
are somehow reflections of a deeper order of things from which they take
their meaning and by which they are in some obscure way harmonised
and guided to good ends.”?3 Doubtless this struck a chord in Sidgwick’s
ultra-poetic soul.

Gauld’s reading certainly seems right — Myers was always obsessed with
the “subliminal uprush” of genius, and in his psychological research, at
least, there was a pronounced, even Nietzschean, sense of the dangers of
normalization:

Thus ‘mad-doctors’ tend to supplant theologians, and the lives of lunatics are
found to have more lessons for us than the lives of saints. For these thinkers
know well that man can fall below himself; but that he can rise above himself they
can believe no more. A corresponding ideal is gradually created; an ideal of mere
sanity and normality, which gets to look on any excessive emotion or fixed idea, any
departure from a balanced practicality, with distrust or disfavour, and sometimes
rising to a kind of fervour of Philistinism, classes genius itself as a neurosis.>*

That Myers so evidently supposed himself to have been subject to such
assaults on passionate, individual genius may suggest why his popularity
was less than maximal. Yet Myers had real poetic gifts, which Sidgwick
admired. One his poems, “An Epithalamium,” expresses hisadmiration for
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the Sidgwicks, though it is perhaps not numbered among his better-known
works. Poetically and of course philosophically, his outlook was always
deeply colored by his Hellenism, especially by his love of Plato and Virgil .?5
Again, this was a common bond linking him to the Sidgwicks, Symonds,
and the Platonic revival of the nineteenth century — “the affirmation of
the will to live,” in contrast to the “deadness and bitterness” of his more
agnostic periods.?® But with Myers, especially, Platonism became a vision
of cosmic evolution:

I seem to foresee that the centre of interest must shift from the visible to the
invisible world. I believe, — paradoxical as it now sounds, — that the day will come
when the small problems of this earth — population, subsistence, political power —
will be settled and gone by; when Science will be the absolutely dominant interest,
and Science will be directed mainly towards the unravelling of the secrets of the
Unseen.??

The closed, materialistic world of the nineteenth century, he prophesied,
would be hard to imagine in future ages.

Thus, the longing for immortality that his literary interests suggested,
coupled with what by all accounts was an overly eager willingness to
believe, eventually, along with other sources, led Myers to this “Final
Faith,” an eclectic mix of elements tending to cosmic optimism. The
“drawback” of Christianity was

the growing sense of unreality, of insufficiency; the need of an inward make-
believe. The Christian scheme is not cosmical; and this defect is felt so soon as
one learns to look upon the universe with broad impersonal questioning, to gaze
onward beyond the problem of one’s own salvation to the mighty structural laws on
which the goodness or badness of the Cosmos must in the last resort depend.

Thus, although he has no wish to contrast his views with Christianity,
Myers regards them as a “scientific development of the attitude and teach-
ing of Christ,” who was “a Revealer of immortality absolutely unique,” but
whose work “grows more and more remote,” so that it is harder “to fol-
low along that legendary way.” Religion in “its most permanent sense” is
rather “the adjustment of our emotions to the structure of the Universe,”
and what is needed for moderns “is to discover what that cosmic struc-
ture is.”?

Myers’s various early efforts to hang on to or revive his belief in higher
realms, after his first painful bouts with agnosticism, took some forms that
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Sidgwick found hard to swallow, such as an infatuation with the piety of
Josephine Butler. Apparently, his early interest in spiritualism was also
given a boost by his relationship with the future ILord and L.ady Mount-
Temple, who “lived as Lord Palmerston’s heirs at Broadlands, one of the
stateliest of English homes.”?% But for all their differences, both early
and late, Myers and Sidgwick shared, at some crucial junctures, a cer-
tain similar pattern of disillusionment with orthodoxy — “from increased
knowledge of history and of science, from a wider outlook on the world.”3°
During the sixties and early seventies, Myers’s bleak outlook and “cynical
preference of the pleasures of the passing hour” led Sidgwick to write to
him that “it would delight me much to know that you were prosperously
betrothed. .. in order that Cupid may ‘Get his sop and hold his noise’
and leave room for other enthusiasms and impulses of self-development.”
Myers, it seems, needed stability, and Sidgwick was none too sure that
in this case egoism would prove enlightened and self-limiting. Eventu-
ally Myers would fall utterly in love with Annie Marshall, the wife of
a cousin, and the effort to contact her after her premature death would
animate much of his later research, even when he was married to Eveleen
Tennant.

And in the end, it was Myers who, with disarming simplicity, put the
question that, above all, animated the efforts of the Sidgwick Group: is
the universe friendly? Ultimately, this was the basic concern behind the
manifold activities of the Sidgwick Group, their investigations into every-
thing from table turning and spirit rapping to hypnotism and the source of
the creative imagination. By “friendly” they meant in effect well-ordered
ethically, and in a theistic way. This is important to bear in mind, when
thinking about how Sidgwick’s psychical research was addressed to the
dualism of practical reason as presented in the Methods. Sidgwick rather
clearly hoped that Myers would turn out to be right in some fundamen-
tal way, and this put him at some distance from those agnostics, such as
George Eliot, who sought a substitute for religious reverence in reverence
for ethical duty in and of itself. Myers recalled how Eliot had once asked
him if he realized that “the triumph of what you believe would mean the
worthlessness of all that my life has been spent in teaching?”3"

If there was any member of the group who was less than preoccupied
with the question of his own personal survival, it was Edmund Gurney.
Myers observed that “Gurney had not a strong personal craving for a
future life — had not even that kind of confidence in Providence, or in
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evolution, which leads most of us to take for granted that if that life exists,
then for us and for the universe all must in the end be well.”3* Even so,
as Myers allowed, Gurney reasoned “not that if there were a future life
the universe must be good, but that if there were a future life the universe
might be good; and that without such a life the universe could zot be good
in any sense in which a man moved with the sorrows of humanity ought
to be called upon to use that word.” Thus, his approach was begotten
“neither by cravings nor by fears” but rather was the “deliberate outcome
of a penetrating survey of the possibilities of weal for men.”33 Indeed,
Myers was always eager to praise Gurney for his “disinterestedness,”
his “readiness, in Plato’s words, ‘to follow the argument whithersoever it
leadeth’ — a genuine, instinctive delight in the mere process of getting at
truth, apart from any consideration of the way in which that truth might
affect his own argument.”3* But it was Sidgwick who gave the shrewder
summation, when in 1886 he commented on how the SPR had benefitted
from “the peculiar combination of reckless impulsive independence of
thought & action with laboriousness which characterises Gurney, & the
passion for immortality which rules Myers.”35

Gurney was certainly a fascinating personality. Born in 1847, he too
had a father in the church and, after receiving a somewhat spotty private
education, went up to Trinity College, Cambridge, and an extremely suc-
cessful study of classics. His great passion in life, however, was not classics
but music. As Myers remarked,

Called upon to choose between classical and mathematical studies, he chose classics
almost at hazard, and worked at them, one may say, in the intervals of his practice
on the piano. In spite of this divided interest. .. his singular acuteness in the
analysis of language, his singular thoroughness in leaving no difficulty unsolved,
secured him high honours and a Trinity Fellowship. Few men have attained that
position by dint of studies which formed so mere an episode in their intellectual
life.3°

Although he had a modest independent income, Gurney sought, espe-
cially after his marriage in 1877, to cultivate a career. Rather tragically,
he was denied the one object in life that he most desired: he proved to
be insufficiently talented as a composer or performer to pursue a musical
career. As this became clear, he turned to medicine as a possible alternative,
but his successful studies in this department were not matched by an apti-
tude for the clinical side — he could not bear the messy part of the clinical
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setting and practice. He followed with a spurt of legal studies, though this
also faded. His gifts were apparently consistently of a scholarly and ana-
lytical nature. Eventually, he would turn these to his first love, producing
a pathbreaking piece of aesthetics entitled 7he Power of Sound (1880) and
many essays of a philosophical, literary, and aesthetic bent, some collected
in Tertium Quid (1887). The preface to the second of these works contains
some illuminating remarks on his cast of mind:

The subjects treated being too various for any brief comprehensive description, the
uniting idea had to be found, if at all, in the method of treatment. Now it happens
that most of the papers deal with matters of contemporary controversy, as to which
two antagonistic opinions have been strongly entertained and enforced, each with
distinct and direct reference to the other. Thus, the Positivist view of life has had to
reckon almost exclusively with the view of more or less orthodox Christianity; the
aim of ‘Natural Religion’ has been simply to refute and supplant Supernaturalism;
those who doubt whether life is ‘worth living’ have directed all their weapons
against the fallacious confidence of the Materialistic school; Vivisectionist and
Anti-vivisectionist have thrust and parried each as if his only possible critic or
accuser were the other; ‘evidence in matters extraordinary,’” devoured or rejected
en bloc, has been used as the gauge alike of popular credulity and of scientific
arrogance.

Or to turn to aesthetic subjects. The most conspicuous artistic creator of our
time [Richard Wagner] has been either worshipped as a prophet or decried as a
charlatan; in Music, the issues between classical form and free romanticism have
been contested with none the less earnestness and conviction for being totally
unreal; and the same may be said of a good deal of the chronic disputes as to the
relative greatness of poets, and the relative value of form and content, sound and
sense, in Poetry.

In most of these questions I am conscious of ‘a great deal to be said on both
sides,” and also of a strong aversion to saying it in the ways which have chiefly
attracted the public ear. In most of them the truer view seems to me to depend
on taking a standpoint, or in recognising facts and principles, other than those
which partisans have usually recognised or taken. And this truer view, if such it
be, is not one that would extenuate differences, or induce lions to lie down with
lambs, or generally tend towards compromise in the ordinary sense; its immediate
tendency, on the contrary, is rather to make each of the duels triangular. In short,
it is a tertium quid.37

Yet even these works do not do justice to Gurney’s wide-ranging mind.
One of his primary fascinations, which made him receptive to the call of
Myers and Sidgwick, was hypnotism — or mesmerism, as it was then often
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called — and his contributions to that field put him in the same league as
Charcot, Janet, and Richet.3® Much of this work was done in collabora-
tion with Myers, on whom he, like Sidgwick, acted as something of an
intellectual brake, though it is astonishing how fertile and philosophically
suggestive their collaboration turned out to be. For instance, in anticipa-
tion of recent discussions of the nature of personal identity, Gurney would
suggest that hypnotism might illustrate “the spontaneous alternations in
cases of ‘double consciousness,” where a single individual lives in turn two
(or more) separate existences.”3¥ Hypnotism was thus early on linked to
questions of identity, the unconscious, and split or multiple personalities.

Gurney’s writings, which in due course won him the friendship and ad-
miration of William James, thus reflect what Gauld has called his “general
love of speculation and enquiry” and “complete disrespect for conven-
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tional lines of thought.”#° Moreover, he was noted for another “leading
feature” of his personality — “his extreme sensitivity to pain; not just to
physical pain, but to grief and suffering of all kinds,” which made him
“excruciatingly aware of the predicaments of his fellow-men.”+' His deep
aversion to “hopeless suffering” played a key role in his philosophical
outlook. Small wonder that he could not pursue medicine beyond the
textbook, or that for all his triangulation, he ended up being considered
an early advocate of animal rights. He was perhaps the most lovable of
all the members of the Sidgwick Group, and served George Eliot as a
model for the title character in Daniel Deronda. But he also suffered from
cycles of depression (was, indeed, quite possibly manic-depressive), and
his premature death in 1888, from an overdose of chloroform prescribed
for insomnia and neuralgia, has been interpreted by some as a suicide.
Sidgwick himself confessed to “painful doubts.”+* His depressions had
been seriously worsened by a tragic boating accident on the Nile that had
killed three of his beloved sisters in 1875.

However, it was just before this terrible blow to his family that
Gurney took up with Myers in an especially fateful development. As
Gauld describes it:

On gth May 1874 there occurred an event which decisively influenced the whole
course of Myers’ life. Accompanied by his friend Edmund Gurney, another of the
younger Trinity Fellows, he went to the home of his aunt, LLady Mount-Temple,
to meet Stainton Moses. Moses, a man of university education, gave them a first-
hand account of the strange phenomena of which he was the focus; and they could
not but feel impressed by his ‘manifest sanity and probity’. ‘He spoke frankly and
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fully; he showed his notebooks; he referred us to his friends; he inspired a belief
which was at once sufficient, and which is still sufficient, to prompt to action.’
On his return Myers persuaded Sidgwick to join him in organising a ‘sort of
informal association’ for the investigation of the phenomena; into this association
were sooner or later drawn Edmund Gurney, Walter Leaf and Lord Rayleigh
(all Fellows of Trinity); Arthur Balfour and his sisters Eleanor and Evelyn (Lady
Rayleigh); the John Hollands; and various others. Up till this time Sidgwick’s
investigations of Spiritualism and related phenomena had been fitful, waxing and
waning as his opinions vacillated; but for much of the rest of his life he was to be
constantly prodded into action by the eager and relentless Myers.+

One could say, then, that the two camps that would later produce so
much divisiveness within the SPR began in a more symbiotic, cooperative
relationship. Spiritualism was the issue, communicating with the spirits
of the dead, and the Sidgwick Group was truly born at this point. Myers
was the ringleader, and Gurney was at first reluctant — as Sidgwick wrote
to Myers, Gurney “will give us — his warmest sympathies (but no more),
in spiritualistic investigation.” Eleanor Sidgwick would comment on this:
“Itis interesting to find that Edmund Gurney, who soon after became, and
remained to the end of his life, one of the most important collaborators
in the movement, hesitated at first about joining it” (M 288-8¢). But it
appears that Gurney was simply for this stretch still struggling with his
problematic career opportunities.

Clearly, the Balfours and Rayleighs were also there at the creation. In-
deed, as a set, they formed an extraordinarily important part of the group,
what with Arthur Balfour, Gerald Balfour, Eleanor Balfour, and John
Strutt (later Lord Rayleigh, husband of Evelyn Balfour and, as noted,
a winner of the Nobel Prize for chemistry) all taking an active part in
the research from the very start, and all in due course taking their turns
as president of the SPR. The members of this set would weave through
Sidgwick’s life in manifold ways, beyond his marriage to Eleanor. Most
shared his speculative interests and membership in such organizations
as the Metaphysical Society and the Synthetic Society, and much of
Sidgwick’s life outside of Cambridge was divided between the Balfour
estate in Whittingehame, Scotland, the Rayleigh’s Terling Place, and the
various L.ondon homes of the family members.

Sidgwick’s first contact with them had come through Arthur Balfour,
who became his student in the late sixties. In fact, Balfour was one of
Sidgwick’s favorite pupils, and one of the very first students to be examined
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under the newly remodeled Moral Sciences Tripos, in 1869. He was thus
one of Sidgwick’s first proper students in philosophy. Balfour’s admiration
for Sidgwick was unstinting:

I came up from Eton to Cambridge in 1866 with no Academic ambitions, but with
the highest expectations as to the gratifications which Academic life had to offer,
both in the way of ideas and in the way of amusements. That these expectations,
so far as the first head is concerned, were in no wise disappointed was largely due
to Sidgwick. My philosophic equipment when I first became his pupil was but
slender — being, indeed, little more than what I had acquired at Eton for my own
entertainment. Nor did I find it easy to increase this modest stock of learning
by attendance at ordinary lectures, which others besides myself have found a
somewhat irksome and ineffectual means of increasing knowledge. Few teachers
would, in these circumstances, have taken either much trouble or the right kind of
trouble with so unsatisfactory a pupil, and certainly any teacher would have been
justified in leaving me to my own devices. Fortunately for me Henry Sidgwick took
a more tolerant view. In addition to his other lectures he had at that time a small
class for those specially interested in the metaphysical side of the ‘moral sciences’
Tripos, a class so small indeed that it consisted, if [ remember right, only of one
other student besides myself. We met in Sidgwick’s own rooms. The teaching was
largely in the nature of conversational discussion; and though I cannot, at this
distance of time, recall it in detail, I retain a vivid recollection of the zest with
which these hours were enjoyed. (M 309—10)

As Balfour goes on to explain, this was in part owing to Sidgwick’s
method, which allowed them “to forget that we were preparing for an
examination, an oblivion which may or may not be desirable in other
branches of study, but is almost essential if the pleasures of speculation
are to be enjoyed without alloy.” Moreover, Sidgwick “did not unduly
force upon us the historic method of studying philosophy,” and “never
drove us into those arid regions of speculation where, to the modern
mind, the arguments seem without cogency and the conclusions without
interest.” (M 310) But most important, Balfour allows, was his teacher’s
disinterestedness:

What most people want in order to do their best is recognition; and the kind of
recognition from a distinguished man of eight-and-twenty which is most valued
by a boy of eighteen is the admission that his difficulties are worth solving, his
objections worth answering, his arguments worth weighing. This form of convey-
ing encouragement came naturally to Sidgwick. Of all the men I have known he
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was the readiest to consider every controversy and every controversialist on their
merits. He never claimed authority. ... (M 311)

Itis worth noting that this frequently cited assessment must have, at least in
part, reflected Balfour’s experiences with Sidgwick in psychical research.

Now, for all of his admiration for Sidgwick as a friend, teacher, and
brother-in-law, Balfour was always at a far remove from him on theological
matters. Such works as his A Defence of Philosophic Doubt (1879) and The
Foundations of Belief (1895) were, as Janet Oppenheim has rightly stressed,
largely devoted to demonstrating “the validity of doubting that scientific
methodology provided the only legitimate way to make inquiries about
man and the universe,” and he “consistently refused to acknowledge that
science and religion could be at cross-purposes, that the former could
fatally undermine the latter.”#* If such attitudes were not always entirely at
odds with Sidgwick’s distaste for dogmatic materialism, his more expressly
Christian views surely were. For throughout his life, Balfour never really
doubted immortality or the existence of a personal God, “a God whom
men can love, a God to whom men can pray, who takes sides, who has
purposes and preferences, whose attributes, howsoever conceived, leave
unimpaired the possibility of a personal relation between Himself and
those whom He has created.”*5 This was not Sidgwick’s thin, theistic
faith.

Thus, as Oppenheim observes, Balfour “did not need the SPR to prop
up a sagging faith, nor to afford the evidence without which he could enjoy
no peace of mind.” His theology “was grounded, not on sublime certainty,
but rather on the conviction of man’s spiritual needs. Again and again, his
arguments reduced themselves to this: Human life was meaningless and
valueless without religious faith. Religion was worth fighting for because
it was an indubitable ‘benefit’ to mankind.”*® For Sidgwick, both of these
points might well be true, but it was nonetheless important not to confuse
hope with justified belief.

Yet for all that, Balfour was obviously deeply persuaded that the work
of the Sidgwick Group and the SPR was of profound importance, since
at the least they would demonstrate “that there are things in heaven and
earth not hitherto dreamed of in our scientific philosophy.” If his faith
never sagged or demanded support, he was nonetheless delighted to add
this form of buttressing, which clearly appealed to his speculative cast
of mind.
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The Balfour children came by their religion honestly. Their father had
died prematurely in 1856, of tuberculosis, and afterwards they were very
much in the keep of their evangelical mother, LLady Blanche Gascoigne
Cecil. In a remarkable article, “A Mother’s Role, a Daughter’s Duty:
Lady Blanche Balfour, Eleanor Sidgwick, and Feminist Perspectives,”+7
Oppenheim has brought out the significance of this family context, in
connection not only with Eleanor but also with the ways in which Eleanor
became a kind of surrogate mother for her younger brother Arthur —
“Prince Arthur,” as it was sometimes joked. Drawing on two unpub-
lished memoirs that Eleanor — the eldest surviving child, born in 1843 —
wrote about her mother, Oppenheim gives a vivid description of the family
backdrop:

The dominant image of Lady Blanche that emerges from her eldest daughter’s
memoirs is, somewhat paradoxically, that of a domestic angel with an iron will.
Incidents illustrating her capacity for self-sacrifice abound, most of them asso-
ciated with the zealous nursing of her family through repeated health crises.
Although exhausted from a decade of childbearing, she devotedly, and almost
single-handedly, ministered to her young husband, James Maitland Balfour, as he
slowly died of tuberculosis between 1854 and 1856. In the years that followed,
Sidgwick recorded, she successfully nursed her offspring through bouts with
diptheria, typhoid fever, and whooping cough, at serious personal cost. The im-
pression conveyed is of a mother literally killing herself for her children. Sidgwick
was also deeply impressed that Lady Blanche, a ‘naturally sociable’ woman, re-
linquished the pleasures of society after her husband’s death, when she was only
thirty-one, in order ‘to use the little strength she had’ for her eight children, all
under the age of eleven.

Lady Blanche’s seemingly endless capacity for self-denial was coupled in
her daughter’s memory with masterful self-discipline. Both Eleanor Sidgwick
and Evelyn Rayleigh recollected her vigorous attempts to crush all manifesta-
tions of personal vanity, particularly in matters of fashion and adornment.. ..
Lady Blanche was also quick to extirpate evidence of pride in Eleanor’s conduct,
as Mrs. Sidgwick appeared to relish telling her brothers’ and sister’s children.
Once when the family grocer in Edinburgh gave her a little box of sweets, Eleanor
wanted to refuse the gift until her mother persuaded her to accept. ‘She convinced
me afterwards,” Sidgwick explained, ‘of the ungraciousness of such an action and
how the impulse was in my case rooted in pride. She did that sort of thing without
giving any impression of scolding or preaching.” At an unspecified date, perhaps
in the wake of this incident, Lady Blanche gave Eleanor a set of uncompromising
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directions ‘for prayer and self-examination,” which began: ‘Have I given way to
pride, conceit, vanity, temper, waste of time or dawdling, exaggeration or inex-
actness of speech, unkindness or selfishness?’ After queries about Eleanor’s Bible
reading and relationship to God, the instructions ended with a final question no
less relentless than the first: ‘Have I omitted any opportunity of doing good or of
making others happy?’ Although Sidgwick claimed that the strong evangelicalism
of Lady Blanche’s youth had mellowed into a much broader religious outlook as
she matured, enough of it evidently remained to leave her children little room for
moral lapses.#3

It should be tolerably evident that this type of intense, delicate soul
searching, so characteristic of the widespread evangelicalism of the
Victorian era, was the type of thing that could very easily dispose one
to more sophisticated philosophical or psychological pursuits, as with
the Apostles. The habit of intense scrutiny of one’s own motives was, at
any rate, something that Eleanor and Henry shared from the start (recall
his instructions to the “Initial Society”). This was his form of prayer.

As Oppenheim notes, in later life the other Balfour children would
also deny that, in Arthur’s words, their mother was a “goody” and fondly
recall her amusing and brilliant talk. In her last years, before her death
in 1872, Lady Balfour spent more time traveling, and sought comfort in
spas to help restore her strength. Thus, “as she grew older, Eleanor filled
her mother’s role with greater success. During Lady Blanche’s absences
from Whittingehame, she seems to have functioned as the stable center of
the household, the person to whom the brothers at school or university
turned for family news.”49 But this assumption of “maternal services for
her brothers,” was not, as Oppenheim stresses, mere matriarchy. Lady
Blanche had been the very able administrator of a very large estate —
Whittingehame covered over 10,000 acres, and the family resided in an
eighty-room mansion — which she carefully trained Eleanor to manage,
ensuring that she knew not only how to keep the books, but also how to
do the housework, cook, and perform other tasks that would help her to
“run a household from positions of knowledgeable authority, never at the
mercy of the servants.” Moreover,

Eleanor was pressed into service as her mother’s philanthropic agent as soon as
she reached sufficient age. On Lady Blanche’s behalf, she helped a needy, but
deserving, family in Edinburgh and did ‘some visiting of poor families in L.ondon
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too at one time.” With other siblings, she made up the Christmas parcels of old
clothes and delivered them, while Lady Blanche ‘strongly encouraged’ all her
children to allocate a fixed portion of their allowance ‘for giving.’5°

Also notable, given Eleanor’s later career, is the fact that Lady Blanche
helped to establish an elementary school at Strathconan, where the family
had another estate, and that at Whittingehame she began a parish lending
library.

To be sure, much of this was a schooling in noblesse oblige, meant to
ensure — as in fact it did — that Eleanor would “associate the special posi-
tion and comforts she enjoyed with an abiding sense of duty not privilege.”
Eleanor certainly regarded her mother’s ends as “unfailingly beneficent,”
and as something that “far more than wealth or rank, betokened mem-
bership in the ruling class.” Still, as Oppenheim goes on to argue, if
Eleanor’s lessons “about the responsibilities of class were straightforward
and unambiguous. .. her lessons on the responsibilities and rewards of
womanhood were anything but.” Although the daughters were not sent
away to school, Lady Blanche herself apparently provided them with a
stimulating education, imparting to Eleanor considerable love of and skill
in mathematics — something for which she would be noted in later life,
especially when she collaborated on scientific papers with her brother-in-
law Rayleigh. If] after the death of her husband, she ended up placing a
lesser value on the education of her daughters than on that of her sons,
she nonetheless “carefully arranged that the girls would be financially
independent of their brothers, free to lead their own lives, without any
pressure to marry if they chose to remain single.”>" Eleanor’s position and
family would in some significant ways allow her to escape the “subjection
of women” that Mill and Taylor so accurately depicted.

Thus it was that, shortly after the death of her mother, Eleanor Mildred
Balfour — “Nora” to her friends — felt sufficiently independent to collab-
orate with Lord Rayleigh, during a trip up the Nile, and, in the autumn
of 1875, to move to Cambridge to live in the newly completed Newnham
Hall while studying mathematics with Norman Macleod Ferrers, later the
master of Caius College. Henry Sidgwick had, as noted, been busy at work
in building Newnham, the “positive” work that served as counterpoint to
the “negative” work of relinquishing his Fellowship. Inspired by Mill’s
writings and Maurice’s actual collegial collaboration, he had rented and
furnished the original house, at 74 Regent Street, when Anne Clough
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and the first five students began residence there in 1871, and he was a
moving force in all the developments that led to the building of Newnham
Hall, which in October of 1875 had Eleanor Balfour and twenty-nine other
students in residence. Women’s higher education and the investigation of
spiritualism had brought them together, and the Sidgwick Group was
born.

III. Love and Ghosts

I would have written to you before, but I have unfortunately nothing to communi-
cate on the interesting subject of Spiritualism — in fact, I find that I must give up
the subject for the present, as [ am behindhand with my work. I hope, however,
to take it up again at some future time. It is certainly a most perplexing subject.
There is so much crass imposture and foolish credulity mixed up with it, that Tam
not at all surprised at men of science declining to have anything to do with it. On
the other hand, no one who has not read Crookes’s articles in the Quarterly Journal
of Science, or some similar statement, has any idea of the weight of the evidence in
favour of the phenomena. As a friend of mine (who is a disbeliever) says: “There
are only three alternatives — Crookes is either affirming a tissue of purposeless lies,
or a monomaniac, or the phenomena are true,” and we seem to me to be driven to
one of these conclusions. And then there is the startling fact that while all this is
going on Crookes is exhibiting before the Royal Society experiments of novel and
great interest on the motive force of heat. Altogether I am surprised that the thing
is not attracting more attention. We have had tremendous heat in London, which
has made me almost unable to work; I am now going back to Cambridge for a few
days to finish my book, which I shall put into the printer’s hands (I hope) before
very long. Itis a book too technical to give me any general reputation; indeed it can
scarcely be said to belong to Literature, but I hope it will at least show that I am
not altogether idle — as most of us academic residents are supposed to be. I shall
be very glad to have it done, as then I shall be able to have a little real rest. ... If
you say anything to the Bishop about Spiritualism, please say that #o one should
pronounce on the primd facie case for serious investigation — this is really all that I
maintain on behalf of Spiritualism — who has not read Crookes’s Researches.
Sidgwick to his mother, July 18745

In writing thus to his mother, in the summer of 1874, Sidgwick nicely
brought together the way in which the completion of the Methods was
entwined with his growing concern to investigate the claims of spiritual-
1sm, which Myers had done so much to stimulate. Of course, as early as
1863 he had written to Dakyns that although he had “not yet investigated
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Spiritualism,” he was “bent on doing so” as soon as he got the opportu-
nity. After all, the spiritualists were the ones who seemed to speak most
directly to the concern for a reformed religious outlook, making sense of
the “miraculous” as a universal and continuing phenomenon. If they were
too eager to believe, at least they often pointed to the kinds of beliefs that
Sidgwick thought were needed, after the havoc that had been sown by
biblical criticism, biology, and geology. Although officially he was simply
advocating the case for investigation, he was certainly hopeful in what he
dreamed the investigations would succeed in revealing.

Sidgwick was much impressed by the work of Sir William Crookes, who,
in Oppenheim’s sharp words, “followed no prescribed paths to success,
and blazed his own highly individual trail to knighthood in 1897, the Order
of Merit in 1910, and the presidency of the Royal Society from 1913 to
1915.”53 In the early 1870s, Crookes, already well on his way to becoming
an eminent chemist, published a number of accounts of his experimental
research on spiritualism, claiming that he had witnessed genuine spirit
materializations with the help of the medium Florence Cook. Crookes’s
scientific reputation for close and accurate observation apparently lent
great credibility to his accounts of the evidence he claimed to derive from
his séances with Cook and a long list of other famous mediums, including
Daniel Douglas Home, Kate Fox, and Stainton Moses.

In retrospect, the only real mystery in his work was how it could have
so impressed Sidgwick, since the “experiments” were completely unrig-
orous. In any event, the shocks and disappointments came quickly for the
Sidgwick Group. Their initial investigations concerned two professional
mediums, a C. Williams and a Mrs. Annie Eva Fay, from the United States.
There followed investigations of various mediums celebrated by the bur-
geoning Spiritualist Association in Newcastle, including Miss C. E. Wood,
Miss Annie Fairlamb, and the Petty family. Most of these made claims to
be able to materialize various spirits. While sitting with their hands and
feet tied, or bound up in some sort of cabinet, in a darkened setting, they
would purportedly summon up the spirits, who would move about the
room in a ghostly way, play musical instruments, or perform other acts
to demonstrate their presence. As Gauld has remarked, the next quarter
of a century saw a rather tiresome repetition of the same pattern: “Myers
would become enthusiatic about such-and-such a medium; the Sidgwicks
would acquiesce far enough to support or participate in an investigation;
and everyone would in the end be more or less disappointed. . . . Myers
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sat, often several times, with practically every famous medium, public or
private, of that time; and the Sidgwicks sat with many of them.”>*

But the initial burst of enthusiasm was always followed by the exposure
of imposture or at least the serious suspicion of such. The only positive re-
sult in these early efforts, a number of which took place at Arthur Balfour’s
London home at 4 Carlton Gardens, was that Henry apparently got to do
alot of scientific hand holding with Eleanor, while they were serenaded by
the spirits in the darkened séance settings. “She is not exactly perfect,” the
ever judicious philosopher wrote to his mother, “any more than other peo-
ple, but it zs true that whatever defects she has are purely negative: all that
1s positive in her is quite quite good. I cannot even imagine her doing any-
thing wrong.” (CWC) He married his vision of integrity on April 4, 1876.

Few harbored any doubts about the uniquely appropriate nature of this
pairing of minds. William James would later describe them, in a crit-
ical tone, as “the incarnation of pure intellect — a very odd appearing
couple.”35 Clearly, Eleanor was as rarefied a being as Henry, if not more so.
As her biography records, she once confessed to her friend Alice Johnson
that “mathematics especially appealed to her in early youth because she
thought a future life would be much more worth living if it included
intellectual pursuits.” Johnson speculated that mathematical abstraction
probably struck her as “adapted to a disembodied existence.”5® The tacit
suggestion is that she began her preparations for this at a very early age.

Theirs was a union with a mission. In June of 1876, not long after their
marriage and honeymoon trip to France, Sidgwick writes to Dakyns, “On
July 5th I go back to London for another bout of ghosts. When your letter
came [ was just going in for three weeks of experiments, all of which failed,
or nearly so; the ‘phenomena’ would not occur under the conditions we
wished to impose. I do not know what to say now about the thing.” (M 289)
The next month, he writes to Dakyns that it is probably not worth his while
to come to Newcastle to learn about spiritualism:

Weareapplying . . . atest which seems to us as conclusive as any that can be devised;
we had seven seances, nearly altogether unsuccessful, and on Friday and Saturday
last we had two which were even more suspicious in their partial success than the
previously unsuccessful ones, so much so that two members of our circle have
announced their intention of withdrawing, as from a proved imposture. (M 299)

In 1876, the Sidgwicks also began their investigations of the celebrated
Dr. Slade, an American medium who supposedly could invoke the spirits
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to answer questions from the audience by writing that appeared inside a
locked double slate, and of the still more successful slate-writing medium
William Eglinton. Of the former, he wrote “I went to Slade several times,
and, as far as my own experience goes, should unhesitatingly pronounce
against [him], but there is a good deal of testimony for him, quite un-
touched by any explanation yet offered” (M 324—25). Another remark was
inspired by the fear that he would be subpoenaed to appear in a court
case charging Slade with fraud: “I want to keep out of it, being anxious
not to appear before the public in connection with Spiritualism until I
have a definite conclusion to announce” (M 324). Yet such investigations
of the so-called physical phenomena of spiritualism would carry on for a
long time, and by Eleanor Sidgwick’s later account would remain the least
successful of the SPR’s endeavors. In fact, the exposure of Eglinton by the
amateur conjurer S. J. Davey, in the mid-eighties, provides an excellent
example of how the SPR, under Sidgwick’s leadership, actually set the
stage for the debunking work of such recent conjurers as “The Amazing
Randi.” This exposure utterly alienated the spiritualists in the SPR.

In any event, it seems fairly plain that the spirits of the Sidgwick Group,
atleast, were kept up during these tedious and disappointing investigations
mainly by Myers’s enthusiasm, and that, after the summer of 1876, things
took a rather more desperate turn. As already remarked, Myers had fallen
deeply in love with Annie Marshall, the wife of a troubled first cousin of his.
His autobiographical accounts always discreetly refer to her as “Phyllis,”
when they are not celebrating the “sea-like sapphire of her eyes” or how
she was a “fountain of vivifying joy.” She “wrought upon” him an effect
“which neither Mrs. Butler’s heroic Christianity nor Henry Sidgwick’s
rightness and reasonableness had ever produced. ... knew in the deep
of the heart that Virtue alone was safe, and only Virtue lasting, and only
Virtue blest; and Phyllis became to me as the very promise and earnest of
triumphant Virtue.”57 But in the spring of 1876, Annie’s husband, Walter,
was certified insane, and the strains that the family situation caused her
over the course of the summer led to her suicide in September. Myers later
responded in verse: “Then came the news that, on me hurled, / At once
my youth within me slew, / Made dim with woe the reeling world, / And
hid the heaven that shone therethrough.”

From this point on, Myers could no longer abide even a whiff of his
earlier agnosticism, and he began the pattern of responding to grief with
belief that would eventually characterize so many members of the SPR.
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He first began receiving supposed messages from Annie in July of 1877,
in sittings with a Mme. Rohart; in due course, especially during the 18gos,
he was absolutely convinced that she had communicated with him and
that therefore survival was a reality. The reputation of the Society, in the
twentieth century, would suffer greatly from the general impression that
it was basically a vehicle for collective, sublimated mourning for both lost
religion and lost loved ones, since virtually all of the original members who
survived until 1920 became similarly converted, including Arthur Balfour
and Eleanor Sidgwick.5®

In the late 1870s, however, and despite Myers’s hopes, things looked
very different. In June of 1878, Sidgwick could write to Roden Noel that
“I have not quite given up Spiritualism, but my investigation of it is a
very dreary and disappointing chapter in my life.” Had their research
continued in this vein, Sidgwick would quite probably have ended up
devoting much more of his life to philosophy. But at this crucial juncture,
fresh enthusiasm was brought to the Sidgwick Group by William Barrett,
who must be counted the actual proximate cause of the SPR. As Gauld
reports:

The foundation of the Society for Psychical Research was not primarily the work
of those who afterwards became its leaders. Those chiefly responsible were Profes-
sor W. F. Barrett and certain prominent Spiritualists. Barrett had for many years
been interested in the question of thought-transference, and in 1876 he had of-
fered the British Association a paper on his experiments. The paper was accepted
by the Anthropological sub-section, by the casting vote of its Chairman, Alfred
Russell Wallace, but it was not published. It was none the less reported in detail
in the Press and caused much talk. Barrett was also interested in the phenomena
of Spiritualism, and during the eighteen-seventies had become acquainted with
Myers and Gurney, who assisted him in some of his later experiments on thought-
transference. He conceived the idea that if a group of Spiritualists, who would join
forces in dispassionate investigation with a group of scientists and scholars, who
would possess the funds and the training to conduct proper experiments, the phe-
nomena might perhaps be elucidated. Accordingly he convened a conference of
persons likely to be interested. The conference met in London at 38 Great Russell
Street on 5th and 6th January 1882. The foundation of the Society was proposed,
and a committee (of which Myers, Gurney and Sidgwick were members) was
set up to consider the question. The committee met at Hensleigh Wedgwood’s
house on 7th and again on gth January. Myers and Gurney were not hopeful
about the prospects of such a Society, and made their support conditional upon
Sidgwick’s accepting the Presidency. Sidgwick, remembering the many dreary
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hours which he had already passed to no avail in psychical investigations, was
likewise pessimistic; but he felt that recent experiments in thought-transference
gave fresh grounds for hope, and he agreed to become President. The conference
met again on 2oth February, and the Society for Psychical Research was formally
constituted. Its stated aim was ‘to investigate that large body of debateable phe-
nomena designated by such terms as mesmeric, psychical and spiritualistic,” and
to do so without prejudice or prepossession of any kind, and in the same spirit
of exact and unimpassioned enquiry which has enabled Science to solve so many
problems, once not less obscure nor less hotly debated.”s®

The Council of the SPR began further sorting out the subjects to be
investigated. Thought reading — or, in Myers’s terminology, “telepathy” —
was certainly a high priority, but so too was hypnotism, which had long
been one of Gurney’s chief interests, and of course such things as the
physical phenomena of spiritualism, apparitions, and haunted houses.
Curiously, Eleanor Sidgwick’s name is not listed with the Society until
January 1884, and she would later state: “I do not distinctly remember the
cause of this delay, but I think it was due to my holding in 1882 a responsible
position in another youthful institution — Newnham College (for Women)
at Cambridge. It was probably not thought desirable to risk associating the
College in the public mind with what was likely to be regarded as a cranky
Society.” Still, she also admits that though “not technically a Member I
was entirely cognizant of the doings of the Society and its Council from the
beginning,” which is hardly surprising, since many of them took place at
the Sidgwicks’ new home, Hillside, on Chesterton Road in Cambridge.*

Apparently, there were few fears for the reputation of Sidgwick, the
author of The Methods of Ethics and the soon-to-be-published Principles
of Political Economy and Outlines of the History of Ethics, who during the
eighties would reach the height of his prestige, becoming Knightbridge
Professor, a Fellow of Trinity College, and president of the economic
section of the British Association. Chastened by his experiences with
fraudulent mediums and spiritualists, he threw himself into the work of
the Society with an uncompromising demand for rigor and with zero tol-
erance for fraud. In his first presidential address to the Society, delivered
on July 17, 1882, he urged

the point which is chiefly characteristic of the method of investigation which
our Society will, I hope, in the main use. Though it would be a mistake to lay
down a hard and fast rule that we may not avail ourselves of the services of
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paid performers or paid mediums, still we shall, as much as possible, direct our
investigation to phenomena where no ordinary motives to fraud, — at any rate
I may say no pecuniary motives, — can come in. There has, of course, always
been a mass of evidence of this kind. In fact, I think every one who has become
convinced of the reality of the phenomena, or has become strongly and persistently
convinced that there is a primd facie case for investigation, has had his attention
first attracted by narratives of what has gone on in private families or private
circles, where none but relatives or intimate friends have been concerned.

Now, the great gain that I hope may accrue from the formation of this Society
is that the occurrence of phenomena — primd facie inexplicable by any ordinary
natural laws — may be more rapidly and more extensively communicated to us who
desire to give our time to the investigation, so that in the first instance we may
carefully sift the evidence, and guard against the danger of illusion or deception
which even here may, of course, come in; and then, when the evidence has been
sifted by accumulation of personal experiments, make it more available for the
purpose of producing general conviction. (CWC)

To be sure, Sidgwick did strike a positive note in this address, speaking
far too highly about the prima facie evidence, the work of Crookes and
Wallace, among others. He allowed, too graciously, that he did not presume
to be able to offer evidence of better quality than that offered by such
colleagues, but only recognized on behalf of the Society that “however
good some of its evidence may be in quality, we require a great deal more
of it.” He did not voice his own more pessimistic views, which he had
expressed so often in correspondence, but instead urged that

the important point to bear in mind is that every additional witness who, as De
Morgan said, has a fair stock of credit to draw upon, is an important gain. Though
his credit alone is not likely to suffice for the demand that is made on it, his draft
will help. For we must not expect any decisive effect in the direction at which we
primarily aim, on the common sense of mankind, from any single piece of evidence,
however complete it has been made. Scientific incredulity has been so long in
growing, and has so many and so strong roots, that we shall only kill it, if we are
able to kill itat all as regards any of those questions, by burying it alive under a heap
of facts. We must keep ‘pegging away,” as Lincoln said; we must accumulate fact
upon fact, and add experiment upon experiment, and, I should say, not wrangle
too much with incredulous outsiders about the conclusiveness of any one, but trust
to the mass of evidence for conviction. The highest degree of demonstrative force
that we can obtain out of any single record of investigation is, of course, limited
by the trustworthiness of the investigator. We have done all that we can when the
critic has nothing left to allege except that the investigator is in the trick. But when
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he has nothing else left to allege he will allege that. . . . We must drive the objector
into the position of being forced either to admit the phenomena as inexplicable,
at least by him, or to accuse the investigators either of lying or cheating or of
a blindness or forgetfulness incompatible with any intellectual condition except
absolute idiocy. (CWC)

What such statements so nicely illustrate is simply another facet of
Sidgwick’s obsession with hypocrisy. Throughout his work as a psychi-
cal researcher, he was engaged in an investigation that ran parallel to his
worried writings about conformity and subscription, as well as his other
ethical concerns. So much depended on defining what counted as expert
opinion and trustworthy testimony, on formulating a better definition of
the “consensus of experts” than he had ever had to do, and on finding a
place for the contributions of nonexperts. Just as he would still be strug-
gling with the question of religious hypocrisy in the last decade of his
life, so too, in such late pieces as “Disinterested Deception,” he would
continue to try to come to terms with the general nature of deceit and
credibility. As we shall see, many of his claims about the human condition
and potential — claims directly related to his concern about practical rea-
son as a chaos — would directly or indirectly reflect his experiences as a
psychical researcher. Furthermore, as in the religious case, he would find
himself caught in the dilemma of how to deal with the potentially unfor-
tunate social effects of the negative results of his investigations, which,
he feared, could very well be used by the more aggressive enemies of
religion.

For the present, it is sufficient to simply note one of the more obvi-
ous commonalities. Sidgwick went further than any of the other psychi-
cal researchers in insisting that once a medium or subject was seriously
suspected of fraud, no further use could be made of that person or any
evidence gathered therefrom. This was very far from the attitude of most
of the psychical researchers, though some of those who came on board in
the late seventies, especially Frank Podmore, did develop in due course
something of Sidgwick’s acute skepticism. It is instructive to compare
William James’s attitude, when he wrote:

Falsus in uno, falsus in omnibus, once a cheat, always a cheat, such has been the
motto of the English psychical researchers in dealing with mediums. I am disposed
to think that, as a matter of policy, it has been wise. Tactically it is far better to
believe much too little than a little too much; and the exceptional credit attaching
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to the row of volumes of the SPR’s Proceedings, is due to the fixed intention of
the editors to proceed very slowly. Better a little belief tied fast, better a small
investment salted down, than a mass of comparative insecurity.

But, however wise as a policy the SPR’s maxim may have been, as a test of truth
I believe it to be almost irrelevant. In most things human the accusation of deliber-
ate fraud and falsehood is grossly superficial. Man’s character is too sophistically
mixed for the alternative of ‘honest or dishonest’ to be a sharp one. Scientific
men themselves will cheat — at public lectures — rather than let experiments obey
their well-known tendency towards failure. I have heard of a lecturer on physics,
who had taken over the apparatus of the previous incumbent, consulting him
about a certain machine intended to show that, however the peripheral parts of it
might be agitated, its center of gravity remained immovable. ‘It w:// wobble,” he
complained. ‘Well,” said the predecessor, apologetically, ‘to tell the truth, when-
ever  used that machine I found it advisable to drive a nail through the center of

gravity.””

James was also speaking from experience, and went on to relate how he
had cheated in such demonstrations.

No doubt James made about as strong a case as anyone could for believ-
ing that fraud in one instance does not mean a person is always defrauding,
and that mediums might resort to trickery in order to serve what they hon-
estly held to be the truth about psychic phenomena. But he allowed that he
looked on nature with “more charitable eyes” than the scientist. For James,
there “is a hazy penumbra in us all where lying and delusion meet, where
passion rules beliefs as well as conduct, and where the term ‘scoundrel’
does not clear up everything to the depths as it did for our forefathers.”
The psychical researchers were, for their part, perhaps not much better
than their subjects, though against the charge that “dabbling in such phe-
nomena reduces us to a sort of jelly, disintegrates the critical faculties,
liquefies the character, and makes of one a gobe-mouche generally,” he
would respond by

thinking of my friends Frederic Myers and Richard Hodgson. These men lived
exclusively for psychical research, and it converted both to spiritism. Hodgson
would have been a man among men anywhere; but I doubt whether under any other
baptism he would have been that happy, sober and righteous form of energy which
his face proclaimed him in his later years, when heart and head alike were wholly
satisfied by his occupation. Myers’s character also grew stronger in every particular
for his devotion to the same inquiries. Brought up on literature and sentiment,
something of a courtier, passionate, disdainful, and impatient naturally, he was
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made over again from the day when he took up psychical research seriously.
He became learned in science, circumspect, democratic in sympathy, endlessly
patient, and above all, happy.®?

It is noteworthy that Sidgwick got classed rather differently, given how
the “liberal heart which he possessed had to work with an intellect which
acted destructively on almost every particular object of belief that was
offered to its acceptance.”® And it was Sidgwick who was at the helm
of the British SPR from 1882 to 18835, and again from 1888 to 1992, and
he made it clear that he had, if anything, less tolerance for fraud in this
department than in religious matters, even if the fraud might be construed
as a kind of pious hypocrisy in the service of a good cause. This was not
because he was altogether insensitive to human foible and peculiarity. In
fact, in some of his earliest examinations of spiritualism, in 1867, he had
heard Mazzini tell a story of how in Italy he had once encountered a
group of people who were all mysteriously staring up at the sky. When
asked what they were doing, one replied “The cross — do you not see it?”
Mazzini plainly saw nothing at all, and when he took one of the gazers
by the arm and gave him a slight shake, saying “There is no cross at all,”
the man awoke as if from a dream and admitted that there was nothing
there. This story made a lasting impression on Sidgwick, as illustrating the
power of group suggestion and the problem of determining the credibility
of witnesses.’ He was forced, against his instincts, to accept the idea that
people might deceive on a grand scale for trivial or weird reasons, and that
they might, even when testifying in the best of faith, be subject to mistakes
and delusions of which they had no inkling and that were largely invisible
to an investigator.

What was it, then, about the research on telepathy that so impressed
Sidgwick, encouraging him to take on the burdens of leading the SPR?
According to Eleanor Sidgwick, this early concentration on telepathy
was not

the result of any deliberate plan on the part of the Council. Telepathy forced
itself on the Society rather than was sought by it. In far the greater part of the
spontaneous cases sent to us which seemed to afford evidence of some super-
normal process, the process was apparently telepathic, or at least a telepathic
explanation was consistent with the facts as reported; and opportunities of ex-
perimenting in telepathy presented themselves more than they have done in later

years.%



Spirits 307

Interestingly, she recalled that the “idea of thought-transference was, as it
were, in the air, in this country at least, in the early eighties, because of an
amusement called the ‘willing game’ which was in vogue both in private
drawing-rooms and on public platforms.”% Some action, perhaps fairly
complicated, was decided upon, to be performed by a participant who
was out of the room. When the person returned, the “willer” would place
his or her hands on the “percipient,” perhaps on the forehead, and, while
avoiding any overt indication of what was being willed, would concentrate
on getting the percipient to perform the action — often, it was claimed,
with great success, the nature of which stimulated much debate.

But as Eleanor Sidgwick’s recollections make clear, it was not the popu-
lar parlor games that impressed the SPR, but the work done by Barrett and
various others, including the highly regarded Professor Charles Richet in
France. At the time that the Society was founded, Barratt had already done
work with the Creery family, work that would quickly be further pursued
by the SPR’s “thought-transference” committee. Many of these investi-
gations are presented in excellent thumbnail descriptions in Appendix A
of Gauld’s The Founders of Psychical Research, which also make it clear just
how much the “experiments” had in common with the popular game. As
Gauld summarizes it:

The first subjects with whom members of the SPR conducted extended and
seemingly successful experiments on thought-transference were the family of the
Rev. A. M. Creery, Buxton. The percipients were various of Mr. Creery’s five
daughters, acting singly. The agents generally acted in a group, and at various
times included Mr. Creery himself, members of his family, Barrett, Professor
Balfour Stewart (the SPR’s second President), Professor Alfred Hopkinson,
Gurney, Myers, and other members of the thought-transference committee.
The usual procedure was as follows. The daughter who was to act as percip-
ient would leave the room, whilst the group of agents selected a target. This
would be written down rather than spoken. The girl would be called in, and the
company would concentrate on the target. Targets might be a name chosen at
random, an object from the house, a two-figure number, or a playing card out of a
full pack.

The girls achieved some startling successes, even when members of their family
were not among the agents. They succeeded not merely in their father’s home
(where the first experiments were carried out in 1881-82), but at Cambridge (July
to August 1882) and Dublin (November 1882). For instance at Cambridge they
between them guessed correctly 17 out of 216 playing cards; and at Dublin 32 out
of 108.97
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As Gauld observes, however, their “ability began to wane in 1882; and
in some further experiments. . . two of them were detected in the use of
a rather weak code. Though of course it could have been effective only
when one of the sisters was amongst the agents.”

Many other experiments also took place during this period, includ-
ing the “Smith-Blackburn” ones that brought G. A. Smith into contact
with Myers and Gurney, but the general format was always quite sim-
ilar. The main advances concerned an ever-increasing ability to detect
subtle codes devised by the participants, guarding against such things as
voluntary or involuntary whispering, perhaps observed in the throat and
neck rather than the lips. But when Sidgwick himself examined Smith
for such maneuvers, he came away quite satisfied that this was not the
explanation of Smith’s performances.®® At any rate, the basic parameter
of these studies was very largely what it would continue to be, with greater
technical and statistical sophistication, throughout the twentieth century:
significantly above-chance performances by “sensitives” on guessing
the answers to questions generated by some controlled, randomized
process.

To be sure, Sidgwick would have his periods of doubt about telepathy,
just as he did about everything else. But even at his darkest and most
skeptical — for example, during the period 188788 — he would allow
that he was “not yet hopeless of establishing telepathy.” Furthermore,
it should be kept in mind that establishing telepathy was something of
a mixed blessing, given Sidgwick’s main priorities. On the one side, as
Eleanor Sidgwick later explained: “Telepathy, if a purely psychical pro-
cess —and the reasons for thinking it so increase — indicates that the mind
can work independently of the body, and thus adds to the probability
that it can survive it.”% Relatedly, as the work on hypnotism revealed,
increased “knowledge about the subliminal self, by giving glimpses of
extension of human faculty and showing that there is more of us than
we are normally aware of, similarly suggests that the limitations imposed
by our bodies and our material surroundings are temporary limitations.”
But, on the other side, telepathy often afforded an alternative explanation
for purported communications from beyond the grave — suggesting, for
example, that a supposed medium could be getting the communicated in-
formation from the minds of living friends and relatives, rather than from
the departed. Thus, the research of the Society was complicated by the
discounting of “all communications purporting to come from the dead
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where the matter communicated is known to any living person directly or
indirectly in touch with the medium.” Unfortunately, as Eleanor Sidgwick
went on to note, “matters unknown to any living person can seldom be
verified.”7°

Add to this concerns about unconscious thought processes, and things

get very tricky indeed:

[T]he mere claim to come from the dead is invalidated, because the subliminal
consciousness concerned in automatic writing and trance speaking has been found
liable to claim more knowledge and power than it possesses, to say things which are
not true, and to offer false excuses when the untruth is discovered. This subliminal
trickiness may be found in the case of persons who in their normal life are upright
and honourable; —just as in dreams we may behave in a way that would shock us in
our waking life. Another embarrassing circumstance from the evidential point of
view is that the subliminal memory does not coincide with the supraliminal, and
can draw upon a store not accessible to the normal consciousness. And further,
things may be subliminally taken note of, which do not enter, or scarcely enter the
normal consciousness at all.7*

Thus, telepathy often yielded the most parsimonious account of para-
normal happenings. Why, for example, assume the reality of ghosts, when
in so many cases supposed apparitions could be accounted for as tele-
pathic communications from the dying person? This approach was seem-
ingly supported by the comparative infrequency, according to the SPR,
of well-evidenced postmortem apparitions. And who could tell what the
unconscious self, partly unveiled in hypnosis, might be capable of, by way
of sending and receiving such communications?

One might well suggest, therefore, that with their work in the Society,
the Sidgwicks ended up engaged in their most tormented soul searching of
all, with the old worries about selfishness and sinfulness transmuted into
anxieties about the tricky and dangerous subliminal self and the vagaries
of its telepathic doings. Much of the work that would follow — “Phantasms
of the Dead,” Phantasms of the Living, and the Census of Hallucinations,
for example — would be aimed at sorting out these difficulties, differen-
tiating thought transferences from apparitions and coming to terms with
the question of whether claims concerning these really were inexplicable
statistically.

But before surveying these monumental productions of the Sidgwick
Group, there is another tribute to be paid to their negative and critical
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accomplishments. For early on in the SPR’s existence, a powerful al-
ternative to spiritualism presented itself to them as the chief aspirant
to becoming the religion of the New Age. Madame Blavatsky came to
Cambridge.

IV. Koot Hoomi on The Methods of Ethics

We all went to a Theosophic lunch with Myers. Madame de Novikoft was there;
certainly she has social gifts, but she does not interest me. Our favourable impres-
sion of Mme. B[lavatsky] was sustained; if personal sensibilities can be trusted,
she is a genuine being, with a vigorous nature intellectual as well as emotional, and
a real desire for the good of mankind. This impression is all the more noteworthy
as she is externally unattractive — with her flounces full of cigarette ashes — and
not prepossessing in manner. Certainly we like her, both Nora and I. If she is a
humbug, she is a consummate one: as her remarks have the air not only of spon-
taneity and randomness but sometimes of an amusing indiscretion. Thus in the
midst of an account of the Mahatmas in Tibet, intended to give us an elevated
view of these personages, she blurted out her candid impression that the chief
Mahatma of all was the most utter dried-up old mummy that she ever saw. She
also let us behind the scenes of all the Transcendental Council. It appears that the
desire to enlighten us Westerns is only felt by a small minority of the Mahatmas,
who are Hindoo: the rest, Tibetans, are averse to it: and it would not be permitted,
only Koot Hoomi, the youngest and most energetic of the Hindoo minority, is a
favourite of the old mummy, who is disposed to let him do what he likes. When
the mummy withdraws entirely from earth, as he will do shortly, he wants Koot
to succeed him: but Mme B. thinks he won’t manage this, and that a Thibetan
will succeed who will inexorably close the door of enlightenment.

Sidgwick, journal entry for August 10, 1884 (CWC)

The Theosophical Society was founded in New York in 1875 by Madame
Helena Petrovna Blavatsky and Colonel Henry Steel Olcott (the former a
Russian, the latter an American), but it quickly became an international
force, with offices in England, India, France, and other countries. In so
many ways, it was the natural product of the period that, in America and
England especially, spawned spiritualism and a fascination with things
occult and mystical. The Rosicrucians, the Hermeticists, the reincarna-
tionists, followers of Aleister Crowley and Samuel Liddell — all helped to
provide a context in which Theosophy might find an eager audience. The
esoteric wisdom of the mysterious FEast had a very big and very credulous
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market. Materialism and scientism had produced a mystical and occultist
reaction — a reaction that often went far beyond the séancing of the spir-
itualists, many of whom were apt to decry the exclusivity and cultlike
practices of occultists.”?

Theosophists, of course, did seek to capture much of the same audience
as the spiritualists, even if they did come to alienate many of them in the
process. Their creed was an eclectic soup of esotericism. As Oppenheim
describes it:

Blavatsky herself stressed the roots of her teaching in the venerable texts of the
Far East, but the very term ‘theosophy’ conjured up a rich variety of associations
with the cabalist, neo-Platonic, and Hermetic strands in western philosophic and
religious thought. Meaning ‘divine wisdom,’ or ‘wisdom of the gods,” theosophy
was a familiar term in the vocabulary of the occult long before Madame Blavatsky
stamped it with the mark of her own impressive personality. Belief in the existence
of specially initiated adepts, or of secret documents that held, in coded signs and
symbols, the key to understanding nature’s deepest enigmas, had haunted the
fringes of European thought for centuries, tantalizing susceptible minds with the
possibility of attaining truly godlike power over the natural world. C. C. Massey
dubbed the Jewish cabala ‘a system of theosophy,” while Hargrave Jennings used
the label ‘theosophists’ to describe the Paracelsists of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. The links between the new, Blavatsky brand of Theosophy and the
older tradition related to Hermetic teaching were nicely encapsulated in Annie
Besant’s claim to have been none other than Giordano Bruno himselfin a previous
incarnation.”

Different planes of existence, astral and ethereal bodies, the miraculous
time-and-space-defying feats of yogis and more “highly evolved” beings —
all were displayed with a flourish in Blavatsky’s first major esoteric text,
Isis Unveiled (1877). She was, she claimed, receiving instruction in ancient
wisdom from the mahatmas of Tibet and India, though more critical eyes
had trouble discerning in her work anything more than a cheap pilfering
of various Hindu and Buddhist sources.” Although it would be nice to be
able to read such cultural developments as a meaningful reaction against
Western rationalism and orientalism, the Theosophists in the end did
more to demean multicultural understanding than to advance it, though
the investigation of them by the SPR did do much to shape the way the
Sidgwick Group thought about anthropology and history. As Joy Dixon
has observed, Theosophy was “a kind of middle-brow orientalism
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(in Edward Said’s sense), which reinscribed divisions between eastern
mysticism and western science.”75

What made Theosophy so provocative to all sides involved in the SPR
was the way in which it objected to so much of the spiritualist endeavor.
That is, spiritualism was

predicated on the proposition that, after death, a person’s spirit could remain
in close touch with the living and could relay messages to them with the help
of a medium. Theosophical denial of this principle, and denunciation of séance
practices, seemed to many an angered spiritualist an attempt to cut the very heart
out of their faith. But Theosophists had learned from Madame Blavatsky the

dangers that followed all attempts to commune with spirits around the séance
table.”®

After all, after death one was supposed to evolve and reincarnate; the
astral plane was populated by all sorts of unsavory spooks and elementals,
primitive and sometimes malicious forces that might pretend to be the
dear departed, but were not. Bringing such things into contact with the
living was risky and, at any rate, beside the point, as far as one’s spiritual
progress was concerned. One’s aim should rather be to advance one’s
spiritual evolution, to cultivate the higher elements in one’s being over
the lower, animal elements. Resort to mediums — or to priests, for that
matter —was a diversion from communing with one’s higher self, which was
immortal and evolving according to karmic laws. And of course, according
to the Theosophical hard sell, this was all the more urgent because the
mahatmas might soon decide to stop wasting their efforts on Westerners.
This was, to mix a metaphor, a window of opportunity on the doors of
perception.

Thus, the Theosophists and spiritualists really were at odds over how
to deal with the spirit world, much as they agreed that there was such a
world and that the material universe was only a form of delusion impris-
oning lower beings. The Theosophists offered up a much more ambitious
rendering of the perennial philosophy, claiming that the basic tenets of
their wisdom formed the root of all the great world religions; this be-
lief, in good Idealist fashion, allowed them to exercise much charity in
interpretation, allowing that all worldviews had some piece of the truth.
This rather Mauricean theme, coupled with the elite and esoteric mode
of inquiry that the Theosophists represented, would have been a natural
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draw for old Apostles like Sidgwick. But it was scarcely apt to appeal
to orthodox believers, since it granted no special place to any one re-
ligion, though Buddha did tend to be the first among equals. And the
Theosophical belief in reincarnation was quite alien to most spiritual-
ist and Judeo-Christian audiences, who tended to regard this as a puz-
zling complication of the already much-too-tricky problem of personal
identity.

In England, the Theosophists had quickly established friendly relations
with many members of the SPR, including Myers, and their representa-
tives had been invited to attend the initial meetings of the Society. When
Madame Blavatsky came to England for an extended stay, in 1884, the
Society sent a delegation to interview her in London, and followed this
up with an invitation to come to Cambridge for more extensive exchanges.
The SPR was especially interested in her and her followers because, de-
spite the Theosophical disclaimers about séances, etc., Blavatsky claimed
to have been a successful medium, in some sense, and much of the attrac-
tive force of her new religion came from claims that she could perform
paranormal feats. Thus, it was widely reported that mysterious letters
from her mahatmas would materialize out of thin air, dropping from the
ceiling. Such reports ensured that when Madame, the colonel, and their
collaborator Mohini held a public reception in Oscar Browning’s rooms,
the crowd was overflowing.

The Sidgwicks were undeniably impressed —at one point in his journal,
Sidgwick refers to Blavatsky as a “Great Woman.” As was so often the case,
their initially favorable impression had a great deal to do with what they
took to be the personal credibility of the people involved and the absence
of any obvious motive to deceive. Thus, Sidgwick would write to James
Bryce, in May of 1884:

I did not answer your question about Olcott as I was really in doubt what to say.
He has been here and I am favourably impressed with him as regards honesty
and sincerity: but he has no experiences to relate which are conclusive on the
mere supposition that he is honest: it is possible to suppose that he has been
taken in — only to take him would require an elaborate plot in which persons
would be involved who appear to have no more motive for trickery than the
twelve apostles in Paley’s evidences: one at least — as we are credibly informed —
has sacrificed wealth and position to follow after the Masters of Theosophy.
(CWQC)77
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But by this time, suspicions were gathering about Madame Blavatsky,
and Sidgwick reports that “what I hear is rather too mixed: in at least
one case there is well-grounded suspicion of her trickery — though she
again has no obvious motive as she is giving money to the cause.” Indeed,
Sidgwick’s confidence in his estimate of people and their motives was to
be very quickly and very badly shaken. In November of 1884, he records
in his journal how

Psychical Research is growing dark & difficult: T am shaken in my view of telepathic
evidence by the breakdown of Sir E. Hornby’s narrative in the XIXth Century.
Here is a man tells an elaborate story of what happened to him less than ten years
ago, and his wife (who was an actor in the drama) confirms it, and her mother
bears witness that the wife told her next morning: and yet the story is altogether
inaccurate in fundamental points — it is indeed difficult to understand how any
of it can be true. And yet Gurney who has been to see them says that he and his
wife are thoroughly good witnesses, and clearly believe every word they say! This
is much worse for us than if they were bad witnesses, as tending more to lower
one’s general confidence in human testimony. This one case seems to me to make
a great hole in our evidence. (CWCQC)

Worse was to come. The SPR appointed a young Australian member,
Richard Hodgson, to travel to the Theosophical headquarters in Madras,
India, in order to do a thorough investigation of the purported Theosoph-
ical marvels, and when he returned to England, in April of 18835, his report
was utterly damning.

It would have been difficult for Sidgwick to ignore Hodgson’s work even
if he had wanted to, since Hodgson had in 1881 taken an honors degree in
the moral sciences from Cambridge, and Sidgwick himself had encouraged
(and paid for) him to abandon his post as university extension lecturer
in order to go off to investigate Theosophy. Eventually Hodgson would
become a leader of the American SPR and a full-time psychical researcher,
for which his work on Theosophy proved to be sobering training. While
in India, he had managed to recruit a couple, the Coulombs, who were
disgruntled former assistants to Madame Blavatsky and who had in their
possession various letters from the founder detailing just how to perform
the “marvels” under investigation. Thus, the letters-out-of-thin-air stunt
was revealed as requiring no more explanation than a porous ceiling and
a long piece of thread with a confederate on the other end of it, safely
out of view. The mahatmas were revealed as Blavatsky’s own fictions,
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whose communications had been lifted out of various obvious sources. And
Hodgson even suspected that Blavatsky was in the pay of the Russians,
who wanted her to foment discontent in India.

As Oppenheim shows, the report did not move the true believers:

They accused Hodgson of undertaking his Indian inquiries, not in a mood of
impartial research, but as prosecutor, judge, and jury all at once. The integrity
of the Coulombs was, with justice, assailed, and Blavatsky complained that she
had never even been shown the incriminating letters which, she insisted were
largely fabrication. Sinnett accused the SPR of pandering to public opinion in
its denigration of Theosophy and triumphantly concluded that Hodgson’s logic
served no purpose, because Blavatsky’s complex character was not explicable ‘by
any commonplace process of reasoning.’”®

But the Sidgwick Group took this sobering lesson to heart. Some time
later, Myers, in the Introduction to Phantasms of the Living, would note
the importance of this lesson in cultural anthropology:

Acting through Mr. Hodgson . ..a committee of the Society for Psychical Re-
search has investigated the claim of the so-called “Theosophy,” of which Madame
Blavatsky was the prophetess, to be an incipient world-religion, corroborated by
miraculous, or at least supernormal, phenomena, —and has arrived at the conclu-
sion that it is merely a réchauffé of ancient philosophies, decked in novel language,
and supported by ingenious fraud. Had this fraud not been detected and exposed,
and had the system of belief supported thereon thriven and spread, we should
have witnessed what the sceptic might have cited as a typical case of the origin of
religions.”

Sidgwick himself would later contribute a prefatory note to another exposé
of Theosophy, Solovyoft’s A Modern Priestess of Isis (1895), in which he
would strike a similar note:

[Sluch English readers as were likely to be interested in learning anything more
about Madame Blavatsky would not so much desire additional proof that she was
a charlatan — a question already judged and decided — but rather some explanation
of the remarkable success of her imposture; and Mr. Solovyoff’s vivid description
of the mingled qualities of the woman’s nature — her supple craft and reckless
audacity, her intellectual vigour and elastic vitality, her genuine bonhomie, affec-
tionateness and (on occasion) persuasive pathos — afforded an important element
of the required explanation, such as probably no one but a compatriot could have
supplied. Whether the Theosophical Society is likely to last much longer, I am
not in a position to say; but even if it were to expire next year, its twenty years’
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existence would be a phenomenon of some interest for the historian of European

society in the nineteenth century.®

Especially illuminating, on this score, is the way in which the experi-
ence with the Theosophists led the Sidgwick Group to think about the
nature of evidence and credibility. In a draft of a letter to Lord Acton
that Myers apparently wrote in 1892, he explained the nature of the
criteria used by the Society to determine untrustworthy evidence. In
addition to evidence that was “other than first-hand,” or that involved
“persons apparently hoping to receive therefrom money, fame, or rev-
erence,” or that was not written down for more than ten years after the
fact, or that came from informants about which nothing more could be
determined, there was: “All evidence depending wholly on the testimony
of (1) uneducated persons, (2) persons with a strong bias in favour of
the supernatural, (3) Asiatics, (4) the lower races, (5) children.” Of this,
he explains that the “exclusion of Asiatics, & the addition of the expec-
tation of reverence to the causes of suspicion, were forced upon us by
Mr. Hodgson’s exposure of Mme. Blavatsky’ frauds, & of the gross
credulity of some even able & educated Hindoos. Mme. Blavatsky (one
may say) was within an ace of founding a world-religion merely to amuse
herself & to be admired.”®!

Now, lamentably, Myers is presumably speaking for the Sidgwick
Group, at the very least. Certainly Sidgwick, in a variety of writings,
had consistently urged the “Society to accumulate testimony, to overcome
opposition by the gradual accession of witnesses of good intelligence and
character.” In his exchange with C. C. Massey, Sidgwick had explained
that he wanted “evidence obtained in private circles of relatives or friends,
where no professional medium was employed,” and that he certainly
wanted to exclude consideration of mediums “whose trickery was proved
and admitted.”®> Asalways, he was uniquely impressed with the testimony
that emerged in small societies of close friends. The sweeping bigotry of
Myers’s statement, with its wholesale discounting of the experiences of
the “uneducated,” the “lower races” and “Asiatics,” does not quite seem
to capture Sidgwick’s views, at least insofar as there is any extensive record
of them. But, as later chapters will show, Sidgwick did harbor such preju-
dices, at least in a weaker form, which may explain why he did not actively
protest Myers’s policy. And surely, if this was the policy of the Sidgwick
Group, it would suggest that his notions of credibility and expertise could
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be appropriately described as part of a “Government House” utilitarian-
ism, in which the “lower” classes and “lower” races are put on a level with
children. After all, Sir E. Hornby apparently did not fit the above cate-
gories, yet there was no move to exclude the testimony of knights. Was this
the type of thinking that lay behind, for example, his views on the value of
colonization?

This is a matter of vital importance. But a further discussion of it must
await a fuller treatment of the other dimensions of psychical research and
politics, and of the further shocks that Sidgwick’s notions of “good in-
telligence and character” were to be dealt. As the following chapters will
show, Sidgwick’s notions of race and class ended up being rather worse,
and certainly no better, than J. S. Mill’s. The best one can say is that he
did a great deal to defend some of the accomplishments of other histori-
cal civilizations, that he thought nurture far more important than nature
in determining human differences, and that he was mainly impressed by
European achievements in science and constitutional government, while
always remaining ready to remind the reader of the evils of religious bigotry
and slavery that Western civilization had also produced. On the whole, his
writings reveal someone who, like Mill, had a decided Eurocentric bias
in his understanding of “civilized” education, but who was also poten-
tially receptive to the claims of the other world historical civilizations.®
In these ways, at least, his skepticism served him well, though not well
enough.

For he was not immune to the pervasive and offensive — often offen-
sively casual — racism of his environment, the prejudice that far too few
of his Cambridge colleagues even thought to question. He entertained, as
serious hypotheses, the views of such figures as Charles Henry Pearson
about the “yellow peril,” and he occasionally used the (generic) deroga-
tory term “nigger” in his correspondence. One cannot confront this side
of Sidgwick without worrying deeply about just how limited his notions
of “educated common sense” and social verification might have been,
and about whether Theosophy — which he certainly hoped would turn
out to be true — might have resonated with him in part precisely be-
cause of its elitism and orientalism. And as Dixon has noted, Theosophy
was engaged in a very paradoxical effort: “to proclaim publicly occult or
esoteric truths, truths that by definition are secret, hidden, and known
only to the initiated.”® This was a paradox after his own Apostolic
heart.
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V. Their Finest Hour

When I was young and “erotion” (cf. Clough) I used to repeat to myself
the end of Iphigenia’s prayer (Goethe, favourite play of mine) for wholesome
warning —

Ye Gods, ...

in calm repose,

Ye listen to our prayer, that childishly

Beseeches you to hasten, but your hand

Ne’er breaks unripe the golden fruits of heaven.

And woe to him who with impatient grasp

Profanely plucks and eats unto his death

A bitter food.

Sidgwick to Myers, May or June 1871%

So far, one might think that the Sidgwick Group, for all its hopefulness
about personal survival of death and gullibility about prima facie evidence
calling for investigation, partly redeemed itself through its critical de-
bunking of spiritualists and Theosophists, and by its fashioning of such
tactics as the deployment of conjurers to expose conjuring as just that
and nothing more. Their fascination with hypnotism turned out to be
productive and indeed the most enduring of their positive contributions,
and no doubt there are some who would make a similar claim on behalf
of their work on telepathy. If their research reflected various forms of
prejudice and bigotry, that, given their time and place, is unfortunately
to be expected. They were part of the culture of imperialism, and their
images of truth, expertise, evidence, progress, and so on could not help
but reflect and project this to varying degrees. It was, they really felt, the
solid English who were going to discover the “secret of the Universe.”
This would, of course, be altogether fitting in their eyes, given that it was
the solid English who largely ruled the Universe. The opacity of the other
world was related to the opacity of other regions of this world; both called
for penetration through sympathetic unity. How else could consensus and
reconciliation come to pass?

One thing that can be safely said is that the SPR followed Sidgwick’s
command to pile testimony on top of testimony, and it is worth considering
in greater detail just what the nature of that testimony ended up being,
since it does not seem to comport with Myers’s strictures.
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For most of the 1880s, the Sidgwick Group was engaged in compil-
ing the material that would go into Eleanor Sidgwick’s “Phantasms of
the Dead” and the remarkable joint production of Myers, Gurney, and
Podmore, Phantasms of the Living. In helping with the former, Henry had
gone out to interview some 300 persons who had contributed ghost stories,
but he had concluded that not more than twenty or thirty were any good,
and that “[i]t looks as if there was some cause for persons experiencing
independently in certain houses similar hallucinations. But we are not at
present inclined to back ghosts against the field as t/e cause.”

Phantasms of the Living was in another category, with its massive array of
case studies selected to prove the reality of telepathy, and to demonstrate
that “phantasms (impressions, voices, or figures) of persons undergoing
some crisis, — especially death, — are perceived by their friends and rela-
tives with a frequency which mere chance cannot explain.”®” C. D. Broad
insisted that this “is undoubtedly an epoch-making work, in the strict
sense that it laid the foundations of a new subject and still remains a clas-
sic indispensable to all students in its own field.”%® Despite the official
authorship, the Sidgwicks were very much involved in the production,
and Eleanor would later produce an updated (and abridged) version of the
study.

As Myers explained the title:

[Ulnder our heading of ‘Phantasms of the Living,” we propose, in fact, to deal
with all classes of cases where there is reason to suppose that the mind of one
human being has affected the mind of another, without speech uttered, or word
written, or sign made; — has affected it, that is to say, by other means than through
the recognised channels of sense.

To such transmissions of thoughts or feelings we have elsewhere given the name
of telepathy; and the records of an experimental proof of the reality of telepathy
will form a part of the present work. But, for reasons which will be made manifest
as we proceed, we have included among telepathic phenomena a vast class of
cases which seem at first sight to involve something widely different from a mere
transference of thought.

I refer to apparitions; excluding, indeed, the alleged apparitions of the dead, but
including the apparitions of all persons who are still living, as we know life, though
they may be on the very brink and border of physical dissolution. And these ap-
paritions, as will be seen, are themselves extremely various in character; including
not visual phenomena alone, but auditory, tactile, or even purely ideational and
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emotional impressions. All these we have included under the term phantasm; a
word which, though etymologically a mere variant of phantom, has been less often
used, and has not become so closely identified with visual impressions alone.%

After reviewing various suggestions about how such investigations re-
late to anthropology and history (which include the remarks on Theoso-
phy), Myers goes on to pose “a still larger and graver question”: “What
(it 1s naturally asked) is the relation of our study — not to eccentric or
outlying forms of relgious creed — but to central and vital conceptions;
and especially to that main system of belief to which in English-speaking
countries the name of religion is by popular usage almost confined?”9°
He notes that the members of the SPR have heretofore “studiously re-
frained from entering on this important question,” and this because they
“wished to avoid even the semblance of attracting the public to our
researches by any allurement which lay outside the scientific field,” since
they “could not take for granted” that their inquiries would “make for
the spiritual view of things, that they would tend to establish even the
independent existence, still less the immortality, of the soul.” They held
it to be essential to “maintain a neutral and expectant attitude,” con-
ducting their “inquiries in the ‘dry light’ of a dispassionate search for
truth.”9"

This is still their position, Myers explains, and their book does not try
to deal with all “the most exciting and popular topics which are included
in our Society’s general scheme.” Still, even if the “master-problem of
human life” may require more deliberate approaches, psychical research
is now no longer a matter of mere anticipation, but can claim “a certain
amount of actual achievement.” Thus,

We hold that we have proved by direct experiment, and corroborated by the
narratives contained in this book, the possibility of communications between two
minds, inexplicable by any recognised physical laws, but capable (under certain
rare spontaneous conditions) of taking place when the persons concerned are at
an indefinite distance from each other. And we claim further that by investigations
of the higher phenomena of mesmerism, and of the automatic action of the mind,
we have confirmed and expanded this view in various directions, and attained
a standing-point from which certain even stranger alleged phenomena begin to
assume an intelligible aspect, and to suggest further discoveries to come.

Thus far the authors of this book, and also the main group of their fellow-
workers, are substantially agreed.%”
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Beyond this, Myers allows, more caution must be exercised in claiming
any sort of consensus. But for all that, he does carry on, at length, in a
quite positive way, about

how much support the preliminary theses of religion may acquire from an assured
conviction that the human mind is at least capable of receiving supernormal
influences, — is not closed, by its very structure, as the Materialists would tell
us, to any ‘inbreathings of the spirit’ which do not appeal to outward eye or ear.
And somewhat similar is the added reality which the discovery of telepathy gives
to the higher flights, the subtler shades, of mere earthly emotion.%

In brief, the psychical “element in man” must, Myers claims, “hence-
forth almost inevitably be conceived as having relations which cannot be
expressed in terms of matter.”% But the other side of this argument is,
obviously, that the case for religion and the case for psychical research
were being brought into intimate connection in public.

This was the theme to which Myers would continue to warm, as he
grew ever more convinced that

Science is now succeeding in penetrating certain cosmical facts which she has not
reached till now. The first, of course, is the fact of man’s survival of death. The
second is the registration in the Universe of every past scene and thought. This
I hold to be indicated by the observed facts of clairvoyance and retro-cognition;
and to be in itself probable as a mere extension of telepathy, which, when acting
unrestrictedly, may render it impossible for us to appear as other than we are. And
upon this the rule of like to like seems to follow; our true affinities must determine
our companionships in a spiritual world.?5

For Myers was personally persuaded that there was no longer any reason
to deny that the investigations into telepathy had led on to a vindication of
his cosmic faith in the “other world” — or rather, the “friendly universe.”
And the “subliminal uprushes” of genius and mutual recognitions of sen-
sitive seekers carried for him a cosmic importance, as though the Apostolic
brotherhood had been written into the structure of the universe.

This evidently worried Sidgwick a good deal. In a singularly revealing
journal entry, he explains:

The Book — Phantasms of the Living — is getting on. Yesterday we heard Myers
read the first half of his introduction. I am rather troubled about the part of it
which relates to religion. M. says roundly to the Theologian, ‘If the results of
our investigation are rejected, they must inevitably carry your miracles along with
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them.’ This is, I doubt not, true, but is it wise to say it? Also it is only true as
regards the ultimate effect. I do not doubt that if we ultimately reach a negative
conclusion, this inquiry of ours will iz time be regarded by sceptics as supplying
the last element of proof necessary to complete the case against Christianity and
other historic religions; but for many generations — perhaps many centuries —
the only difference will be that Christianity, Mohammedanism, etc., will have to
support their miracles instead of being supported by them; and the historic roots
of these great institutions are surely quite strong enough to enable them to do this
for an indefinite period — in fact until sociology has been really constructed, and
the scientist steps into the place of the priest. (M 415)%°

But he would not remain even this sanguine for long, and the Phantasms
volume would actually trouble him a great deal. He had, in fact, been
working rather hard at getting Myers to tone down his enthusiasms. In a
journal passage from January 4, 1885 — one excised from the Memoir — he
recorded for Symonds’s benefit how he

Had rather an agitating discussion at Massey’s about the book on ‘Phantasms of
the Living’. Hitherto we have agreed that Myers & Gurney are to write it jointly:
but I have come to the conclusion that all our appearances in print ought to be
conducted on the principle of individualising responsibility. In this obscure and
treacherous region, girt about with foes watching eagerly for some bad blunder,
it is needlessly increasing our risks to run the danger of two reputations being
exploded by one blunder: it is two heads on one neck: “hoc Ithacus velit.” Let us
have the freest and fullest mutual criticism — so that if possible each of us may feel
himself morally responsible for our friends’ blunders — but let the responsibility
before the world be always to one, that we may sell our reputations as dearly as
possible.

T urged this view, but I did not prevail: it was a delicate matter as [ was palpably
aiming at ousting F. M. and leaving E. G. as sole author: estimating the superior
trustworthiness of the latter in scientific reasoning as more important than his
literary inferiority. I could see M. was annoyed; but he bore itadmirably. Ultimately
we compromised thus: M. to write a long introduction and G. the body of the

book. (CWC)

Thus, as this exceptionally candid and accurate assessment reveals,
Sidgwick was indirectly responsible for Myers’s Introduction, though he
apparently would rather have kept Myers out of the volume altogether.
Myers was altogether too ready to believe, and in highlighting the reli-
gious significance of psychical research in the way that he did, he gambled
too much, too precipitously. For what if the critics could make a strong
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counterattack? Gurney’s handling of the volume was, as Sidgwick pre-
dicted, much more restrained, and often struck a note quite different
from Myers’s. Interestingly, Gurney concluded that

though ‘psychical research’ is certain in time to surmount ridicule and prejudice,
and to clear for itself a firm path between easy credulity on the one side and easy
incredulity on the other, the rate of its advance must depend on the amount of
sympathy and support that it can command from the general mass of educated men
and women. In no department should the democratic spirit of modern science
find so free a scope: it is for the public here to be, not — as in anthropological
researches — the passive material of investigation, but the active participators in it.
We acknowledge with warm gratitude the amount of patient assistance that we have
received — how patient and forbearing in many instances, none can judge who have
not tried, as private individuals, to conduct a system of strict cross-examination on
a wide scale. But unless this assistance is largely supplemented, our undertaking
can scarcely hold its ground. . . . And here is the practically interesting point; for,
till the general fact is universally admitted, the several items of proof must ever
tend to lose their effect as they recede further into the past. This peculiarity of
the subject cannot be gainsaid, and must be boldly faced. For aught I can tell, the
hundreds of instances may have to be made thousands.%7

This conclusion, coming at the end of two fat volumes carefully and
analytically reporting some 702 instances of supposed telepathic hap-
penings of every conceivable stripe, no doubt reflected the kind of cau-
tious enjoining of “more research” that Sidgwick, at least, thought most
appropriate. Surely, as Gauld observes, Gurney had “found his métier” —
he had written up most of the cases, included a wealth of additional
material on the canons of evidence, and, during this same period, had
also been beavering away at hypnosis and carrying out his duties as the
SPR’s honorary secretary and editor.

As Gauld nicely summarizes it, the “central thesis” of Phantasms is
this:

[Clrisis apparitions [those occurring within twelve hours, either way, of the death
of the supposed agent] . .. are best interpreted as hallucinations generated in the
percipient by the receipt of a telepathic ‘message’ from the dying agent. That
ghosts are hallucinatory is suggested by their complete or almost complete failure
to leave any physical traces behind them, and by the fact that they occasionally be-
have in ways impossible to physical objects. . . . That crisis apparitions are caused
by the receipt of a telepathic ‘message’ from the dying person is strongly suggested
by the fact that they can be placed at the end of an unbroken series of cases, a
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series of which cases of experimental and spontaneous telepathy form the early
and middle terms. First of all come the instances of experimental telepathy in
which, let us say, a percipient in one place is able to reproduce a drawing held
before the eyes of an agent in another place. Then come cases of spontaneous
telepathy, which most commonly occur when the agent is undergoing some shock
or strong emotion; thus a lady lying in bed early one morning felt a pain in her
mouth at the moment when her husband was struck painfully in the mouth by
the tiller of his yacht. Next we have more complex cases of spontaneous telepathy,
where the percipient’s experience is not, so to speak, a reproduction of that of
the agent, but is rather founded upon it, the details coming from the percipient’s
mind. An example would perhaps be that of ‘arrival’ cases, in which a person
about to arrive at a given spot is actually seen there in advance of his arrival by
someone not expecting him; here what the percipient sees — the agent as he ap-
pears to people other than himself — is most unlikely to correspond closely with
what is in the agent’s mind, so that the dezasls of the picture must presumably
be in some way supplied by the percipient. Finally come crisis apparitions them-
selves, in which the details of the phantom, which often behaves normally and is
normally clad, would seem necessarily to have come from the percipient’s mind;
for the agent may be at the bottom of the sea, or lying in night clothes upon his
death-bed.%

The care and thoroughness of the detailing of these cases has certainly
impressed most everyone subsequently involved in psychical research.
As Gauld suggests, to pass “from even the ablest of previous works to
Phantasms of the Living is like passing from a mediaeval bestiary or herbal
to Linnaeus’ Systema Natura.”? But the book did have some formidable
early critics, including C. S. Peirce, who argued that it did not make a
strong enough case that these incidents were not simply chance occur-
rences. The Sidgwick Group had certainly recognized that they needed
to make some sort of case against the alternative theory of chance coin-
cidence, and that they needed “to try to estimate the proportion of the
population which has the experience of seeing a recognised apparition and
the proportion of these cases in which the apparition was veridical.”
Gurney himself had attempted something of a census, receiving answers
from approximately 5,700 persons about their experiences with appari-
tions, but this was not deemed sufficient, even by the psychical researchers.
Hence, his concluding plea for greater public involvement in this form of
research must be read as an altogether serious effort at improving his
sampling techniques and establishing some more reliable baseline for
determining the frequency of such apparitions.
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Gurney had made various approaches to this in Phantasms, and it was
manifestly the type of work that he wanted to carry on. His untimely death,
on June 25, 1888, was of course a terrible blow to these efforts. Sidgwick
wrote to his widow on behalf of the SPR that

nothing that can be said in public will really express our sense of loss. . . . We are
determined that the work shall be carried through to whatever result the laws of
the Universe destine for it; we feel it to be now not only a duty owed to humanity,
but also to the memory of our friend and colleague, that the results of our previous
labour should not fail from any faint-heartedness. (M 493)

As recorded earlier, he was “not yet hopeless of establishing telepathy”
and was now “specially anxious, for Edmund Gurney’s sake, that his six
years’ labour should not be lost” (M 494—95).

It was thus partly as a tribute to Gurney that the Sidgwick Group de-
cided on their next big project: the Census of Hallucinations. This ambitious
project was directly aimed at supplying the evidence that Gurney had so
wanted concerning the statistical occurrence of apparitions. The work be-
gan in April of 1889 and carried on, through a series of publications and
partly under the auspices of the International Congress of Experimental
Psychology, until the final massive report appeared in 1894, as Volume X
of the Proceedings, written mostly by Eleanor Sidgwick and Alice Johnson.
Although the investigators had set out to collect some 50,000 answers, this
turned out to be a bit impractical, and they had in the end to content them-
selves with some 17,000 answers. As Broad summarizes the conclusion:

About one visual hallucination in sixty-three occurs within a period of twenty-four
hours round about the death of the person whose apparition has been ‘seen’. If such
death-coincidences were purely fortuitious concurrences of causally independent
events the proportion would be about one in nineteen thousand. There is a most
elaborate and careful discussion of the fallacies to which such statistics are liable,
and a very clear and detailed statement of the precautions which the committee
took to avoid them. . . . [This is] a uniquely and meticulously careful contribution
to an important branch of their subject.”

According to Eleanor Sidgwick, the work “fully confirmed” the claim of
Phantasms: “that between deaths and apparitions of the dying person a
connection exits which is not due to chance alone.”"" Indeed, this was
the conclusion endorsed by the entire Sidgwick Group.
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It should be stressed, however, that this piling on of case after case does
not fully do justice to the sense that the Sidgwick Group had that there
was clearly something to telepathy. In a letter to William James, Gurney
had explained:

I cannot describe to you the effect on my own mind which my hundreds of personal
interviews have had. It has only been in a very small number of cases. .. that a
case which seemed genuine and sound on paper has not been strengthened by
the impression (& often by the details) which conversation and careful cross-
questioning added. . . . The viva voce account has consistently struck me as just
what you or I might give of a singular experience, which did happen, but which
was wholly isolated & inexplicable.”?

Such sentiments were often echoed by Sidgwick — for example, when he
confessed to the SPR that “part of my grounds for believing in telepathy,
depending, as it does, on personal knowledge, cannot be communicated
except in a weakened form to the ordinary reader of the printed state-
ments which represent the evidence that has convinced me.”**® Hence,
his abiding conviction that he had to put his character on the line in this
form of research, just as he had had to do on all those Apostolic Saturday
evenings.'® Such conclusions about the nature of personal knowledge
ought to be kept in mind when considering Sidgwick’s epistemology and
his criticisms of empiricism, idealism, etc. —recall the very personal nature
of his rejoinder to Gizycki, his flat confession that he found the rejection
of egoism “impossible.” Moreover, his sense of the possibilities of sym-
pathetic unity, a true mingling of minds, must be understood as in part
involving this quite literal way of achieving it, which was of course the
work of special, sensitive minds.

Still, whatever sense of the uncanny was shared by Gurney and
Sidgwick, their more straightforward similarities had to do with the critical
faculties that they brought to bear on their work. Sidgwick’s disparage-
ment of his own abilities, in comparison to Eleanor’s quite pronounced
scientific abilities, has become rather famous:

[T]n Psychical Research the only faculty that I seem able to exercise is the judicial,
I feel equal to classifiying and to some extent weighing the evidence — so far as it
depends on general considerations — but I do not feel the least gift for making a
legitimate hypothesis as to the causes of the phenomena, and I am too unobservant
and unimaginative about physical events generally to be at all good at evaluating
particular bits of evidence. For to tell whether a ‘psychical’ experiment or narrative
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is good or not evidentially requires one to imagine with adequate accuracy and
exhaustiveness the various possibilities of ‘natural’ causation of the phenomenon,
and judge the degree of improbability of each. Nora is much better at all this than
I'am: and I mean to give her the work to do, on this ground, so far as she will take
it. (M 388)

As for Sidgwick, had he not felt duty-bound to be pursuing psychical
research, he would, circa the mid-eighties, have preferred to give himself
over to the luxury of working on “the evolution of political ideas,” since
his mind was

adapted for seeing things — relations — for myself in the history of Thought: when
I read what other people say, I seem to see that they have not got it quite right;
and then, after an effort, what seems to be the truth comes to me. This is as near
the sense of original production as I ever get, and only intellectual work that gives
me this experience really takes hold on me. (M 387)

This is an intriguing gendering, given how often the Victorians are
presented as linking scientific rationality to manliness and character, and
how often the various forms of spiritualism are interpreted as historical
constructions of the private and feminine. But spiritualism was in fact an
arena for the contestation of gender roles, as the career of the redoubtable
Madame Blavatsky might suggest.*®>

At any rate, Sidgwick did devote an enormous amount of time to ex-
ercising his judicial faculties on the case for psychical phenomena, and
Phantasms and the Census were very obviously deeply indebted to him
for their more sensible aspects. After all, the work was being subjected to
different interpretations. Myers was clearly not as circumspect in inter-
preting the telepathy explanation as Gurney or Sidgwick, favoring instead
the possibility that clairvoyance might be invoked to explain various cases,
and that there was somehow an actual externalization or materialization of
the dying person’s conception of himself. Against this, Gurney wrote to
James that Myers’s argument was “a hopeless attempt to present a frankly
material view of ghosts with elimination of the material element,” against
which he had made decisive objections.®

Later chapters will further consider just how Myers continued to argue
for ghosts, communications from the other world, and so on, and for their
religious significance. In the 18gos, psychical research took another turn,
and work on the so-called cross-correspondence cases provided Myers
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with the kind of material on which he believed he could build a case.
At this point, however, what calls for emphasis is the way in which the
Sidgwick Group turned out to be rather divided internally, what with the
more orthodox Balfour element and the more spiritualist Myers. Much
as Sidgwick may have loved Myers, one suspects that his refrain about
how he was as dear to him as the “dearest of brothers” is some sort of dry
comment on his relationship with Arthur, and perhaps on the emotional
nature of their attachment, more brotherly than intellectual. Intellectually,
at least, Sidgwick and Gurney were somewhat more alike, and with the
latter’s passing in 1888, the Sidgwick Group would never be the same.
When in that year Sidgwick again took over the presidency of the SPR, it
was with a heavy sense of responsibility for maintaining the respectability
of their endeavors.

Here itisimportant to accent just how destructive the Sidgwick Group’s
research had been during the eighties — disposing of mediums, spiritu-
alists, Theosophists, and so many others. The entire intellectual context
was now harsher; as Sidgwick would explain when discussing the shifts in
the significance of Tennyson’s /n Memoriam — that Bible of the Apostles —
from the sixties to the eighties:

Hence the most important influence of In Memoriam on my thought, apart from
its poetic charm as an expression of personal emotion, opened in a region, if I
may so say, deeper down than the difference between Theism and Christianity:
it lay in the unparalleled combination of intensity of feeling with comprehen-
siveness of view and balance of judgment, shown in presenting the deepest needs
and perplexities of humanity. And this influence, I find, has increased rather
than diminished as years have gone on, and as the great issues between Agnos-
tic Science and Faith have become continually more prominent. In the sixties
I should say that these deeper issues were somewhat obscured by the discus-
sions on Christian dogma, and Inspiration of Scripture, etc....During these
years we were absorbed in struggling for freedom of thought in the trammels of
a historical religion: and perhaps what we sympathised with most in /n Memo-
riam at this time, apart from the personal feeling, was the defence of ‘honest
doubt,’. .. Well, the years pass, the struggle with what Carlyle used to call ‘Hebrew
old clothes’ is over, Freedom is won, and what does Freedom bring us to? It
brings us face to face with atheistic science: the faith in God and Immortal-
ity, which we had been struggling to clear from superstition, suddenly seems to
be in the air: and in seeking for a firm basis for this faith we find ourselves in
the midst of the ‘fight with death’ which In Memoriam so powerfully describes.

(M 539)"7
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Tennyson, for Sidgwick, had not only captured the intensity of the feelings
provoked by atheism, the refusal to “acquiesce in a godless world,” but
also expressed them in conjunction with “a reverent docility to the lessons
of science which also belongs to the essence of the thought of our age.”
But Sidgwick’s experiences in such venues as the Metaphysical Society, an
illustrious intellectual setting during the eighties, had not left him much
doubt about the spirit of the age, or about the direction of the various
inquiries on which he had pinned his hopes back when he was concluding
the first edition of the Methods.

Most importantly, Sidgwick himself regarded the massive investiga-
tions of telepathy as mainly a negative result, a matter of winning a battle
and losing the war. This is evident from some of Myers’s own writings,
bits that he had composed for his autobiography but that were excluded
from the published version. Speaking of the evidence for survival, he
wrote:

Gurney, up to the time of his death, was quite uncertain on this capital point. He
still held that all proved phenomena were possibly explicable by new modes of
action between living men alone. Sidgwick often thought this too; and his wife,
though more steadily inclining to a belief in survival, was averse to pronouncing
herself on the matter. I had therefore often a sense of great solitude, and of an
effort beyond my strength; — ‘striving,” — as Homer says of Odysseus in a line
which I should wish graven on some tablet in my memory, — ‘striving to save my
own soul, and my comrades’ homeward way.’

Tt was as late as November, 1887, that these doubts reached their worst intensity.
The group who had consulted over Phantasms of the Living, — the group whom
some regarded as facile in belief, — were certainly then in no credulous mood.
Sidgwick’s natural scepticism and self-criticism asserted themselves more strongly
than ever before. The collapse of Madame Blavatsky’s so-called Theosophy, — a
mere fabric of fraud, — had rendered all of us severer in our judgment of the
human evidence on which our own conclusions depended. Sidgwick urged that
all that we had actually proved was consistent with eternal death. He thought
it not improbable that this last effort to look beyond the grave would fail; that
men would have to content themselves with an agnosticism growing yearly more
hopeless, — and had best turn to daily duties and forget the blackness of the end.

His words touched many a latent doubt in my own bosom. As I have implied,
the question was for me too vital to admit of my endeavouring for a moment to
cheat myself into a false security. My mind had been ever eagerly on the watch
for indications telling either way; and for a few days I was now overshadowed by
Sidgwick’s loss of hope.’
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It is at this point, one might say, that one finds Sidgwick himself really
and truly coming to terms with his work as “the negative result of a the-
ological investigation,” as Schneewind described the Methods. Psychical
research fifteen years on was beginning to take the familiar, patiently self-
undermining shape of most other Sidgwickian inquiries — the “deepest
problems of human life” were turning out to be quite deep and not at
all congenial to the English mind. On March 7, 1886, he writes in his
journal: “I feel, however, that the natural drift of my mind is now towards
total incredulity in respect of extra-human intelligences; I have to remind
myself forcibly of the arguments on the other side, just as a year ago I had
to dwell deliberately on the sceptical argument to keep myself properly
balanced” (M 441).

What was the value of all these forms of thought transference, if all
they amounted to were the desperate communications of all-too-mortal
human beings, fragments of psychic e-mail that carried little real meaning
or larger significance? Supplemental modes of communication between
meaningless lives was not the answer he had sought. Nor was it a comfort
to be handed so many Jamesian lessons in the stranger warps of human
nature, blurring the lines between hypocrisy and good faith, error and
evidence, irresponsibility and responsibility. The “true self” was disinte-
grating under scrutiny.

The pain of this experience, for Sidgwick, can scarcely be overestimated.
The filiations between his psychical research and his religious and ethical
concerns —including, indeed, his deep commitment to Apostolic inquiry —
were so strong and extensive that this later crisis of faith was about as
stormy and stressful as his earlier one. The mode of inquiry, the very
language of truth, had all the same confessional aspects. Consider how,
in an undated letter to Myers, Sidgwick put the question of whether to
include their friend Henry Graham Dakyns in their efforts: “Dakyns, with
whom I am staying, would like to come to about half a dozen seances —
the first four and one or two afterwards. Should he be let in? He is a
sympathetic person, and would I should think be good — but possibly
there is no room.”"%

Curiously, psychical research, like Mauricean Apostolic inquiry and
utilitarian moral maturation, demanded the same extension of the sym-
pathetic tendencies, the same receptiveness to and willingness to learn
from others, albeit in a rather extreme form. In this sense, the evolu-
tion of sympathy was a matter not simply of changing sentiment, but of
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crucial epistemological significance — an evolution of sympathetic under-
standing.""® And the intimate inquiring of the Sidgwick Group functioned
within the larger, more formal, and less effective institutional environment
of the SPR in much the same fashion as the Apostles did within the frame-
work of the university. In both cases, the real action was taking place in
the elite, vanguard element, the “leaven in the loaf.”

Frank Podmore, one of Sidgwick’s younger and congenially critical
comrades in psychical research, gave a vivid impression of the force of
Sidgwick’s Apostolic tendencies in the conclusion to his review of the
Memoir:

Mr. Haldane, in his recent address to the University of Edinburgh, has described
what should be the function of a University in the national life: that the best minds
should there receive their training for the highest service to the state. I do not
know where there could be found a finer example than that exhibited by Henry
Sidgwick of the “dedicated life” which Mr. Haldane describes — a life dedicated,
however, not to the state, but to humanity — a life wholly given to the strenuous
search for Truth, and finding in that search its sole and sufficient reward. Nearly
all lives — our own or others — as we look back on them must seem desultory and
incomplete. But Henry Sidgwick’s had a unity and completeness beyond that of
most men. [ do not mean that it was complete if measured by the results, for of the
results we are scarcely yet able to judge. But if we consider not the achievement
but the purpose, we shall find that Sidgwick’s life presented more than others a
symmetrical whole. Its symmetry was marred by no infirmity of endeavour, by no
self-seeking, by no petty personal aims. His years were continuously spent from
youth upwards in the one high impersonal quest. In looking back on such a life
we can see “age approve of youth, and death complete the same.”"""

What so struck Podmore was how “to Sidgwick nothing was common
or unclean. And just as no fact was to him too insignificant to be worthy
of study, so no person was so foolish but that something might be learned
from him.” Henry advised Eleanor to “get yourself into the state of mind
of taking a large amount of misunderstanding and misrepresentation as
inevitable, and merely endeavour to extract the grains of useful suggestion”
(M 395).

Doubtless this attitude sustained Sidgwick in his psychical research,
but of course, not just anyone was allowed a place at the séance. Yes,
psychical research made some curiously democratic demands, as Gurney
had noted, and yes, the experience of the researcher with those strug-
gling to explain their paranormal experiences was virtually an intimate
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form of depth psychotherapy. But the Apostolic searcher was still
“exceptional,” the one who solicited and interpreted the rough truth,
dimly perceived, of ordinary (or not-so-ordinary) experience. Even if he
was fidgety.

For all that, what if all this sympathetic openness and self-revelation
did not produce the unifying thread? And what was the responsibility
of the Socratic intellectual to the larger, unphilosophical, and potentially
dangerous public? Clearly, Podmore’s account notwithstanding, Sidgwick
ardently did hope to crack the “secret of the Universe.” The world of
mundane experience might be improved somewhat, but it was bound to
end up a sorry compromise compared to what a new theistic religion could
offer, especially by way of harmonizing duty and interest.

Was this later crisis, then, the disintegration of Sidgwick’s strong belief
in personal identity — effectively, belief in some type of soul surviving
bodily death — and with it, of the value of seeking the harmony of reason
and duty in the moral order of the universe? That, of course, was precisely
what was at issue, though Sidgwick did not quite take the turn. As he
summed matters up in 1891:

My attitude towards Christianity is briefly this. (1) I think Optimism in some
form is an indispensable creed — not for every one, but for progressive humanity
as a whole. (2) I think Optimism in a Theistic form — I mean the belief that there
is a sympathetic soul of the Universe that intends the welfare of each particular
human being and is guiding all the events of his life for his good — is, for the
great majority of human beings, not only the most attractive form of optimism,
but the most easily acceptable, being no more unproven than any other form of
optimism, and certainly more satisfying to the deepest human needs. (3) I think
that no form of Optimism has an adequate rational basis; therefore, if Theism is
to be maintained — and I am inclined to predict the needs of the human heart will
maintain it — it must be, for Europeans, by virtue of the support that it still obtains
from the traditional belief in historical Christianity. (M 508)

It is in this connection that Sidgwick laments the pains that come with
having “taken service with Reason.” The “blackness of the end” threatened
to crush the most viable form of optimism he knew. While his experiments
in “intuitive Theism” had continued to impress upon him the needs of the
human heart, his experiments in psychical research, like those in philo-
sophical ethics, had left him feeling that the theistic postulate, the thing
that might harmonize duty and interest, was in deep trouble.
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In some ways, Sidgwick’s felt relationship to humanity at large had
found expression in the small in his relationship to Myers, in a way that
also goes far to explain his attitude toward teaching. In 1873, while working
on the Methods, he had written to him:

You know that in spite of my love of truth, I am too fond of you not to be keenly
pleased by your overestimate of me: I only feel bound from time to time to warn
you that you will find me out. My only merit (if it be a merit) is that I have never
swerved from following the ideal

Evermore unseen
and fixt upon the far sea-line

but I have a double sorrow first that I cannot come to know the relation of the
ideal to the actual, and secondly that I myself show so mean and uncomely to my
own vision. Further as to you, I have another sadness in feeling that during the
years in which we have exchanged thoughts I have unwillingly done you more
harm than good by the cold corrosive scepticism which somehow in my own mind
is powerless to affect my ‘idealism’, but which I see in more than one case acting
otherwise upon others.

Still your friendship is one of the best delights of my life and no difference of
ethical opinion between us can affect this, though it may increase my despondency

as to things in general.""

By the late eighties, Sidgwick’s idealism had been dampened, and he felt
ever more the “Great Either-Or” — pessimism or faith. The friends of this
Socrates rightly worried about his despair over “Things in General,” the
loss of confidence in that cosmic invisible hand that he had always deemed
an essential supplement to any mundane harmonizing of interests.

It is singularly odd that philosophical commentary on Sidgwick has
failed to look for the sources of his belief in the “deep truth” about per-
sonal identity in this rather obvious place. Although his profound aversion
to materialism and guarded optimism about the possibility of personal
survival do not quite in themselves yield a metaphysical defense of a
nonreductionist view of personal identity, the larger dimensions of his
project — the emergent depth psychology, including the sense of the un-
canny that came from his experiences in interviewing the people reporting
“phenomena” — point to the ground of his unshakeable sense of the logical
priority of egoism, of egoism as a reflection of the true self that somehow
endured.''3 After all, he was genuinely excited about the prospects for
Theosophy.
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To grasp the import of this singular Sidgwickian crisis, however, it is es-
sential to introduce at greater length another crucial character, one whose
pioneering explorations of human psychology, in self and other, were of
vital interest to Sidgwick and perhaps of more lasting value than those of
the Sidgwick Group. This, of course, is Sidgwick’s intimate friend John
Addington Symonds. Exploring their friendship, which brought forth
Sidgwick’s candid thoughts and feelings like no other, will bring out other
dimensions of Sidgwick’s psychological views and their bearing on his
philosophical work, and also set the stage for consideration of the larger
political and social vision that informed his worries about the practical
implications of the dualism of practical reason. Once again, Sidgwick’s
inquiry should not be construed simply in narrow philosophical terms:
along with his larger metaphysical concerns, there was a very highly de-
veloped sense of the political context of the morality of common sense,
and of the task of the enlightened dualist. After all, this account of his
work in psychical research has only raised again, rather than answered, all
of the difficult questions about just how elitist, patriarchal and orientalist
the Sidgwickian “consensus of experts” might have been.
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Part1

Henry Sidgwick told me something about his spirits, but nothing new. He spoke
on a more important subject, [letter incomplete]
John Addington Symonds to Henry Graham Dakyns, May 3, 1864'

I. Idealisms

Sidgwick’s life project, as should by this point be clear, involved an effort
to find some evidence for the thin theistic postulate capable of resolving
the dualism of practical reason and, of course, undergirding his casuistry.
If his psychical research was a logical development of his theological and
ethical interests — his chosen path for restoring the moral order of the uni-
verse in a way that recognized the force of egoism as part of the religious
hope for a happy immortality — it was also yet another manifestation of
his Apostolic love of intimate fellowship in the service of inquiry into the
“deepest problems.” Such inquiry, as it transpired, positively demanded
new forms of intimacy and sensitivity, new horizons for the Millian and
Mauricean attempt to achieve sympathetic unity. The confessional had
become the depth psychological, the romantic the experimental, the em-
pathetic the telepathic. In an age of transition, the notion of a clerisy had
itself been transformed, but there was still a good deal of the poetic and
romantic inspiring Sidgwick’s transfigured utilitarianism. His educational
ideal of culture may have underscored the importance of science, but his
conception of science was being reconfigured by something akin to the
depth psychological recognition that intimate confession and drawing out
were what it took to get at the deeper truth about human nature. Even the
Methods represented an extended testimonial to his efforts to penetrate
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his “true self.” Sidgwick’s school of sympathy was to be a very Millian
one and a very Apostolic one, but still, in the end, it can only be described
as a special Sidgwickian one, his own synthesis.

Was it, for all that, a men’s school, or club? Worse, an elite and very
Eurocentric men’s school that, in its own skeptical and reticent way, was
also a rival to Green’s Idealistic training school for statesmen to run the
empire? After all, the Society for Psychical Research, despite Eleanor
Sidgwick’s involvement in it, has been charged with being a force against
many developing modes of feminism, and with reinscribing patriarchal
notions of “rational” male authority. Furthermore, as already noted, it
certainly betrayed some extremely Furocentric prejudices, an orientalism
that was at times overtly racist. Did Newnham College do so as well?
Given the Apostolic roots of Sidgwick’s educational ideal, it can scarcely
be above suspicion. After all, just who were his friends and fellow seekers?

These are very serious questions, questions that point up the larger
epistemological and political significance of Sidgwick’s views on sex, gen-
der, and race. To truly grasp what he had in mind when he sought the
“consensus of experts” — a refashioned notion of aristocracy that cast it
basically as a clerisy with more professional opportunities — it is simply
imperative that one have some sense of how he delimited the social dimen-
sions of authority, and of whatever gendering and orientalism were at work
in his construction of expertise and understanding. What, at the limit, so
to speak, did sympathetic unity really require, in terms of sameness and
difference, familiarity and otherness?

This chapter will, in due course, begin to address the matter of elitism
in Sidgwick’s feminism and in his work with such reformist institutions as
Newnham College, but this will be via a further examination of his Apos-
tolic notion of friendship, with its powerful homosocial/homosexual un-
dercurrents. Itis here, with this latter, that one finds his deeper meditations
on hypocrisy, publicity, sex, friendship, and the inconclusiveness of ethics
and experiments in intuitive theism. Appropriately enough, however, it is
best to approach this matter with some indirection, albeit indirection of a
metaphysical stripe that will help to tie together some of the themes of the
last two chapters. For just as Sidgwick had a closet full of theological con-
cerns, so too he had a closet full of metaphysical ones, which, in so many
ways, were the very stuff of his intimate soaring. His closest friends —
Frederic Myers, John Jermyn Cowell, Henry Graham Dakyns, Roden
Noel, John Addington Symonds — were all irredemiably metaphysical in
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their cast of mind, albeit in a rather Shelleyan fashion, and Sidgwick’s min-
imal metaethics was in truth a tenuous middle way between the extremes
of sense and speculation. And just how passionate and metaphysical he
could be has not yet been demonstrated. At times, it could well seem that
a precondition for his personal affection and philosophical admiration
was to have some serious thoughts about immortality and the grounds
for Cosmic Enthusiasm, with all the erotic charge that the Victorian
Platonic revival could muster. His best friends typically stimulated him
with their visions of immortality or of alternative cosmic faith that could
do without personal survival. Only such souls were attuned to the “deep-
est problems.” Awakened by poetry, alive to philosophy, and always,
always voyaging, the friends of Socrates knew what soaring was all about.

As Symonds explained, when recounting some of Tennyson’s views
on how “moral good is the crown of man,” though it would be nothing
“without immortality” — views that were expressed at a dinner party also
including Symonds, his father, and Gladstone:

In all this metaphysical vagueness about matter, morals, the existence of evil, and
the evidences of God there was something almost childish. Such points pass with
most men for settled as insoluble after a time. But Tennyson has a perfect simplicity
about him which recognises the real greatness of such questions, and regards
them as always worthy of consideration. He treats them with profound moral
earnestness. His “In Memoriam” and “Two Voices” illustrate this habit. There
is nothing original or startling — on the contrary, a general common-placeness,
about his metaphysics; yet, so far as they go, they express real agitating questions —
express, in a poet’s language, what most men feel and think about.?

Ironically, then, Sidgwick’s “club” was a very metaphysically engaged
one. Given this, and his philosophical erudition, the obvious question that
presents itself is why he was not more receptive to the Kantian—Hegelian
answers to the problems that he had so labored over. Kant and Kantism
also spoke to the issue of the dualism of practical reason, and they also
offered up a solution couched in the language of immortality. How could a
mind as philosophically penetrating as Sidgwick’s have pronounced para-
psychology the more promising prospect?

Thus, a more extensive comparison between Sidgwick’s project and
the Idealist one might prove singularly helpful. After all, many of the
questions to be addressed concern the degree to which Sidgwick was, in
his own peculiar fashion, in fact engaged in a project akin to Green’s, or
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for that matter Jowett’s, both of whom he knew and admired as fellow
academic liberals. Next to evolutionism, it was Idealism — whether in
the older, more Platonic form represented by Jowett, or in the newer
Kantian—Hegelian synthesis represented by Green and Bradley — that
exercised Sidgwick as a philosophical and political rival, a more serious
rendering of the perfectionist alternative than Arnold’s. And it did so in
part because the entire Oxford philosophical context reflected in its own
way the Apostolic ethic of personal growth through intimate (if tutorial)
friendships between teachers and students. Indeed, later Victorian Oxford
carried this to a pitch rather beyond tranquil Cambridge, though the
differences between the two institutions are often overstated. Symonds
was an Oxford product, a student of Jowett, Green, Conington, and the
other lights of liberalism. Green, as it happened, would end up marrying
Symonds’s sister, Charlotte.

To be sure, there was much straightforward philosophical debate over
Sidgwick’s work, particularly over the Methods, emanating from Oxford.
The later objections of Moore and Rashdall, mainly directed at Sidgwick’s
defenses of egoism and hedonism, were all anticipated earlier on, partic-
ularly by Green and Bradley (but also by others who resist easy classifica-
tion, notably such Cambridge figures as Goldsworthy L.owes Dickenson
and James Ward — two more of Sidgwick’s spiritual offspring).> But
Green, more than these others, was Sidgwick’s immediate rival, the friend
and contemporary who also represented the academic liberal agenda and
whose influence, like Jowett’s, extended far beyond the academic setting.
He represented much more, to Sidgwick, than a mere alternative academic
philosophy.

In so many respects, Green is the bridge to Sidgwick’s deeper concerns —
speculative, social, and sexual. An earnest academic liberal with deep
religious convictions worked into an Idealist philosophy bordering on
spiritualism, and an inspiring teacher who, among other things, coached
Symonds in Plato, Green was the one who invariably appeared whenever
Sidgwick looked over his shoulder. They virtually began philosophizing
together; Sidgwick would recall how Green was stimulated to philosophize
by his classics, such that when “he was out walking one day with Green,
they came upon a bridge which his companion attempted to prove was a
different bridge for each of them.”* Green too was pained that the

most intelligent critics had rather, it would seem, that the ideas which poetry
applies to life, together with those which form the basis of practical religion,
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should be left to take their chance alongside of seemingly incompatible scientific
beliefs, than that anything calling itself philosophy should seek to systematise
them and to ascertain the regions to which they on the one side, and the truths of
science on the other, are respectively applicable.’

Green, as noted in previous chapters, had no use for psychical research
and found in Idealist metaphysics the revivifying intellectual and cultural
force that would fill the void left by disintegrating Christian orthodoxy. Or
rather, he took his philosophical mission to be one of supporting Christian
orthodoxy, albeit of the Mauricean, Broad Church variety, mixed with his
own Evangelical Puritanism, an aspect of his familial background for which
he always evinced some sympathy. As he put it to a former pupil in 1872,
he could find no greater satisfaction “than to think that I at all helped to lay
the intellectual platform for your religious life.” If he were “only a breeder
of heretics,” he would suspect his philosophy, which, if it is “sound,” ought
“to supply intellectual formulae for the religious life whether lived by an
‘orthodox’ clergyman or (let us say) a follower of Mazzini.” Green, that
is, “never dreamt of philosophy doing instead of religion,” and his own
interest in it “is wholly religious” in “the sense that it is to me. .. the
reasoned intellectual expression of the effort to get to God.”®

Thus, Green’s attitude may well seem quite different from Sidgwick’s.
As Schneewind has it, for Sidgwick, “philosophy is the rational search for
truth, and if Christianity turns out to possess it, so much the better for
Christianity. For Green, it seems, philosophy has the task of showing that
Christianity does possess the truth, and if the philosopher fails to come to
that result, then it follows that he has more work to do.”? But this is not
quite right. Plainly, Sidgwick worried considerably about his philosophical
results being so hard on the human heart, and kept searching.

It is scarcely odd that Sidgwick and Green should have shared much by
way of the religious attitude. Green was also a Rugby product —indeed, one
of Sidgwick’s old Rugby friends. During the sixties, both were hammering
out their distinctive philosophical worldviews and often doing so by direct
exchange — for instance, while on a walking tour of the continent in 1862.
Sidgwick would later confess, in his “Reminiscences of T. H. Green,”
that he was at this point “in a crude and confident stage of utilitarianism”
and consequently “quite unappreciative” of Green’s line. And plainly,
he did not appreciate his “sniffing” at psychical research. Green was a
strange figure, the model for a character named Professor Grey in Mary
(Mrs. Humphrey) Ward’s Robert Elsmere, a novel about an earnest young
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man who loses his orthodox faith but finds a new one in working for the
underprivileged, inspired in part by professor Grey. By all accounts, Green
was, if not as austere as some claimed, exceedingly earnest and lost in his
own soul searching. As Melvin Richter has judiciously described him:

There was general agreement about the quality of Green’s mind. ‘You never talked
to him without carrying away something to remember and ponder over.’ Yet it
seemed highly unlikely that he would accommodate himself to university life any
better than he had done to Rugby. The classical philology that bulked so large in
the Greats curriculum bored him. In his first trial by examination, he failed to
distinguish himself. Absorbed in his efforts to articulate views unusually personal
and deeply felt, he was notorious for puzzling on Monday over essays that had
been due the previous Friday. None of this augured well for a successful university
career. And yet the class of degree achieved by a poor clergyman’s son might fix
the course of his future life. With First Class Honours doors would be opened
to him, beyond which he otherwise could not hope to penetrate. Left to himself,
Green’s character might have manifested itself in a mediocre record which would
have condemned him to eking out an existence as a schoolmaster, or to burying
himself in an obscure government post. But Green fortunately profited from the
ministrations of his tutor, that Pascal of the undergraduate heart.
Jowett saw something worth stimulating in this gauche freshman.®

Just what Jowett saw in his earnest young Anglican Evangelical is, as
Richter explains, most illuminating: “As he said many years later, the only
person in his experience who at all resembled this singular young man was
another Rugbeian who had entered Balliol twenty years before, Arthur
Hugh Clough.” If Clough was the “more indolently dreamy” of the two,
and Green the more abstract, Jowett was nonetheless a shrewd judge of his
students. As Richter puts it, referring to Clough and Green: “Reserved
and self-contained, they moved in a detached sphere of almost inhuman
high principle. Society and politics were to them intimate realities, the
great problems of which it had fallen to them personally to resolve.”® Had
Sidgwick taken up the Balliol option, following Rugby, there might have
been another young Cloughian in Jowett’s care and keeping.

But as he would shortly discover with yet another dreamy student —
namely, Symonds — Jowett found that Green needed more than a little
prodding.

Jowett decided that it was only through his Puritan sense of duty that Green
could be made to work. And so, particularly after Green disappointed his friends
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and family by taking a Second in Moderations, his tutor began to prod. Green’s
essays, he remarked, were much too dry and dull, a fault which might be repaired
by reading poetry. But Jowett’s major stroke was yet to come. One day he said
casually: ‘If you do not get your First, Green, / shall have a good deal to answer
for.’ This remark Green later recalled as the turning point of his life. Knowing
how much the prestige of the college meant to his tutor, Green’s sense of duty
was called into play: the gospel of work taught by Carlyle, Dr. Arnold, and Jowett
had now to be applied to himself and his conditions. And so he plunged into the
task ahead.™

With the support and stimulus of Jowett, and the help of C. S. Parker
and John Conington — the University Professor of Latin and another old
(though strikingly radical) Rugbeian — Green was stirred up, transformed,
and in due course, after many walks and many talks and many reading par-
ties, became a successful First, the first lay Fellow of Balliol, and in due
course Professor. He became a fixture of the “Old Mortality Society,” the
somewhat less secretive Oxford equivalent of the Apostles that included
such notable figures as Symonds, Bryce, Dicey, Walter Pater, and Algernon
Swinburne. All in all, he represented the virtues of that very personal and
intimate form of education that had come to mark Oxford, an outgrowth,
in part, of the Tractarian movement’s transformation of the tutorial into a
transfiguring personal experience, a spiritual awakening. It was common
Oxbridge ground that, in the words of Noel Annan, “all fellows, certainly
all directors of studies and tutors, should try, as far as they were able, to
become the guide, philosopher and friend of those they taught.”"" Edu-
cation was a very important and a very personal business — indeed, not a
business at all, but a special form of intimacy. The Platonic revival came
to fruition in Jowett’s Oxford.

But Green imbibed this in a fashion that mixed Platonic elitism with
a good deal of Puritan moral democracy. W. .. Newman gave a famous,
and by all accounts accurate, description of him:

His habitual dress of black and grey suited him well and was true to his character.
He was drawn to plain people, to people of the middle and lower class rather than
to the upper, to the puritans of the past and the nonconformists of the present, to
Germans, to all that is sober-suited and steady-going. One judged from his feeling
for homely, unadorned and solid worth what he must feel for things showy, brilliant
and hollow."
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Of course, Sidgwick was also in love with things German, and in the
sixties he vied with Green for superior knowledge of German biblical
criticism and philosophy. In 1864, he had explained to Dakyns: “I should
like to get at this Oxford Hegelianism and see what it means. I used to
talk with Green, but I did not draw much.” (M 102) Again, Sidgwick
was always perfectly ready to admit the importance of Kant and Kantism.
Indeed, he began his lectures on the metaphysics of Kant by observing
that “it is partly at least to Kant that we trace the origin of the systems
of metaphysical thought which have most vogue at the present day — the
Agnosticism of Spencer (though here the influence is indirect, through
Hamilton and Mansel), and more directly the Idealism or Spiritualism of
which I take Green as a representative” (LPK 1)."3 Thus, he found the
root of both Spencer’s evolutionism and Green’s Idealism in the works of
Kant, which suggests how he attached much more importance to the latter
than the arguments of the Methods reveal.

Now, as many have observed, when Green translated his general predis-
positions into philosophical Idealism, it was in a somewhat more demo-
cratic and reforming fashion than that of many later Idealists, such as
his student F. H. Bradley. Little wonder that, whereas Sidgwick’s ex-
changes with Bradley were marked by an unusual asperity on both sides, his
exchanges with Green were far more congenial.

Green, of course, in good Hegelian fashion, did not fear the growth of
the state in quite the way that most of the old Benthamites or Millians did,
but rather regarded it as potentially a positive force for spiritual develop-
ment, for positive freedom, especially when it came to education.’* The
disciples of Jowett may have been concerned with the practical business
of running the empire on Platonic grounds, but the disciples of Green —
notably Arnold Toynbee — also went on to produce the settlement move-
ment and nurse the work of Mary Ward and Jane Addams, who went far
toward implementing the Mauricean social gospel of bringing the classes
together and opening up educational and cultural opportunities to all. The
library fireplace at Mary Ward House (formerly the Passmore Edwards
Settlement, an early settlement that complemented Toynbee Hall) bore
the initials T. H. G., in honor of its philosophical inspirer, after whom the
library was named."5 Ironically, in the late 189gos it would also house the
London School of Ethics and Social Philosophy, of which Sidgwick was
a vice president and another of Green’s disciples, Bernard Bosanquet,
president, and at which the young G. E. Moore gave the lectures on
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the “Elements of Ethics” that would serve as a dry run for Principia
Ethica.*

It is important to bear in mind that Ward and Addams were also the
result of that academic liberalism and Mauricean Christian socialism, with
more than a dash of Ruskin and Arts and Crafts, that shaped both Green
and Sidgwick, since concerns about paternalism (or maternalism) and
patriarchy (or matriarchy) appear rather different when viewed in light of
their work."7 Again, the disciples of Green were mostly not like Bradley in
harboring a Whewellian reverence for the status quo, which, they felt, lefta
lot to be desired as a realization of the Divine Spirit. As Richard Symonds
has urged, what “Ruskin, Jowett (who taught what he called ‘the new
economics’), Green and Toynbee had in common was a detestation for
the consequences of the economic policies of laissez-faire, and their pupils
carried this out into the Empire.”"® Needless to say, in this they were the
harbingers of the New Liberalism, the liberalism attuned to the positive
functions of the state and the inevitable growth of larger organizations that
would, in the twentieth century, make the Millian vision seem like a distant
libertarian romance.'® And this brought in its train a wealth of complaints
about paternalism, authoritarianism, and creeping socialism from those
who identified with what they took to be the classical liberalism of the
older utilitarian tradition — not to mention concerns about imperialism,
or “spiritual expansion.” The infamous Alfred Milner, architect of British
imperialism in South Africa, was another student of Green’s, also a friend
of Toynbee’s and a champion of “social service.”

Not surprisingly, Sidgwick turns out to be difficult to classify, though as
later chapters will show, he was in many respects more with the new forces
than against them. However, during this formative age when Jowett’s
Oxford began ruling the world, the Millian strains were a complex and
considerable element even in the work of Green. Even the early Millian
strains, those of the early editions of his Political Economy. For Green
was still a believer in private property and self-help, and he never had
anything like a full-blooded Prussian adoration of the state, even if he
was willing to encourage it to use liquor licensing and zoning to cultivate
temperance among the working class in ways that the Millians regarded as
paternalistic. Nowhere is his ambivalence more evident than in the work
his students Charles Loch and Bernard Bosanquet did — apparently with
his blessing — as leaders of the Charity Organisation Society, an organiza-
tion widely regarded as devoted to effectively implementing the New Poor
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Law, and one that would unite Marx and Dickens in their scorn for the
cruelty of capitalism. The COS was essentially founded on the belief that
pauperism was the result of weak character, a lack of industry and fore-
sight, and that poor relief must not dampen incentives to self-help. Much
of its effort went into screening applicants for relief] so that the “deserving
poor” would be aided, while the undeserving went off to the workhouses.
As the following chapter will show, Sidgwick was also very much entan-
gled in this distinctively Victorian institution, and his involvement was
similar to Green’s in sitting uneasily with other elements of his political
philosophy.?°

Green’s tragic premature death in March of 1882 robbed the philo-
sophical world of what would surely have turned out to be one of the
most famous and fruitful intellectual rivalries in the history of philosophy.
Still, even to the degree that it was played out, their mutual stimulus was
important. When Green’s Prolegomena to Ethics appeared (posthumously,
in 1883), it marked, among other things, a serious extended engagement
with Sidgwick’s Methods. Indeed, it is striking how far Green went in
positively trying to claim Sidgwick for his side. Like Hayward at a later
date, Green finds it baffling how Sidgwick could identify with the older
utilitarian tradition — the tradition that he, Green, had steadily tried to
demonstrate the incoherence of:

Now in this theory [Sidgwick’s] it is clear that an office is ascribed to Reason which
in ordinary Ultilitarian doctrine, as in the philosophy of Locke and Hume on which
that doctrine is founded, is explicitly denied to it. To say that as rational beings
we are bound to aim at anything whatever i the nature of an ultimate end, would
have seemed absurd to Hume and to the original Utilitarians. To them reason was
a faculty not of ends but of means. As a matter of fact, they held, we all do aim
at pleasure as our ultimate end; all that could properly be said to be reasonable or
unreasonable was our selection of means to that end. They would no more have
thought of asking why pleasure ought to be pursued than of asking why any fact
ought to be a fact. Mr. Sidgwick, however, does ask the question, and answers
that pleasure ought to be pursued because reason pronounces it desirable; but
that, since reason pronounces pleasure, if equal in amount, to be equally desirable
by whatever being enjoyed, it is universal pleasure — the pleasure of all sentient
beings — that ought to be pursued. It is not indeed an object that every one ought
at all times to have consciously before him, but it is the ultimate good by reference
to which, ‘when we sit down in a calm hour,’ the desirability of every other good
is to be tested.
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In this procedure Mr. Sidgwick is quite consistent with himself. His rejection
of ‘Egoistic’ in favour of ‘Universalistic’ Hedonism rests upon a ground which in
Mr. Mill’s doctrine it is impossible to discover. His appeal to reason may be made
to justify the recognition of an obligation to regard the happiness of all men or all
animals equally, which, upon the doctrine that pleasure is the one thing desirable
because the one thing desired, can only be logically justified by the untenable
assumption that the only way to obtain a maximum of pleasure for oneself is to
have an equal regard for the pleasure of everyone else. But Mr. Sidgwick’s way
of justifying his Altruism constrains us to ask him some further questions. What
does he understand by the ‘reason’ to which he ascribes the office of deciding what
the one ‘ultimately and intrinsically desirable end’ is; not the means to it, but on
the nature of the end itself? In saying that it is reasonable to pursue desirable
consciousness, is he not open to the same charge of moving in a circle which
he brings against those who say it is reasonable to live according to nature, or
virtuous to seek perfection, while after all they have no other account to give of
the life according to nature but that it is reasonable, or of perfection but that it is
the highest virtue? What does he mean by desirable consciousness but the sort of
consciousness which it is reasonable to seek?*'

Green goes on to maintain that although Sidgwick tries to avoid such
a circle by “describing the desirable consciousness as pleasure,” it would
nonetheless seem, given his impartialism, and the equivocating way in
which he describes pleasure, that “his doctrine comes to this, that it is
reasonable to seek as ultimate good that form of conscious life which is
reasonably to be desired” — a singularly revealing upshot. For according
to Green, by criticizing Sidgwick’s view in this manner, he sought “not
to depreciate it, but to show how much more truth there is in it, from
our point of view, than in the common statement of utilitarianism.” The
circle, that is, is virtuous rather than vicious:

We have previously explained how it comes about that any true theory of the good
will present an appearance of moving in a circle. The rational or self-conscious
soul, we have seen, constitutes its own end; is an end at once to and in itself. Its end
is the perfection of itself, the fulfilment of the law of its being. The consciousness
of there being such an end expresses itself in the judgement that something
absolutely should be, that there is something intrinsically and ultimately desirable.
This judgement is, in this sense, the expression of reason; and all those who, like
Mr. Sidgwick, recognise the distinction between the absolutely desirable and
the de facto desired, have in effect admitted that reason gives — is the source of
there being — a supreme practical good. If we ask for a reason why we should
pursue this end, there is none to be given but that it is rational to do so, that
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reason bids it, that the pursuit is the effort of the self-conscious or rational soul
after its own perfection. It is reasonable to desire it because it is reasonably to be
desired. Those who like to do so may make merry over the tautology. Those who
understand how it arises — from the fact, namely, that reason gives its own end,
that the self-conscious spirit of man presents its own perfection to itself as the
intrinsically desirable — will not be moved by the mirth.??

Not moved by their mirth, and not at all tempted to try to “escape
the charge of tautology by taking the desirableness of ultimate good to
consist in anything else than in the thought of it as that which would
satisfy reason — satisfy the demand of the self-conscious soul for its own
perfection.” Pleasure is no help, since “this notion cannot be determined
by reference to anything but what reason has itself done; by anything but
reflection on the excellences of character and conduct to which the rational
effort after perfection of life has given rise.” Thus, Green’s self-conscious
spirits will

appeal to the virtues to tell them what is virtuous, to goodness to tell them what
is truly good, to the work of reason in human life to tell them what is reasonably
to be desired; and that is the only appropriate procedure, because only in the full
attainment of its end could reason learn fully what that end is, and only in what
it has so far attained of the end can it learn what its further attainment would be.

In this, they could take some inspiration from Sidgwick, while asking him
for some reason why “having accepted principles, as it would seem, so
antagonistic to those of the philosophic Utilitarians,” he should “end by
accepting their conclusion.”?3

Manifestly, there is in such a view a good deal of the old Mauricean
Platonic soaring toward the form of the Good, apprehended in this world
only through a glass darkly. But the nature of Green’s position may be
rather hard to make out without a fuller sense of his metaphysical system.
This is not easily summarized. In fact, Sidgwick came about as close to
giving an accurate thumbnail account of it as anyone: “Briefly, then, a
spirit’s thinking activity is the source of a system of notions, by which the
world is constituted, but it cannot itself be thought under any of these. It
is the former proposition that leads me to call Green’s view Idealistic: it is
the latter which leads me to call it Spiritualistic. . . .” That is, for Green, as
for the Germans, a “mentalistic” metaphysics is crucial. “Nature, or the
world of space and time, is conceived as a single, unalterable, all-inclusive
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system of relations: and these relations are thought-relations; they result
from the activity of thought.” Hence, Green’s Idealism.

However, Green does not follow Hegel in viewing Thought as having
completed itself in Spirit, “so that the Universe of Reality would have
been truly thought as Thought itself.” Rather, Green rejects such a view,
holding instead that the all-inclusive system of thought relations “im-
plies something other than itself, as a condition of its being what it is.” It
“presupposes the activity of a thinking being, a ‘self-distinguishing, self-
objectifying, unifying, combining consciousness’ whose synthetic activity
is the source of the relations by which the knowable world is unified: and
we are entitled to say of this entity, that the relations which result from
its synthetic action are not predicable of it.” This is the Divine Spirit,
outside of space and time, the great unifying consciousness that cannot
be another object to itself, on a par with the phenomena it unifies. This is
what constitutes the world, while remaining itself unconditioned. And itis
a macrocosmic analogue of the Kantian transcendental “I” that finds itself
reproduced microcosmically in the individual person. As “knower,” “each
man’s consciouness is nothing but the eternal consciousness itself, repro-
ducing or realising itself in a limited form in connexion with the man’s
animal organism which it makes its vehicle, and whose sentient life it uses
as its organ. It is as such a reproduction or realisation of the one Divine
Mind that a man is also a ‘self-distinguishing, self-objectifying conscious-
ness,’ a ‘self-conscious personality’ or briefly a ‘spirit.”” (LPK 257-58)**
As an irreverent contemporary Balliol rhyme so famously had it:

I am the self-distinguishing
consciousness in everything;

the synthetic unity

one in multiplicity,

the unseen nexus of the seen

sometimes known as TOMMY GREEN

Evidently, even Sidgwick’s powers of luminously clear exposition
were taxed to the limit in his account of Green’s metaphysics. Still; it
should be tolerably plain that Green held that there was a Mind that
constituted the world but remained separate from it. He was, in effect,
rehabilitating the notion of God by developing — out of a critical account
of the incoherence of empiricism in accounting for itself, free will, the
knowing subject, or the kind of uniformity of experience required even by
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scientific explanation — an account of the world that portrays it as the uni-
fied thought processes of one big consciousness, with some of the thoughts,
namely persons, more closely reflecting the nature of the Divine Thinker
than others, as the consciousness of free will indicates. As Skorupski puts
it, for Green,

Self-consciousness, or Thought as such, is not to be identified with this or that
empirical thought, since all such particular thoughts are within experience. Self-
consciousness is rather a single, actively self-distinguishing spiritual principle:
which expresses itself in temporal human intelligence, in something like the way
that the whole meaning of a text is potentially present throughout the temporal
act of reading.?s

This is phenomenalism made honest, brought into holistic coherence after
the devastation of Hume. There is, manifest in persons as knowers and free
moral agents, a principle of originality and creativity that will ever defy
naturalistic science, will ever frustrate science because science presupposes
it and science, even if it can catch its own tail, can never swallow itself
whole.

This is recognizably a critical philosophical friend of the familiar Chris-
tian conception of human beings as the children of God — souls endowed
with free will and somewhere in between the beasts and the angels, striving
or being drawn to ever fuller awareness of the Divine spark within, the very
ground of one’s being. Persons are special; the experience of freedom that
each has is revelatory of how much more there is than the natural world.
Sidgwick would always admit the force of the key analogy: “If the aggre-
gate of thoughts and feelings into which the world as empirically known
to me is analysable has every element of it connected by reference to a self-
conscious subject, we may argue from analogy that there must be such a
subject similarly related to the Universe” (ILPK 227). Consciousness, as so
many philosophers of mind continue to urge, just does manifest a special
unity and integration.?® With Green, there is a further Hegelian admixture
in this, since the striving for perfection involves a world-historical form
of spiritual progress, but his is decidedly a Hegel moderated by Kant and
by a warmer feeling for the achievements of English civilization.

The Hegelian twist in Green’s remarks, to the effect that a deeper
logic can account for the necessary appearance of circularity in ordinary
reasoning — which was just bound to be incoherent when it bumped up
against its limits — would appear time and again in Idealist criticisms
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of Sidgwick. In fact, the first Idealist salvo against Sidgwick’s Methods,
in print at least, came not from Green but from Bradley, whose Ethical
Studies appeared in 1876. This work, often regarded as the breakthrough
statement of British Idealism, makes some reference to Sidgwick, who in
turn reviewed it in Mind — rather unfavorably:

At any rate, whatever the author may have intended, I venture to think that
uncritical dogmatism constitutes the largest and most interesting element of
Mr. Bradley’s work. It is true that his polemical writing, especially his attack on
ethical and psychological hedonism. . . is always vigorous, and frequently acute
and suggestive: but often again, just at the nodes of his argument, he lapses provok-
ingly into mere debating-club rhetoric; and his apprehension of the views which
he assails is always rather superficial and sometimes even unintelligent. This last
defect seems partly due to his limited acquaintance with the whole process of
English ethical thought, partly to the contemptuous asperity with which he treats
opposing doctrines: for really penetrating criticism, especially in ethics, requires
a patient effort of intellectual sympathy which Mr. Bradley has never learned
to make, and a tranquillity of temper which he seems incapable of maintaining.
Nor again, does he appear to have effectively criticised his own fundamental po-
sitions, before putting them before the public. His main ethical principle is that
Self-Realisation is the ultimate end of practice: but in Essay II. .. the reader is
startled by the communication that Mr. Bradley “does not properly speaking know
what he means when he says ‘self” and ‘real’ and ‘realise’.” The frankness of this
confession disarms satire. . . .*7

Manifestly, Sidgwick was out to teach his obnoxious, irritable junior
from Oxford a few Apostolic lessons about how to pursue truth. This
review was followed up, in Mind, by an unrepentant reply from Bradley
and a further rejoinder from Sidgwick — if anything even more damning,
though also quite revealing:

Mr. Bradley seems to be under a strange impression that, while professing to
write a critical notice of his views on ethics, I have been or ought to have been —
defending my own. I entertain quite a different notion of a reviewer’s ‘station and
duties.’ In criticising his book (or any other) I put out of sight my own doctrines,
in so far as I am conscious of them as peculiar to myself: and pass my judgments
from a point of view which I expect my readers generally to share with me. Hence
the references in his reply to my opinions would be quite irrelevant, even if he
understood those opinions somewhat better than he does. I passed lightly over
his attack on Hedonism in Essay III for the simple reason — which I gave — that I
thought it less interesting and important than other parts of his work. Much of'it,
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as he must be perfectly aware, either has no bearing on Hedonism as I conceive it,
or emphasises defects which I have myself pointed out: the rest consists chiefly of
familiar anti-hedonistic commonplaces: the freshest argument I could find was one
with which I had made acquaintance some years ago in Mr. Green’s Introduction
to Hume. This, as stated by Mr. Green, I have taken occasion to answer in the
course of an article in the present number of this journal. The attack on my
book appended to Essay III, though not uninstructive to myself; is far too full of
misunderstandings to be profitable for discussion. It is criticism of the kind that
invites explanation rather than defense: such explanation I proposed to give in its
proper place — which was certainly not my notice of Mr. Bradley.?®

In short, Sidgwick has “nothing to retract or qualify on any of the
points raised by Mr. Bradley — except a pair of inverted commas which
were accidentally attached to a phrase of my own.” Apparently, he held
to this (plausible) judgment that whatever was interesting in Bradley was
due to Green and that he was better off addressing the latter; at least, he
would continue to write and lecture about Green’s philosophy, while flatly
ignoring Bradley’s further productions, including the long pamphlet on
“Mr. Sidgwick’s Hedonism” that appeared in 1877.

As Schneewind has suggested, Sidgwick was largely right to be unim-
pressed by Bradley’s early statement of the Idealist case. The best one can
say of Bradley’s charges — for example, that the very notion of a sum of
pleasures is incoherent, like all the rest of phenomenal appearances — is
that they “depend on certain doctrines, concerning either the internal-
ity of relations, which makes certain types of abstraction illegitimate, or
the concrete universal as the necessary structure of the moral end, which
makes it impossible that the end should be a ‘mere aggregate’,” and these
doctrines are scarcely developed in either Bradley or Green when they
criticize Sidgwick.?? Indeed, Bradley’s larger view in Ethical Studies rests
“on the unstated Hegelian idea that the world spirit, operating through
us, moves ever onward to new stages in its development. The task of the
philosophical owl that flies at twilight is to articulate the developments
the world spirit has already undergone. Philosophy can no more antici-
pate its evolution in morality than it can in science.” Thus, as Schneewind
notes, this position is fundamentally at odds “with Sidgwick’s belief that
the same principle which provides an adequate explication of the ‘morality
current in the world’ must also provide the basis for a method of rectifying
that morality.”3° Bradley’s plain man, who has identified with the moral
spirit of his community and acts out of decent unreflective habit, has no
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need of the philosopher, who, if it is Bradley, will insist that the philoso-
pher is indeed perfectly useless and has absolutely nothing to contribute
to ordinary practice, to making the world a better place.

Given the general fate of Idealist metaphysics and logic, it would be
easy to conclude that what was lurking behind the Idealists’ criticisms
of Sidgwick was not such as to seriously threaten the viability of his
views, however powerful the academic standing of Idealism was during
its heyday.3" And in fact, when Sidgwick does address Green, it is for
the most part in a remarkably effective manner. For Green rather obvi-
ously misunderstood utilitarianism from beginning to end, more or less
constantly confusing it with hedonistic psychological egoism and render-
ing it as a mishmash of the least compelling parts of Bentham and Mill.
Sidgwick, in addressing the bits from the Prolegomena quoted earlier, has a
fairly easy time of it, given the gulf of implausibility lying between his min-
imal metaethical account of reason and the full-blooded Idealist account,
with all its perfectionist elements:

If such objects, then, as Truth, Freedom, and Beauty, or strictly speaking, the
objective relations of conscious minds which we call cognition of Truth, con-
templation of Beauty and Independence of Action, are good, independently of
the pleasures that we derive from them, it must be reasonable to aim at these for
mankind generally, and not at happiness only: and this view seems, though not
the prevailing one, to be widely accepted among cultivated persons.

When I compare the cognition of Truth, contemplation of Beauty, volition to
realise Freedom or Virtue, with Pleasure, in respect of their relation to Ultimate
Good, I would justify my own view that it is Pleasure alone, desirable Feeling, that
is ultimately and intrinsically good, by the only kind of argument of which the case
seems to me to admit. I would point out that we may be led to regard as mistaken our
preferences for the conditions, concomitants or consequences of consciousness, as
distinguished from the consciousness itself, and in order to show this, I would ask
the reader to use the same twofold procedure that I have regarded as applicable
in considering the absolute and independent validity of common moral precepts.
I would appeal, firstly, to his intuitive judgment after due consideration of the
question fairly placed before it: and, secondly, to a comprehensive comparison
of the ordinary judgments of mankind. As regards the first argument, to me at
least it seems clear that these objective relations of the conscious subject, when
distinguished in reflective analysis from the consciousness accompanying and
resulting from them, are not ultimately and intrinsically desirable, any more than
material or other objects are, when considered out of relation to conscious existence
altogether.
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Now, how does Green answer this argument? So far as I can see, he ignores it.
He answers. . . an argument, involving Psychological Hedonism, which I do not
use; and which he admits that I do not use. (GSM 126—27)

Here again, as described in Chapter 4, Sidgwick, the man so heavily laden
with a finely tuned cognitive apparatus, thinks his way to a celebration of
Feeling, the “other” of his psyche, as the source of intrinsic value.3* He
does not, in his sensitive discrimination of the various pleasures, altogether
relinquish the appeal to their feeling tone. Indeed, as for the charge of
“tautology,” Sidgwick deems it “quite unwarrantable.” Even considering
only the presentation of the argument in the Methods, Book I11, Chapter 14,
Green’s case fails:

For the object of a great part of this argument is carefully to distinguish pleasure
or happiness — desirable Feeling — from other elements of conscious life, which
I do not, in a reflective attitude, regard as ultimately desirable. To say that the
‘only thing that reason declares to be ultimately desirable is some kind of feeling,’
whatever it is, is not a tautology, nor the same thing as saying that it is some kind
of conscious life. But again, Green’s statement of my view leaves out the further
determination of the kind of feeling which is given in the definition of Pleasure,
and which I fondly supposed that the reader would carry with him from Book II.
I there define Pleasure as ‘the kind of feeling which, when we experience it, we
apprehend as desirable or preferable’ — as ‘feeling that is preferable or desirable,
considered merely as feeling, and therefore from a point of view from which the
judgment of the sentient individual is final.” The statement that Ultimate Good
is feeling of a certain quality, the quality being estimated by the judgement of
value implicitly passed on it by the sentient being at the time of feeling it, — this
proposition is certainly not a tautology.

A similar want of understanding of my distinction between ‘desired’ and ‘desir-
able’ appears in Green’s subsequent arguments. . . . I do not argue that the reason
why ‘no one denies pleasure to be a good’ is merely ‘because he is conscious
of desiring it,” for I maintain that we all have experiences of desires directed to
wrong objects, and also to objects clearly not ultimately desirable — e.g. in resent-
ful impulse I desire another’s pain, but on reflection I do not judge this pain to
be desirable because I desire it, but because it is necessary for the determent or
reformation of the offender.

Again, I cannot conceive why ‘desirable’ should exclude the ‘actually desired,’
as is argued by Green. . . . Of course we should not apply the idea of ‘desirable’ as
distinct from ‘desired,” unless we had empirical evidence that we desire pleasures
to some extent out of proportion to their value as pleasures; but it does not follow
that feeling actually desired is not normally, in the main, feeling judged desirable
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when fruition comes: as overwhelming experience shows to be in fact the case.
(GSM 129—31)

Thus, although Sidgwick was wary of identifying, in Benthamite fash-
ion, one particular mental quality of pleasure or pain, he did invoke the
family of feelings that counted as desirable consciousness.33 And this was
important, pointing to how he in effect used an “experience requirement”
(as noted in Chapter 4) to show that his account of Good did not bump
up against the limits of thought as the Idealists claimed.

In fact, the upshot of this engagement with Green is to turn the tables,
to seek to recruit Green for the Sidgwickian camp:

With part of Green’s controversy against Mill — that which is directed against
Psychological Hedonism — I am almost entirely in accord — that is to say, I agree
with his conclusion that the object of conscious desire and voluntary aim is not
pleasure only. And I agree in the main with the explanation he gives of the preva-
lence of the opposite error — that is, that pleasure normally accompanies the
attainment of the desired object, and that hence it is easy to conceive this pleasure
as the real object aimed at. But the same analysis which shows me that I do not
always aim at my own pleasure, shows me equally that I do not always aim at my
own satisfaction. I reject, in the one case as in the other, the conscious egoism
of the form in which human choice is conceived — except in the insignificant
sense that I am conscious that what I desire and aim at is desired and aimed
at by me — a tautological proposition. In fact, I find a considerable difficulty in
distinguishing what Green calls self-satisfaction from pleasure. And so far as [
can distinguish them, — so far as I can conceive the consciousness of attainment
of a desired object separated from pleasure, — it is something I do not desire.
(GSM 103)3

As in the case of Bradley, Sidgwick cannot make out what Green really
means by “Self-satisfaction,” or whether he has any coherent notion of
it. And this is crucial, since Green seems to be offering up his Idealism
as a philosophical form of the reconciliation project, achieving through
the notions of “good” and “perfection” what Sidgwick had called in the
theistic postulate to deal with. But Sidgwick wonders whether, despite
Green’s claims, he does not fall prey to some form of dualism:

[T]f we take Green’s wider notion of Perfection, namely, complete realisation of ca-
pabilities, and understand this to include (as he expressly affirms it to include) the
development of Science and Art, of the faculties of knowledge and artistic produc-
tion and appreciation, we cannot say that our own perfection or approximation
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to perfection and others’ perfection are not liable to be presented as alterna-
tives, unless we ignore the facts of experience and the actual conditions of human
life. And Green’s own language, in speaking of Justice, Self-denial, Self-sacrifice,
etc., involves a similar conception of ‘Good to one’ incompatible with ‘Good to
another’ —notwithstanding his assertion that True Good does not consist in objects
that admit of being competed for.

So again as regards.. . . the uncertainty of hedonistic calculation — I have aimed
in The Methods of Ethics at bringing out clearly the uncertainties of hedonistic
calculation, and all that I will now observe is, that the uncertainties on Green’s
view seem to me indefinitely greater, — both more complex and more fundamen-
tal, — if a wider conception of the end as the complete realisation of capabilities
is taken. All the alternatives presented for practical choice involve different real-
isations of different capabilities. What criterion does Green offer for preferring
one sort of realisation to another? I find none whatever; and if the comparison of
quantities of pleasure is difficult and doubtful, the comparison of different real-
isations of capabilities seems to me indefinitely more difficult and more doubtful.
(GSM 107)%

Sidgwick would end up forever lamenting the mysterious logical chasms
separating the Idealist metaphysics from the Idealist ethics and both
from the Idealist practice. His last philosophical lecture, delivered to
the Oxford Philosophical Society in May 1900, was on “The Philoso-
phy of T. H. Green,” and it drew all the chief representatives of Oxford
Idealism. According to F. C. S. Schiller, who attended, the disciples of
Green mostly admitted the fairness of the criticism that Green’s view
was incoherent, though when a prominent Hegelian suggested that the
incoherence pointed to the dialectical limits of thought in the world of
appearance, Sidgwick confessed that “he had never been able to make
out from the school to which he [the critic] evidently belonged how they
managed to distinguish the contradictions which they took to be evidence
of error from those which they regarded as intimations of higher truth”
(M 586).3

This was more than a Sidgwicked witticism. The talk distilled decades
of critical Sidgwickian engagement with Green’s views, and it posed with
special force the challenge to Green’s Spiritualism: “Let us first take
Green’s positive account of Spirit, and ask, point by point whether we
can definitely think the qualities or functions he attributes to it, with-
out, in so thinking, predicating of it some of the relations which, ac-
cording to Green, result from its combining and unifying activity, and
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are therefore not properly predicable of it.” Point by point, Sidgwick
answers no:

And this view, I think, will be confirmed by a rigorous examination of Green’s
main argument for establishing the existence of a spiritual principle in nature. It
is the source of the relations that constitute experience a connected whole: but
where lies the logical necessity of assuming such a source? Green answers that
the existence of the relations involves ‘the unity of the manifold, the existence
of the many in one. ... But,” he adds, ‘a plurality of things cannot of themselves
unite in one relation, nor can a single thing of itself bring itself into a multitude
of relations. . . there must’ — therefore — ‘be something other than the manifold
things themselves which combines them.” The argument seems to me unthinkable,
because, as Green has emphatically declared, I cannot even conceive the manifold
things out of the relations: and therefore I cannot even raise the question whether,
if I could so conceive them, I should see them to require something other than
themselves to bring them into the relations. (LPK 260, 264)

This was an important point, one that Sidgwick had often stressed in his
class lectures. As he alternatively put it, for Green, nature is “conceived as
essentially a single unalterable all-inclusive system of relations, by which
all phenomena are combined into a systematic whole: and the source of
connexion, the combiner and unifier, must be a non-natural or Spiritual
Principle.” But then,

How, as no element of nature is conceivable out of relation, can we conceive it as
requiring a non-natural principle to bring it into relation? It seems that in order to
exhibit the evidence for a non-natural principle Green has first to conceive Nature
as analysed into elements; yet this in the same breath he declares to be irrational
and inconceivable! (LPK 240)

Should Green appeal to self-consciousness as yielding a “positive con-
ception of the action of the Divine Mind in the universe,” Sidgwick coun-
ters that, as for himself, “I seem to find, not to originate, truth”; but even
granting the consciousness of “action absolutely from itself” — human
freedom — how “can we infer from this the action of the Universal Mind,
consistently with Green’s theory of the human spirit?” After all, “if my
self-consciousness is to be the causa cognoscendi of the causality of the uni-
Jfymmg principle in the world, that self-consciousness must surely include
an indubitable cognition of the essential unity of the self: but in trying
to think Green’s conception of the human spirit, I find that notion of its
essential unity vanishes.” Green, that is, has not reconciled the mental and
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the physical, despite his appeal to the analogy of a two-sided shield: “For
I see clearly that a shield not only may but must have two opposite sides,
united into a continuous surface by the rim: whereas I cannot see how
one indivisible self can possibly have as its two sides an animal organism
and a self-limiting eternal consciousness” (ILPK 264-65). In the fuller
formulation of the point in Sidgwick’s lectures:

One of the things [ am most certain of is the unity of myself. Green says that
(1) Iam really two things, so disparate as an eternal consciousness out of time, and
a function of an animal organism changing in time; and yet at the same time that
(2) I am one indivisible reality contemplated from two different points of view.
I submit that Green is bound to reconcile this contradiction, which he does not
do by simply stating that both contradictory propositions are true. As it is, his
doctrine is rather like the theological doctrine of the Athanasian Creed, only the
Athanasian Creed does not profess to give an intelligible account of the mysteries
it formulates. (LPK 247)

For his part, Green would probably have thought this a prime example
of the cheap mirth one ought to expect from utilitarians. But for Sidgwick,
from the self-contradictions of empirical experience Green has only pro-
duced a self-contradictory metaphysics, unable to present its own basic
tenets in a consistent and coherent fashion. What can’t be said can’t be
said, and it can’t be whistled either, as later Wittgensteinians were fond of
singing.

It is not stretching it to find in these and many other passages of Sidg-
wick’s critique the springboard for the (not much) later arguments of
Moore and Russell, particularly during their early, realist period of re-
bellion against Idealism.37 Sidgwick had urged in his lectures that “when
Green draws the inference that this knowing consciousness is not a ‘phe-
nomenon,’ not an ‘event in the individual’s history,” he seems to be con-
founding the knowing consciousness with the object known” (LPK 234).3%

And of course, Russell attacked head on the central Idealist doctrine
that, as he put it, “Every apparently separate piece of reality has, as it
were, hooks which grapple it to the next piece; the next piece, in turn has
fresh hooks, and so on until the whole universe is reconstructed.” Russell,
like Sidgwick, found this question-begging, a view that presupposed that
existing incomplete things demanded the existence of other things, and
that the nature of a thing was constituted by all the truths about it. Russell
argued that the relations that a thing has do not necessarily constitute
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its nature, and that one can know things by direct acquaintance while
remaining quite ignorant of many other relations:

I may be acquainted, for example, with my toothache, and this knowledge may be
as complete as knowledge by acquaintance ever can be, without knowing all that
the dentist (who is not acquainted with it) can tell me about its cause, and without
therefore knowing its ‘nature’ in the above sense. Thus the fact that a thing has
relations does not prove that its relations are logically necessary.39

Sidgwick had struggled hard with analogous claims in Green, con-
cerning internal relations. He confessed himself unable to make out how
Green could claim that “the single things are nothing except as deter-
mined by relations which are the negations of their singleness, but they
do not therefore cease to be single things. . . . On the contrary, if they did
not survive in their singleness, there could be no relation between them —
nothing but a blank, featureless identity.” Among other things, Sidgwick
wondered why the “fact that they survive in their singleness” — whatever
that singleness is — should show “that they need something other than
themselves to make them so survive” (LPK 220). Furthermore, as John
Gibbins has plausibly suggested, Russell’s appeal to knowledge by ac-
quaintance versus knowledge by description can be traced back through
Sidgwick to John Grote.*° In any event, Sidgwick plainly recognized the
crucial point of the distinction, and the problematic that would animate
much of Russell’s epistemological work, at least during its phenomenalistic
and reductionistic phases:

Let us suppose that both Materialists and Mentalists agree to affirm (1) that we
immediately know the external world, so far as it is necessary to know it for the
purpose of constructing physical science; (2) that we immediately know nothing
but our own consciousness; and (3) that these two statements are perfectly con-
sistent. It still remains to ask who are the ‘we’ who have this knowledge. Each
one of us can only have experience of a very small portion of this world; and if
we abstract what is known through memory, and therefore mediately, the portion
becomes small indeed. In order to get to what ‘we’ conceive ‘ourselves’ to know
as ‘matter of fact’ respecting the world, as extended in space and time — to such
merely historical knowledge as we commonly regard not as ‘resting’ on experience,
but as constituting the experience on which science rests — we must assume the
general trustworthiness of memory, and the general trustworthiness of testimony
under proper limitations and conditions. I do not for a moment say that we have
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no right to make these assumptions; I only do not see how we can prove that we
have such a right, from what we immediately know. (LPK 389—g0)*

However, it must be allowed that on various points, Sidgwick, while clearly
pointing to the possibility of a program resembling Russell’s logical atom-
ism, would have resisted any overly ambitious formulation of it out of a
fairly robust sense of the theory-ladenness of obervation, a sense of just
how conceptualized perception, in any useful sense, always already is:

The truth seems to be that the indubitable certainty of the judgment ‘I am con-
scious’ has been rather hastily extended by Empiricists to judgments affirming that
my present consciousness is such and such. But these latter judgments necessarily
involve an implicit comparison and classification of the present consciousness with
elements of past conscious experience recalled in memory; and the implied clas-
sification may obviously be erroneous either through inaccuracy of memory or a
mistake in the comparative judgment. And the risk of error cannot well be avoided
by eliminating along with inference this implicit classification: for the psychical
fact observed cannot be distinctly thought at all without it: if we rigorously purge
it away, there will be nothing left save the cognition of self and of we cannot say
what psychical fact. Nay, it is doubtful whether even this much will be left for
the Empiricist’s observation: since he may share Hume’s inability to find a self
in the stream of psychical experience, or to maintain a clear distinction between
psychical and material fact. Thus the Empiricist criterion, if extended to purge
away comparison as well as inference, may leave us nothing free from error but
the bare affirmation of Fact not further definable. (LPK 453—54)*

Sidgwick takes pains to explain that he does not want to deny “the value
of the Empirical criterion” and that he has no doubt of “the importance of
distinguishing the inferential element in our apparently immediate judg-
ments as far as we can, with a view to the elimination of error.” The point is
simply that “the assertion that we can by this procedure obtain a residuum
of certainly true cognition seems to me neither self-evident nor confirmed
by experience.” Often enough, in Sidgwick’s eyes, the “given” turned out
to be a myth.+3

Thus, although Sidgwick was well aware of the type of neo-Humean
direction that empiricism might take — and later would take, in the work
of the mature Russell — his own conception of experience held on to some
of the more holistic and nonreductive elements of Idealism, in at least
proto-pragmatist fashion. The empiricists and the rationalists offered up
“useful” criteria for “guarding against error,” but neither their schools
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nor any other had found the key to infallibility.* This comports well with
the account of his epistemology set out in Chapter 4 in connection with
the Methods.

Beyond all this, Sidgwick always found the whole Idealist business just
terribly overimpressed by thought, at the expense of feeling.*5 In his final
talk, as in so many other places, he explained of Green:

He is equally willing to admit that there is ‘no such thing as mere thought’; and
in fact only to contend that feeling and thought are inseparable and mutually
dependent. And he expressly affirms this mutual dependence of thought and
feeling, not only in the case of our empirical consciousness, but in the case also of
‘the world-consciousness of which ours is a limited mode.’ But if this be so, I do not
see how Green is justified — or thinks himself justified — in making the thought
element so prominent, and the feeling element so subordinate in his account
of Nature; or in speaking of Nature as a system of relations, instead of related
feelings; or in resolving — as we saw — the particularity of a feeling entirely into
relations. And finally, if ‘mutual independence of thought and feeling has no place
in the world-consciousness,” difficult questions arise to which Green suggests no
answer. For instance, if any feeling is attributed to the world-consciousness, must
not all feeling in the world be so attributed? or how are we to distinguish? does
God then feel the pleasure and the pain of the whole animal kingdom? And if so,
is not the ground cut from under the anti-hedonistic position of Green’s Ethics?
(LLPK 265-66)

Thus, Sidgwick concluded his last public philosophical talk by saying
“But I perceive that this topic will introduce so great a wave of discourse —
as Plato says — that I must reluctantly abandon it, and apologise for the
extent to which I have already tried your patience.”#®

A neat twist: it is intriguing that in this final encounter, Sidgwick would
end up charging the Idealists with harboring the image of one great calcu-
lating utilitarian consciousness, and thus tacitly admitting the coherence
of a sum of pleasures, etc.#’ But in any event, he had again made plain
his distaste for an unfeeling universe, whether championed by Huxley or
by Green, and from this, it was only a few short steps to an aestheticism
revolving around the fine discrimination of the pleasures of friendship,
love, art, and the other Bloomsbury passions, as we shall see. And it was
not even a short step to the critique of Idealism framed by William James,
who would in due course lampoon Bradley’s “sort of religious princi-
ple against admitting ‘untransformed’ feeling into philosophy,” which he
tracked back to “the old and obstinate intellectualist prejudice in favor
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of universals,” revered as “loftier, nobler more rational objects than the
particulars of sense”:

The motive is pathetically simple, and any one can take it in. On the thin wa-
tershed between life and philosophy, Mr. Bradley tumbles to philosophy’s call.
Down he slides, to the dry valley of ‘absolute’ mare’s nests and abstractions, the
habitation of the fictitious suprarelational being which his will prefers. Never was
there such a case of will-to-believe; for Mr. Bradley, unlike other anti-empiricists,
deludes himself neither as to feeling nor as to thought: the one reveals for him the
inner nature of reality perfectly, the other falsifies it utterly as soon as you carry
it beyond the first few steps. Yet once committed to the conceptual direction,
Mr. Bradley thinks we can’t reverse, we can save ourselves only by hoping that the
absolute will re-realize unintelligibly and ‘somehow,” the unity, wholeness, cer-
tainty, etc., which feeling so immediately and transparently made us acquainted
with at first. 43

To opt with Bradley for the road leading inevitably to “the whole bog
of unintelligibilities through which the critical part of ‘Appearance and
Reality’ wades” is for James virtually to choose death over life:

When the alternative lies between knowing life in its full thickness and activity, as
one acquainted with its me’s and thee’s and now’s and here’s, on the one hand, and
knowing a transconceptual evaporation like the absolute, on the other, it seems
to me that to choose the latter knowledge merely because it has been named
‘philosophy’ is to be superstitiously loyal to a name. But if names are to be used
eulogistically, rather let us give that of philosophy to the fuller kind of knowledge,
the kind in which perception and conception mix their lights.+?

James’s vital, nonreductive “radical empiricism” was rather plainly res-
onant with Sidgwick’s eclectic and only qualifiedly empiricist epistemol-
ogy. Indeed, James not only shared the Sidgwickian concern over the
way Idealism inexplicably voided the universe of its feeling side, but also,
as James Kloppenberg has urged, followed Sidgwick on the dualism of
practical reason, resisting both Idealist and naturalist efforts to show how
something other than theism might resolve the conflict.5° Of all the prag-
matists, James was the one who was most truly a kindred Sidgwickian
spirit, and what with their shared subversions of the traditional epistemo-
logical and ethical projects, and their shared enthusiasm for the fresh facts
of psychical research, it was a remarkably close kinship. Although Dewey
may have been the one to coin the expression the “quest for certainty”
as a summary assessment of what was wrong with the Great Tradition,
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Sidgwick and James — both so sensitive to the attractions of soaring — were
ahead of him in discovering that infallibility was nowhere to be found, and
that Idealism, in particular, afforded no fresh hope. After all, Sidgwick
too, however grudgingly, had ended up with a keen appreciation of the
distance between abstract, universal ethical truth and the demands of
practical action. The gap between axioms and actions called for pragmatic
measures.

What is astonishing about Sidgwick’s critique is not only its cogency,
but also how consistent it was over the decades. Such leading concerns
about Idealism’s unsatisfactoriness were to some extent evident even in
his review essay on the Prolegomena, which appeared in Mind in 1884 and
in which he complained that, although Green

recognizes that it is the function of philosophy to supply men with a ‘rationale of
the various duties’ prescribed to them, I cannot perceive that the enthusiasm for
human well-being which the whole treatise breathes has actually impelled him
to furnish such a rationale, or even to provide his readers with an outline of a
coherent method by which a system of duties could be philosophically worked
out.’’

The slipperiness of Green’s practical ethics had fairly appalled Sidgwick
for quite some time, particularly when he considered how Green, with all
his Idealist theological unorthodoxy, could seriously entertain the idea
of becoming a deacon of the Anglican Church. As he wrote to Dakyns,
in 1864: “I talked to Green in Oxford; I was horrified by his idea of
diaconising; it is only in such a milieu as Oxford that a high-minded man
could think of it” (M 105).5* Even if the great Mill had urged liberal-
minded young clergymen to stay in the church and reform it, Sidgwick,
as we have seen, thought the cost of this form of hypocrisy too high.
Fortunately, Green was spared the necessity of having to affiliate himself
with any particular institutional orthodoxy.

Ironically, then, for all his earnest reformism, Green was in the end
left in much the same position as Bradley, theoretically speaking.53 And
against both Green and Bradley, Sidgwick often appeared as the defender
of pleasure and progress, the brighter light of academic liberalism. But
as we have seen, outside the realm of philosophical polemics, and some-
times even within it, he was plagued by uncertainty. His project was not
as positive or confident as Green’s; it did not breathe moral uplift in
the fashion of the Idealists. Consider Sidgwick’s famous 1884 bout of
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introspective self-scrutiny, provoked by an attack on him by Alfred
Marshall, fresh from stints at Bristol and Oxford, who among other things
blasted him for his mania for “over-regulation” and invidiously compared
Sidgwick’s “lecture-room, in which a handful of men are taking down
what they regard as useful for examination, with that of Green, in which a
hundred men — half of them B.A.’s —ignoring examinations, were wont to
hang on the lips of the man who was sincerely anxious to teach them the
truth about the universe and human life.” Sidgwick pondered his “fail-
ure to attract men on a large scale” and, in assessing his “Character and
Opinions,” borrowed some lines from Bagehot’s description of Clough:

Though without much fame, he had no envy. But he had a strong realism. He
saw what it is considered cynical to see — the absurdities of many persons, the
pomposities of many creeds, the splendid zeal with which missionaries rush on
to teach what they do not know, the wonderful earnestness with which most
incomplete solutions of the universe are thrust upon us as complete and satisfying.

As he noted, this “represents my relation to T. H. G. and his work.”
Destiny had been good to him, had bestowed upon him

richly all external sources of happiness — friends, a wife, congenial occupation,
freedom from material cares — but, feeling that the deepest truth I have to tell
is by no means ‘good tidings,” I naturally shrink from exercising on others the
personal influence which would make men [resemble| me, as much as men more
optimistic and prophetic naturally aim at exercising such influence. Hence as a
teacher I naturally desire to limit my teaching to those whose bent or deliberate
choice it is to search after ultimate truth; if such come to me, I try to tell them all
I know; if others come with vaguer aims, I wish if possible to train their faculties
without guiding their judgements. I would not if I could, and I could not if I
would, say anything which would make philosophy — my philosophy — popular.

(M 394—96)

Missionary “zeal” and “wonderful earnestness” — all in the service of
very incomplete solutions to the deepest problems — seem a pretty shrewd
assessment of Green. Where would Green’s Idealism lead, without the
concrete experience of the church? The Idealist temperance movement
was as baseless as the Millian antitemperance movement. Green’s philos-
ophy merely reproduced in new terms an unfeeling Universe, the dualism
of practical reason, egoism, complacency with (some types of ) orthodox
religion, and all the rest of Sidgwick’s worries. In fact, all the old the-
ological conundrums arise again in connection with Idealism. Consider
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the problem of evil, the suffering of innocents. Sidgwick, sounding a note
more often associated with Russell’s atheism, wondered “Why does the
eternal spirit, reproducing itself so many million times in connexion with
so many organisms, produce so much error and so much vice? I find no
serious attempt to answer this in Green.” (LPK 254) Worse still, no one,
not even Green’s fondest admirers, could make out just where he stood on
the question of personality — that is, whether God has a personal nature
(that one might pray to) and whether there is such a thing as personal
immortality.

Perhaps the cogency of Sidgwick’s critique of Green was in part a result
of his own intense ambivalence over the allures of German philosophy. He
had, like Green, found himself uniquely attracted to German erudition and
civilization. But, as we have seen, in some crucial respects he had already
thought and fought his way free of the great source of Green’s project —
the Kantian conception of the self. In a vital, deeply revealing section of
his lectures on “The Metaphysics of Kant,” Sidgwick argued, concerning
Kant’s conception of the “Transcendental I” as barren of content:

Now perhaps this language is justifiable if the ‘I’ of the thought ‘I think’ is treated
as strictly transcendental and examined in rigorous abstraction from experience.
But in saying that ‘in inner perception there is nothing permanent, for the “I” is
simply the consciousness of my thinking,” Kant has abandoned the transcendental
ground; and here I think he is guilty of a transition as illegitimate as that which he
rightly attributes to his opponents, although in an opposite direction. That is, he
tries to reduce the notion of Self as object of inner experience to the meagreness
of the ‘I’ of transcendental thought. Now of the self which introspection presents
to us as a thinking thing, introspection doubtless tells us little enough: all the
particularity of the mind, all that interests us in our thought of ourselves and
other minds as relatively permanent objects of thought in contrast with the more
transient states of consciousness, we only know by inference from the transient
and ever-varying element of inner experience. But still it is going too far to say
that the self presented in inner experience is merely thought as a logical subject
without predicates. However little ‘I’ know of ‘myself’ in introspection, I still know
myself as one and identical, perduring through the empirical stream of thoughts,
feelings, and volitions.

This cognition may be liable to error — I find infallibility nowhere in human
thought — or again it may seem unimportant: but it is presented as immediate and
is as certain as any empirical cognition, and in it I certainly find ‘given’ —if anything
is ever ‘given’ — the empirical permanence which Kant — in the Kritik — denies.
(LPK 150—51)5*
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The actually experienced self was richer than the Kantians or the Ide-
alists owned, and here was an opening for psychical research, made all the
more imperative by the total failure, to Sidgwick’s mind, of the Kantian
and neo-Kantian efforts to wrest from the critical philosophy a resolution
of the dualism of practical reason. In one of his most explicit pronounce-
ments on this all-important subject, as handled by Kant, he stated:

In the case of Immortality, speculative reason — the non-empirical study of the
soul, when duly critical — appears to do nothing but guard against materialistic
explanations of mental phenomena. Rational psychology, with its idea of an abso-
lute subject, ‘is merely a discipline which prevents us. . . from throwing ourselves
into the arms of a soulless materialism,” and serves as a regulative principle totally
to destroy all materialistic explanations of the internal phenomena of the soul —
for these can never account for self-consciousness, — but it gives no ground for
inferring the permanence of the soul beyond the period of mundane life. I may
observe that as regards the practical postulate of Immortality, Kant’s ideas appear
to have undergone a development between the Critique of Pure Reason (1781) and
the Critique of Practical Reason (1788). In the former, he does not distinguish be-
tween the belief in immortality and the belief in ‘a future life’ or ‘future world’ in
which the connexion which reason demands between morality and happiness may
be realised. But by the time he came to compose the Critique of Practical Reason,
it seems to have occurred to him that the postulate of a future life, adequate to
the rewarding of desert with happiness, does not necessarily involve endlessness
of life. Here, accordingly, he rests the argument for immortality on the necessity
for the realisation of the highest good by man, of ‘perfect harmony’ between this
disposition and the moral law. ‘Such a harmony,” he says, ‘must be possible, as it
is implied in the command to promote the highest good’ — a form in which the
command to do duty may be conceived; on the other hand, ‘a finite rational being’
cannot attain moral perfection, it is only ‘capable of infinite progress towards it.’
Hence, as we must postulate that our ‘existence should continue long enough to
permit of the complete realisation of the moral law,” we must postulate that it will
continue for ever. I shall have occasion to refer to this argument later. It always
seems to me to illustrate well both the ingenuity of Kant and what I may perhaps
be allowed to call his naiveté. (LPK 18-19)

Understandably, Sidgwick was specially attuned to those bits of Kant,
often ignored in more recent commentary, that flesh out the Kantian view
that without a God, “and without a world not visible to us now but
hoped for, the glorious ideas of morality are indeed objects of applause
and admiration, but not springs of purpose and action.” For Kant was clear
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that the “Highest Aim” of the transcendental reason was directed toward
comprehending the “freedom of the will, the immortality of the soul, and
the existence of God.” When it comes to Rational Theology, Sidgwick
explained, “for Kant the sole important question is, Can the theorising
reason of man prove, what a rational man, who has to act in the world
no less than to know it as completely as possible, must believe?” (LLPK
179-80, 183) These were the questions that had made Kant one of his
masters when he was composing the Methods.

Much as he agreed with Green in rejecting the Kantian appeal to the
noumenal realm of “things in themselves” and other points of the original
critical philosophy, Sidgwick nonetheless held that Kant was near the heart
of the “deepest problems.” Unfortunately, he cannot discern a success-
ful Kantian answer, only an ultimate resort to the demands of a coherent
morality that speculative reason is powerless to defend. And inner expe-
rience and the world of feeling were richer resources than the Kantians
and Idealists allowed. Although many have shared John Skorupski’s view
that there “is more to be learnt from the idealist notion of a person’s good
than Sidgwick allows; there is also more to be learnt from the idealist
notion of freedom than he allows,” Sidgwick found the Idealist moral
psychology too thin to capture the richness of inner experience and the
importance of feeling.55 And this was an approximation to James’s views —
Sidgwick was a whole-hearted admirer of James’s Principles of Psychol-
0gy, a complementary copy of which had been sent him by his SPR
colleague.5

Indeed, thisisa point of the firstimportance. For as urged in the previous
chapter, Sidgwick was very much in the vanguard that was producing
complex forms of depth psychology, leaving behind the older schools of
associationism and introspectionism. Freudianism, with its prioritizing
of the therapeutic perspective, was only one offshoot of this; another was
Jamesian pragmatism, which also stressed the role of the unconscious, and
which was in fact deeply indebted to the work of Myers on the “Subliminal
Self.” Both Myers and Symonds figure prominently in James’s Varieties
of Religious Experience:

The subconscious self is nowadays a well-accredited psychological entity; and I
believe that in it we have exactly the mediating term required. Apart from all
religious considerations, there is actually and literally more life in our total soul
than we are at any time aware of. The exploration of the transmarginal field has



366 Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe

hardly yet been seriously undertaken, but what Mr. Myers said in 1892 in his
essay on the Subliminal Consciousness is as true as when it was first written:
‘Fach of us is in reality an abiding psychical entity far more extensive than he
knows — an individuality which can never express itself completely through any
corporeal manifestation. The Self manifests through the organism; but there is
always some part of the Self unmanifested; and always, as it seems, some power
of organic expression in abeyance or reserve.” Much of the content of this larger
background against which our conscious being stands out in relief is insignificant.
Imperfect memories, silly jingles, inhibitive timidities, ‘dissolutive’ phenomena
of various sorts, as Myers calls them, enter into it for a large part. But in it many
of the performances of genius seem also to have their origin; and in our study of
conversion, of mystical experiences, and of prayer, we have seen how striking a
part invasions from this region play in the religious life.57

Fascinatingly, what James draws from this speaks directly to the reli-
gious concerns of the Sidgwick Group:

Let me propose, as an hypothesis, that whatever it may be on its farther side, the
‘more’ with which in religious experience we feel ourselves connected is on its
hither side the subconscious continuation of our conscious life. Starting thus with
a recognized psychological fact as our basis, we seem to preserve a contact with
‘science’ which the ordinary theologican lacks. At the same time the theologians’s
contention that the religious man is moved by an external power is vindicated,
for it is one of the peculiarities of invasions from the subconscious region to take
on objective appearances, and to suggest to the Subject an external control. In
the religious life the control is felt as ‘higher’; but since on our hypothesis it is
primarily the higher faculties of our own hidden mind which are controlling, the
sense of union with the power beyond us is a sense of something, not merely
apparently, but literally true.58

The question is, of course, what sense to make of the “farther” side;
but in any event, to cast matters in this way is, James holds, at least a
doorway into the scientific study of the subject, one mediating a variety
of conflicting views.

As we have seen, this was very much the problematic that had emerged
in the Sidgwick Group, and it is well to bear in mind that when Sidgwick
discussed the fallible sense of the perduring self, through the flux of ex-
perience, he had James’s “stream of consciousness” and Myers’s “Sub-
liminal Self” before his mind. This was the work that rather obviously
had his sympathy. In James’s immortal rendering of the sense of personal
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identity:

[T]he thoughts which we actually know to exist do not fly about loose, but seem
each to belong to some one thinker and not to another. Each thought, out of the
multitude of other thoughts of which it may think, is able to distinguish those
which belong to it from those which do not. The former have a warmth and
intimacy about them of which the latter are completely devoid, and the result is
a Me of yesterday, judged to be in some peculiarly subtle sense the same with the
I who now make the judgment.>¥

Like Sidgwick, James was sensitive to the appeal of Idealism, particularly
against reductive forms of empiricism and materialism, while in the end
finding it unsatisfactory — too ambitious, too antiscientific, and ultimately,
too inhuman.

Some have suggested that this entire phase of British philosophy —
featuring first Sidgwick versus Bradley and Green, and then James,
Russell, and Moore versus Bradley and McTaggert — was something of
a backwater in the larger currents of history. Richard Rorty, in a witty
comparison of twentieth-century textualism with nineteenth-century
Idealism, wrote of the latter:

[B]y the time of Marx and Kierkegaard, everybody was saying that the emperor
had no clothes — that whatever idealism might be it was not a demonstrable, quasi-
scientific thesis. By the end of the century (the time of Green and Royce) idealism
had been trimmed back to its Fichtean form — an assemblage of dusty Kantian
arguments about the relations between sensation and judgment, combined with
intense moral earnestness. But what Fichte had been certain was both demon-
strable truth and the beginning of a new era in human history, Green and Royce

disconsolately knew to be merely the opinion of a group of professors.®

Yet clearly, the principal players did not see it that way. Here was a
group of professors who were out to rule the world, and who profoundly
shaped the men who actually did. The importance of being earnest was
never so palpable, philosophy never more relevant, even if it was becoming
professionalized. The world needed revitalizing, and philosophy was never
more charged. Neither Sidgwick nor Green had any clear sense that their
efforts to professionalize philosophy might at some future time drain it
of the passion and personal investment that had so marked their own
formative soaring.

And Green’s world had much more in it than any reduction of it to the
professionalization of philosophy and canon formation would indicate,
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even if Green was responsible for imposing Hume versus Kant as the
testing ground for students. Indeed, however unsatisfactory his philosoph-
ical efforts may have been to Sidgwick, the larger Cosmic Optimism they
represented was to emerge as a profound challenge to some of Sidgwick’s
deepest beliefs when it found expression in the life and work of Symonds.
Symonds was not a professional philosopher. But to Sidgwick’s mind, he
knew where the deepest problems were to be found, and his psychological
explorations brought home to Sidgwick the problems of inner experience
and the unity of the self in ways that the Idealists never could. For what-
ever else he was, Symonds was a voyager in the inner world and a shaper
of the future of psychology. James singled him out as beautifully articulat-
ing mystic and Whitmanian notions of cosmic consciousness, and for his
part, Symonds was utterly persuaded of the importance of Myers’s work
on the unconscious, the subliminal “uprush” of genius being especially
appealing. And Symonds was, with Walter Pater, a formidable proponent
of the lower, Goethean alternative, recast as a revitalizing “New Chivalry”
or, more accurately, “New Paganism.”

Patently, the Oxford of Jowett and Green was destined to shape
Sidgwick’s consciousness in myriad ways. His connections to the famous
rival institution were manifold and intense — his brothers Arthur and
William would both end up as Oxford dons, and Henry was in constant
contact with Oxford life through such vehicles as the Ad Eundem Soci-
ety, a dining club founded by William in 1864 precisely in order to foster
such fellowship. For all his Cambridge ways, Sidgwick, too, owed much
to Jowett, and he would owe even more to Symonds — another of Jowett’s
discoveries, for whom education was a very personal affair that might save
the world.

II. Liberty of the Heart

Seen in the context of such other politically liberal undergraduate essay societies
as the Cambridge Apostles of Tennyson and A. H. Hallam or the Decade of
Matthew Arnold and A. H. Clough, the Old Mortality society of Pater and
Symonds, T. H. Green and James Bryce thus stands forth as a two-handed engine
of cultural transformation by which liberal influences are to be introjected into the
larger society . . . as well as into Tory Oxford itself. The language of this transform-
ing influence would always be that of the Oxford intellectual elite: the discursive
vocabulary of the Greats course with its intermixture of Plato, Hegel, and J. S.
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Mill, that procreant combination Pater’s essay adopts when it joins the ‘forgotten
culture’ of philosophic love to the cultural anxieties of On Liberty. Pater thus
allows his ‘hearer’ to understand that precisely the answer to Millian fears about
the ‘regeneration of the world’ or about ‘our collective life’ sinking ‘to the level of a
colourless uninteresting existence’ (‘Diaphaneité’ 252) may indeed mean return-
ing to the Platonic eros, as to ‘a relic from the classical age, laid open by accident
to our alien modern atmosphere’ (251) — Pater’s central image for cultural renais-
sance to which he would constantly recur.

Sharing in Pater’s sense of a dawning moment of extraordinary cultural expan-
sion and possibility, Symonds, writing in an 1863 prize essay, had already read
enough Michelet and Burckhardt to be able to declare that the Renaissance itself
began when the Aristotle of the medieval schoolmen yielded his place to Plato,
whose ‘sublime guesses and far-reaching speculations suited the spirit of the awak-
ening age’ (Renaissance 47). On the most obvious level, one readily apprehensible
to themselves, Pater and Symonds are both participating in the moment when the
full mission of the reformed Greats curriculum was being carried out in the spirit
of Mill’s ringing dictum in On Liberty — that one’s first duty as a thinker is ‘to
follow his intellect to whatever conclusions it may lead’ (242). Pater and Symonds
are quietly determined to do nothing less than follow Mill’s notion of a cultur-
ally reinvigorating liberty of opinion and experience to its boldest conclusion: a
‘liberty of the heart,” as Pater was to call it in The Renaissance (3), so free as to
encompass even male love.

Linda Dowling, Hellenism and Homosexuality in Victorian Oxford

Peculiar as it may seem to affiliate Sidgwick with the growth of depth
psychology and Jamesian pragmatism, that is a context of singular impor-
tance for understanding his work. If Sidgwick did not go all the way with
the cheerful, insouciant Jamesian “will to believe” or think of himself as
naturalistic in the same way as the pragmatists, nonetheless, as we have
seen, he was at one with James on a great many counts. Besides, whatever
“naturalism” marked James’s view of the universe, it was one capacious
enough to include psychical research and the normative structure of prac-
tical reason. Sidgwick’s minimal metaethics was just on the other side of
the line demarcating any such naturalism from non-naturalism. His ret-
icence about postulating any Moorean “objective property” of goodness,
much less any special faculty of intuition, and his sticking instead to the
less ontologically ambitious claim that, simply put, in any given situation
there is something that ought to be done, made it difficult for pragmatists
to find anything in his metaphysics that they did not in some way
share.
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To be sure, if the Jamesian enthusiasm for the rich particularity of life
was for James a healthy restorative from the soaring of Idealism, whether
Platonic or Hegelian, Sidgwick tended to find himself more regretful, with
a sense of the loss involved in such a retreat from the great ambitions of
capital-P Philosophy. Even so, the arc of their thought was similar. After
all, Sidgwick’s skeptical results, and his sense that infallibility was nowhere
to be found, were in their way every bit as heretical as the pragmatists’
rather breezier acceptance of fallibilism, particularly from the standpoint
of orthodox Christianity. However reverential he was about the great philo-
sophical quest, to deny that universal moral truth was known was the type
of thing that, under certain circumstances, could get one into a great deal of
trouble. Especially if one was given to pursuing pleasurable consciousness
with the wrong people.

Yet there was something utterly characteristic about this graceful
Victorian decanting from airy Platonism to earthy life. Sidgwick’s restless
tossing between the high of sympathetic unity and the low of Goethean
harmonious development was almost written into the times, with the jour-
nalistic world invoking the contrasts of “sympathy” and “egotism” at
every turn. James may have been somewhat readier to endorse this toss-
ing on its own terms, but even he would pale beside Sidgwick’s intimate
friend Symonds, when it came to Cosmic Optimism sustaining a vac-
illation between the other-worldly and the this-worldly. Symonds’s arc
carried him from a youthful infatuation with Plato to a mature worship of
Walt Whitman, whose healthy naturalness made him “more truly Greek”
than any other modern. Of course, the figure of Goethe was always there
smiling in the background, as another towering genius breathing life into
ancient perfectionism.

Indeed, the Platonic revival that Mill and the seminal Apostles had
advanced, and that Jowett had brought into effective academic realization,
would reach a new level of knowing self-awareness with the figures of
Pater and Symonds, both of whom made it unmistakably clear that Plato
meant what he said about eros. Swinburne had also, in his earlier years,
been a fine flower of the eroticized Oxford Hellenism, but he was in due
course to suffer a serious attack of homosocial panic and repudiate his
earlier attachments, even coining the expression “Whitmania” to describe
all that was wrong with his old friends from the Old Mortality. But in the
bloom of the 1860s and 1870s, Oxford was the Arcadia that would inspire
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such breakthrough works as Pater’s Studies in the History of the Renaissance
(1873)°" and Symonds’s Studies of the Greek Poets (first series 1873) and
The Renaissance in Italy (first volume 1875). What Pater and Symonds
found in the Italian Renaissance was, of course, the rebirth of paganism
and a renewed appreciation for Plato, just the things that they found in
Goethe and in Goethe’s inspirer, the seminal art historian Johann Joachim
Winckelmann, in whom Goethe found the ideal of “wholeness, unity with
one’s self, intellectual integrity.”

Of course, the Goethean ideal could forgive Winckelmann much
hypocrisy for the sake of his aesthetic growth. What matter if, as Richard
Dellamora puts it, “a diplomatic conversion to Catholicism enabled him
to move to Rome, where alone his life’s work could be done”?®* And what
matter if this paganism were true to its source, and celebratory of male love?
As Dellamora notes, quoting G. S. Rousseau, the “villa of Winckelmann’s
Roman patron, Cardinal Albani, ‘was an unrivaled nervecenter for com-
bined antiquarian and homosocial activity.’ ”% For Goethe, as for Pater,
this was also part of the dream, the realization of their passion for male
love, albeit in a double life. Hypocrisy wore a double face, religious and
sexual, but this was simply the price of admission to a truly liberating
spiritual growth.

Like Goethe and Winckelmann, Pater and Symonds would find that
the route to ancient perfectionism went through Renaissance Italy, and the
route to Renaissance Italy went through modern Italy. Such a curious para-
dox, that while Sidgwick and Green were adoring the Germany shaped by
Goethe and Winckelmann, Symonds and Pater were following the example
of Goethe and Winckelmann and fleeing south, to the source of art and love.
As Goethe confessed: “Only in Rome have I found myself, only here have
I become happy and wise in the intimate harmony of my being.”% Such
predilections also carried a certain risk in terms of one’s academic career,
particularly when the battle lines were being drawn with such erudite
clarity. As David DelLaura has argued, Pater’s “Winckelmann” was

so centrally a response to Arnold’s ‘Pagan and Medieval Religious Sentiment’
that. . . the very structure of his argument parallels Arnold’s. By rejecting the
uniqueness and value of the medieval religion of sorrow, by qualifying Arnold’s
views on the alleged superficiality of Greek popular religion, and finally by propos-
ing a version of Arnold’s Hellenic solution in a larger historical perspective, Pater
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consciously sets out to re-adjust the relations among the major factors in Arnold’s
own complex equation.%s

Pater was fairly emphatic on how the Greek “immersion in the sensuous
was, religiously, at least, indifferent.” Unlike Christian asceticism, “Greek
sensuousness, therefore, does not fever the conscience: it is shameless
and childlike.” Winckelmann is free of that “intoxication” that comes
from artistic interests resulting from a “conscious disavowal of a spiritual
world,” and “he fingers those pagan marbles with unsinged hands, with
no sense of shame or loss. That is to deal with the sensuous side of art in
the pagan manner.”® The lesson, for moderns, is that it is not “the fruit
of experience, but experience itself” that is the end. What is demanded
of us is that we “be for ever curiously testing new opinions and courting
new impressions, never acquiescing in a facile orthodoxy, of Comte, or of
Hegel, or of our own.” Philosophy must be subordinated to this: “The
theory or idea or system which requires of us the sacrifice of any part of
this experience, in consideration of some interest into which we cannot
enter, or some abstract theory we have not identified with ourselves, or of
what is only conventional, has no real claim upon us.”%” Of this wisdom,
“the poetic passion, the desire of beauty, the love of art for its own sake,
has most. For art comes to you proposing frankly to give nothing but
the highest quality to your moments as they pass, and simply for those
moments’ sake.”%

Pater suffered for his forthright defense of the lower Goethean vision.
Although he was a Fellow of Brasenose College, Jowett consistently passed
him over in his bid for the post of proctor, which position ultimately
went to one John Wordsworth — a grandnephew of the great poet — who
had candidly told Pater of his concern about Studies in the History of the
Renaissance:

After a perusal of the book I cannot disguise from myself that the concluding
pages adequately sum up the philosophy of the whole; and that that philosophy is
an assertion, that no fixed principles either of religion or morality can be regarded
as certain, that the only thing worth living for is momentary enjoyment and that
probably or certainly the soul dissolves at death into elements which are destined
never to reunite.%

Such views, Wordsworth avowed, had to be opposed openly. Furthermore,
when Pater stood for the professorship of poetry, in 1877, Jowett ended
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up opposing him, and the victorious candidate turned out to be J. C.
Shairp, who was elected with the support of Arnold, who had held the
professorship from 1857 to 1867.

This episode in academic politics was a significant turning point in the
history of Oxford Hellenism. It was not merely the defeat of Pater’s pa-
ganism at the hands of old Arnoldian Hellenism, cleansed of sensuality.
For Jowett had also been forced into opposing another of his old students,
one he tended to favor over Pater — namely, Symonds. And Symonds had
been urged to stand by, among others, Henry Sidgwick, who, along with
Green, openly supported his candidacy. As Symonds wrote to Clough’s
widow, in January of 1876: “I think the chief new thing to be told about
myself is that I am thinking of standing for the Poetry Professorship at
Oxford. A great many people have urged me to do this, & Henry Sidgwick
says he thinks it is very important for my literary reputation.” By con-
trast, Jowett “sententiously pronounces that to get it would confer no
honour.”7° Given the seriousness with which these figures regarded edu-
cation and the business of professorships, it is intriguing in the extreme to
contemplate the meaning of Sidgwick’s and Green’s support for the aca-
demic legitimation of Symonds’s brand of paganism, which in so many
respects — not all — overlapped with Pater’s. All the more so given the
visibility of the issues that the year 1877 witnessed. As Linda Dowling has
observed, by this point Pater’s orientation was an open secret — he was
“Mr. Rose”

Irather look upon life asa chamber,’ says Mr. Rose in W. H. Mallock’s New Republic
(1877), his voice like a lonely flute, ‘which we decorate as we would decorate the
chamber of the woman or the youth that we love’ (21). Mr. Rose’s utterance marks
the moment when the sexual ambivalence within Oxford Hellenism, so plausibly
depicted by Pater as the very engine of past and future cultural regeneration, is
thrust into a scandalous visibility upon the national stage.”"

Beyond this, however, there was the infamous attack on the new pa-
ganism issuing from Richard St. John Tyrwhitt, who, as Dowling notes,
would also go on to “assault the pretensions of Balliol Hellenism by
glorifying forthright, fox-hunting, aristocratic passmen in Hugh Heron,
Christ Church.” Tyrwhitt, the rector of St. Mary Magdalen, Oxford, had
been fairly scandalized by Symonds’s Studies in the Greek Poets, in which
Symonds had been openly lyrical about classical Greek life, including male
love. This was another pathbreaking work in aestheticism and Oxford
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Hellenism, with Symonds urging, among other things, that

When we speak of the Greeks as an aesthetic nation, this is what we mean. Guided
by no supernatural revelation, with no Mosaic law for conduct, they trusted their
aiobnots, delicately trained and preserved in a condition of the utmost purity.
"This tact is the ultimate criterion in all matters of art —a truth which we recognize
in our use of the word aesthetic, though we too often attempt to import the
alien elements of metaphysical dogmatism and moral prejudice into the sphere
of beauty. This tact was also for the Greeks the ultimate criterion of ethics. ... A
man in perfect health of mind and body, enjoying the balance of mental, moral,
and physical qualities which health implies, carried within himself the norm and
measure of propriety. Those were the days when ‘love was an unerring light, and
joy its own security.’7?

This was too much for Tyrwhitt, who, in “The Greek Spirit in Modern
Literature,” set out to quash Symonds’s run for the professorship. It was
a brilliant polemic, firmly reminding readers of how different Arnold’s
Hellenism was when it came to commonsense morality, and bringing
in some of Jowett’s more emphatically homophobic remarks about how
“thereisagreat gulffixed between us and them [the ancient Greeks], which
no willingness to make allowance for the difference of ages and countries
would enable us to pass.” Indeed, however customary it may be to deride
Tyrwhitt’s views, there was a good deal of wit and intelligence in his case:

[T]hese essays are full of descriptive beauty, good scholarship, high poetic feeling,
and artistic culture, as distinguished from artistic knowledge. But their drift is
polemical Agnosticism. Mr. Symonds really means, in every page, to set up the
higher side of Athenian life — its rejoicing in beauty, its bodily training, its content
with nature and itself, its balanced sop/rosyne, by which each man knew what every
part of him was fit for, and what he himself was fit for —against the Christian faith,
its self-distrust and restraint, its unrest in this world, its sense of sin, and hopes
of heaven. And he sees that the faith, theism, and morality are irrevocably bound
together, and determines that they shall go together.

These pages are a rebellion against nature as she is here, in the name of nature as
described in Athens. And the word nature now brings us unavoidably on awkward
ground. Mr. Symonds is probably the most innocent of men; we certainly cannot
look upon him in any other light. He might not return the compliment, for
everybody who objects to suggestive passages of a certain character is now called
prurient by their authors, and this reproach we propose to incur. The emotions of
Socrates at sight of the beauty of young Charmides are described for him by Plato,
in the dialogue which bears the name of the latter. Socrates’ purity, and indeed
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his asceticism of life are freely and fully vindicated elsewhere by Plato, and will
never be disputed here. The expressions put in his mouth are, no doubt, typically
Hellenic. But they are not natural: and it is well known that Greek love of nature
and beauty went frequently against nature. The word is used equivocally in this
book — for the outward shows of creation, and for the inward impulses of man;
and it is assumed that because the former are generally beautiful, the latter are
invariably to be followed. Neither are good, for what is good? They are both here,
and must be taken for what they are.

Other assertions seem to be made rather, it must be said, in the spirit of the
persecutor; that is to say, in order to inflict moral outrage instead of physical. Such
are the passage about a phallic ecstasy perfectly free from pruriency . .. the talk
about the frank sensuality of Priapus as a right object of Greek sculpture, and the
concluding exhortation to follow Walt Whitman as far as our Hebraistic training
and imperfect nature will enable us. The critic glides over the whole subject of
Greek slavery and its utterly demoralizing consequences in a short note; and well
he may, for it destroys his whole argument. He affirms with bland confidence that
Retribution, the Eumenides, the 8¢lov ¢Bovepdv, and the Corinthian worship of
Aphrodite were Asiatic introductions and foreign intrusions, in fact not Greek.
And we must say again, that he cannot know his historians as well as he does his
poets; or he would have remembered that unnatural practices between men were
foreign intrusions from Greece into Asia.

In this sense, then, Hellenism means, at the present day and when you come
to work it, the total denial of any moral restraint on any human impulses. And let
us now set forth our own duller notions of a quasi-Greek training, based on the
old distinction, between an original, true, or better nature of man, and an actual
or fallen nature which lusts against the other. Perhaps such an education is as yet,
and for a time, inaccessible to the poorer, or lower-artisan classes of our own days.
But so was ancient culture to Athenian slaves, who did all the hard work of the
State, and who seem to have been as un-Hellenic as colliers.”

In sum, Symonds was “against nature,” understood in anything like
the Christian sense. And as for evil, Tyrwhitt can only lament the passing
of the “rougher time” of his own earlier undergraduate world at Oxford,
when vice “was less recondite, and the devil was more of a roaring lion,
and did not glide about with the polite hiss of modern days.” At least
then, before being “cultured into Hellenism,” the men “accepted Nature
for what she is; but, on the other hand, decency was considered decent
and not ‘prurient.””

Although Symonds naturally complained of Tyrwhitt’s attack, which
he thought was “meant to be nasty,” it would be hard to deny that Tyrwhitt
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had, from an orthodox Anglican orientation, provided a pretty fair state-
ment of the real issues. Especially in the section on “The Genius of Greek
Art,” Symonds had been most eloquent on how the Greek notion of “liv-
ing according to nature” had great advantages, and even in later editions
of the Studies, such as that of 1879, he was not actually very conciliatory
toward such critics as Tyrwhitt.7# Indeed, his celebration of the Greeks
was remarkably consistent over his mature career; their ethics

do not place between us and the world in which we have to live and die the will
of a hypothetical ruler, to whom we may ascribe our passions and our fancies,
enslaving ourselves to the delusions of our own soul. Nor, again, do they involve
the monstrous paradox of all ascetic systems, which assert that human nature
is radically evil, and that only that is good in us which contradicts our natural
appetites and instincts.

For Symonds, “the truest instinct of the Greeks” involved eliminating “the
mysterious and the terrible, to accentuate the joyous and the profitable for
humane uses.”?5 After a brief review of Marcus Aurelius and Goethe,
whose Stoic—Epicurean search for well-ordered conduct without either
asceticism or licence he would emulate, the moral and the mission come
out:

Thus the Greek conception of life was posed; the Christian conception was
counterposed; the synthesis, crudely attempted in the age of the Renaissance,
awaits mature accomplishment in the immediate future. The very ground-thought
of Science is to treat man as part of the natural order — not, assuredly, on that
account excluding from its calculation the most eminent portion of man, his rea-
son and his moral being — and to return from the study of nature with profit
to the study of man. It does not annihilate or neutralise what man has gained
from Christianity; on the contrary, the new points of morality developed by the
Christian discipline are of necessity accepted as data by the scientific mind. Our
object is to combine both the Hellenic and the Christian conceptions in a third,
which shall be more solid and more rational than any previous manifestation of
either, superior to the Hellenic as it is no longer a mere intuition, superior to
the ecclesiastical inasmuch as it relies on no mythology, but seeks to ascertain the
law.7

But there is all the difference in the world between the Greek and
the Christian: “the whole bearing of a man who feels that his highest
duty consists in conforming himself to laws he may gradually but surely
ascertain, is certainly different from that of one who obeys the formulae
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invented by dead or living priests and prophets to describe the nature
of a God whom no man had either seen or heard.”?7 Fortified by the
example of science, in a Whitmanesque sense, Symonds asks if it is really
impossible to “dream that morality will be one branch of the study of the
world as a whole, a department of T& voikd, when guUois regarded as a
total unity, that suffers no crude radical distinction of Mind and Body, has
absorbed our scientific attention?”7® What is needed is chiefly suspension
of judgment, and the recognition that “we have no reason to apprehend
that personal licence should result from a system of purely positive ethics
based upon that conception of our relation to the universe which Science
is revealing.”” The Greek Pantheon might be viewed as “an exhaustive
psychological analysis. Nothing in human nature is omitted: but each
function and each quality of man is deified.” And just as “the unity of
the Greek religion was not the unity of the One but of the Many blent
and harmonised in the variety that we observe in Nature, so the ideal of
Greek life imposed no commonplace conformity to one fixed standard on
individuals, but each man was encouraged to complete and realise the type
of himself to the utmost.”® This was an ancient Greece that had a good
deal of J. S. Mill in it.

Needless to say, the difficulty of the task ahead is also brought out, and
much of this difficulty does seem to involve shaking off “the Hebraistic
culture we receive in childhood.” This is evident even in the first edition of
the two Studies. The Greeks, in contrast to moderns in a world grown old,
“had no Past.” To find anything resembling the vital Greek spirit, some
“living echo of this melody of curving lines,” modern Englanders “must
visit the fields where boys bathe in early morning, or the playgrounds of
our public schools in summer, or the banks of the Isis when the eights
are on the water, or the riding-schools of young soldiers.”%" After all, the
Genius of the Greeks was mostly stimulated by male beauty, was indeed
personified in the

young man newly come from the wrestling-ground, anointed, chapleted, and
very calm. ... Upon his soul there is no burden of the world’s pain; the whole
creation that groaneth and travaileth together, has touched him with no sense of
anguish; nor has he yet felt sin. The pride and the strength of adolescence are his —
audacity and endurance, swift passions and exquisite sensibilites, the alternations
of sublime repose and boyish noise, grace, pliancy, and stubbornness and power,
love of all things and splendours of the world, the frank enjoyment of the open
air, free merriment, and melancholy well beloved.
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Of this “clear and stainless personality, this conscience whole and pure
and reconciled to nature, what survives among us now?” After all, the
“blear-eyed mechanic, stifled in a hovel of our sombre northern towns”
was hardly even in a position “to envy the pure clear life of Art made
perfect in Humanity, which was the pride of Hellas.” How can such a one
“comprehend a mode of existence in which the world itself was adequate
to all the wants of the soul, and when to yearn for more than life affords
was reckoned a disease”?%?

When it came to the celebration of Greek boy love — or more accurately,
young man love — Symonds made Pater seem like a model of circumspec-
tion and understatement. Indeed, Pater would grow more conciliatory
toward Christianity, albeit a Christianity that valorized the body and de-
moted St. Paul. Symonds’s higher synthesis was hardly such as to fool
anyone with even a trace of religious orthodoxy in his or her soul.

But of course, this was the danger. The conservative critics of Jowett’s
religious heresies and Platonist pedagogy were all too ready to urge that
these had spawned the sexual heresies of Pater and Symonds. Recall that
Jowett had been one of the contributors to the 1860 Essays and Reviews, and
early on had been known for his unorthodox views, shaped in part by the
German critics. Among other things, he found conventional explanations
of the Atonement to have an offensively “commercial” tone. If he became
a giant figure in the Balliol of Symonds’s day, this was after years of nasty
academic battling and public controversy. He was pressured to sign the
Thirty-nine Articles again when he was appointed Regius Professor, and
was no doubt another prime example of what Sidgwick deemed high-
minded laxness, though Leslie Stephen observed that Jowett was, after
all, following Mill’s advice about reforming the church from within. At
least, many of the academic liberals took him to be on their side, and he
joined with Sidgwick in contributing a piece to Essays on Liberal Education.
For Jowett, the emphasis on Plato was pretty clearly an alternative to an
emphasis on religion.

To be sure, Jowett was a very strange man — at once shy and sarcastic,
apparently opposed to academic research in favor of “usefulness in life,”
he hated to see his students become antipractical, even while he was in
subtle ways bringing them to a lifelong interest in the Plato that he was
busy translating. He was not exactly the ideal of the aggressive reformer,
though in some respects he was a model for Sidgwick. As Annan notes,
after Pusey had (unsuccessfully) launched proceedings against Jowett for
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publishing heretical doctrines (in the Essays and Reviews), “never again
was Jowett to express his theological opinions in public.” And if he was not
quite what one would call a “friend” to the undergraduates, nonetheless:

Jowett was not the first don to institute reading parties in the vacation, but he
was the first head of house to know something about all his men, and a great deal
about some of them. The list of Balliol graduates in 1873-8 included Asquith,
Curzon, Gell, Milner, Baden-Powell, Leveson-Gower and W. P. Kerr. As un-
dergraduates they would have been invited to meet the Master’s guests — among
them Turgeneyv, George Eliot and G. H. Lewes, Bishop Colenso, Archbishop Tait,
Lord Sherbrooke and Tyndall. He made a point of mixing the different types of
undergraduates at his parties — ‘Jowett’s Jumbles’, they were called — yet Balliol
was judged to be the most cliquey of all colleges.®

And certainly when it came to Green and Symonds, it was Jowett’s
personal touch that had turned them into educated men — indeed, into
educators themselves, who appreciated the sheer labor involved in cultural
understanding. But this was just the point. As Dowling has argued:

[T]he darker, subversive dimension to Jowett’s and, more generally, to all tutorial
Socraticism would always be the fatal character of Socrates as a ‘corrupter of
youth.’ In the aftermath of the conservative clerical challenge to Jowett’s religious
orthodoxy which made him such a hero to undergraduates during 1860-63, this
darker Socratic character was never to be far from the foreboding imaginations
of many at Oxford. Even Brodrick himself, a political ally of Jowett’s, did not
absolutely reject the notion that Jowett may have deliberately instilled theologi-
cal doubt into his pupils, while the judgement of Richard St. John Tyrwhitt, as
voiced by a character in his novelistic memoir Hugh Heron, Christ Church (1880),
would express a deep mistrust of all such tutors who ‘take pleasure in unset-
tling lads’ minds, and think they were like Socrates whenever they succeeded in
that’ (166).%+

Amazingly, however, given Jowett’s distance from utilitarianism, his
Plato was in many respects the fearless and sexless Socratic doubter of Mill.
Indeed, Jowett might well seem a textbook case of homosocial panic, trying
to deny that education was a sexually charged business and that Plato’s
language concerning this had been anything but figurative. Swinburne,
after his homophobic turn, would remark on “such renascent blossoms of
the Italian Renaissance as the Platonic amorist of blue-breeched gondo-
liers who is now in Aretino’s bosom,” assuring his readers that the “cult
of the calamus, as expounded by Mr Addington Symonds to his fellow
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calamites, would have found no acceptance or tolerance with the trans-
lator of Plato.” And in truth, as Annan records, the “translator of Plato
did indeed on one occasion take action. A Balliol undergraduate, William
Hardinge, sent Pater sonnets praising homosexual love. Pater responded
by signing himself ‘Yours lovingly’. Jowett was told: confronted both,
expelled Hardinge from Balliol and never spoke to Pater again.”%s It was
apparently this event, in 1874, that brought the proctorship to Wordsworth
rather than Pater.

In due course, Symonds was the one who would try to drive home to
Jowett how impossibly conflicted the Balliol Platonic Revival was. In a
touching letter of February 1, 1889, he wrote about how glad he was that
Jowett had abandoned the “idea of an essay on Greek love.”

It surprises me to find you, with your knowledge of Greek history, speaking of
this in Plato as ‘mainly a figure of speech.” — It surprised me as much as I seem to
surprise you when I repeat that the study of Plato is injurious to a certain number
of predisposed young men.—

Many forms of passion between males are matters of fact in English schools,
colleges, cities, rural districts. Such passion is innate in some persons no less than
the ordinary sexual appetite is innate in the majority. With the nobler of such pre-
determined temperaments the passion seeks a spiritual or ideal transfiguration.
When, therefore, individuals of the indicated species come into contact with the
reveries of Plato, (clothed in graceful diction, immersed in the peculiar emotion,
presented with considerable dramatic force, gilt with a mystical philosophy, throb-
bing with the realism of actual Greek life), the effect upon them has the force of a
revelation. They discover that what they had been blindly groping after was once
an admitted possibility — not in a mean hole or corner — but that the race whose
literature forms the basis of their higher culture, lived in that way, aspired in that
way. For such students of Plato there is no question of ‘figures of speech,’ but of
concrete facts, facts in the social experience of Athens, from which men derived
courage, drew intellectual illumination, took their first step in the path which led
to great achievements and the arduous pursuit of truth.

Greek history confirms, by a multitude of legends and of actual episodes, what
Plato puts forth as a splendid vision, and subordinates to the higher philosophic
life.

It is futile by any evasion of the central difficulty, by any dexterity in the use of
words, to escape from the stubborn fact that natures so exceptionally predisposed
find in Plato the encouragement of their furtively cherished dreams. The Lysis, the
Charmides, the Phaedrus, the Symposium — how many varied and unimaginative
pictures these dialogues contain of what is only a sweet poison to such minds!
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Meanwhile the temptations of the actual world surround them: friends of like
temper, boys who respond to kindness, reckless creatures abroad upon the common
ways of life. Eros Pandemos is everywhere. Plato lends the light, the gleam, that
never was on sea or shore.

Symonds continues this remarkable letter by growing even more emphatic
and more personal. He urges Jowett to

Put yourself in the place of someone to whom the aspect of Greek life which you
ignore is personally and intensely interesting, who reads his Plato as you would
wish him to read his Bible — i.e. with a vivid conviction that what he reads is the
life-record of a masterful creative man-determining race, and the monument of a
world-important epoch.

Can you pretend that a sympathetically constituted nature of the sort in question
will desire nothing from the panegyric of paederastic love in the Phaedrus, from
the personal grace of Charmides, from the mingled realism and rapture of the
Symposium? What you call a figure of speech, is heaven in hell to him —maddening,
because it is stimulating to the imagination; wholly out of accord with the world
he has to live in; too deeply in accord with his own impossible desires.

Greek love was for Plato no ‘figure of speech,” but a present poignant reality.
Greek love is for modern students of Plato no ‘figure of speech’ and no anachro-
nism, but a present poignant reality. The facts of Greek history and the facts of
contemporary life demonstrate these propositions only too conclusively.%

By the time that he penned this letter, Symonds had long been per-
suaded that he himself had been “born that way,” and moreover that there
was nothing morbid about his tendencies. But he was harking back sym-
pathetically to the tortured time of his youth, when he was much more
conflicted. Symonds may have been rather more in the grip of arepression-
versus-release view of sexual passion than Pater, who had a delicate (almost
Foucauldian) appreciation for the paradoxical stimulus to desire that re-
pression can bring. And he may have been more masculinist than Pater
in his readings of the Greeks, Whitman, and everything else. But for all
that, his life and explorations defy the stock Foucauldian and construc-
tivist categories for characterizing Victorian sexual discourse. Dellamora
has suggested how “a proliferation of sexual-cultural discourses after 1850
provides rich resources for meditation on what, in the second volume of
The History of Sexuality, Foucault refers to as an ‘aesthetics of existence’
intimately related with a variety of male-male sexual practices, relation-
ships, and fantasies.”®” Indeed, Symonds and his circle are a wonderful
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case in point, and the vital and life-sustaining friendships among them
have scarcely even been noted, much less extensively researched.®® As im-
portant as Symonds’s paganistic partnership with Pater surely was, it was
quite secondary and less personal than his alliances with Graham Dakyns,
Arthur and Henry Sidgwick, and Horatio Forbes Brown.

There is a pleasant irony in the fact that 1877 witnessed Symonds
coming forward as a candidate for the professorship of poetry — in effect,
a public plea for the legitimation of his version of the Platonic Revival.
For in February of the very same year, just when he was in the thick of
his campaign for the professorship and soliciting the support of as many
influential friends and acquaintances as he could muster, he had also come
forward in an effort to rid himself of some of his old conflicts about his
tendencies. He had, for the first time, visited a male brothel, and become
truly fully sexually active with men. As his candid Memoirs explain:

In February 1877, I think, I gave three lectures on ‘Florence and the Medici’ at
the Royal Institution. This took me of course to L.ondon; and, as it happened, an
acquaintance of old standing asked me one day to go with him to a male brothel
near the Regent’s Park Barracks. I consented out of curiosity. Moved by something
stronger than curiosity, I made an assignation with a brawny young soldier for an
afternoon to be passed in a private room at the same house. Naturally, I chose a day
on which I was not wanted at the Royal Institution. We came together at the time
appointed; the strapping young soldier with his frank eyes and pleasant smile,
and I, the victim of sophisticated passions. For the first time in my experience
I shared a bed with one so different from myself, so ardently desired by me, so
supremely beautiful in my eyes, so attractive to my senses. He was a very nice
fellow, as it turned out: comradely and natural, regarding the affair which had
brought us together in that place from a business-like and reasonable point of
view. For him at all events it involved nothing unusual, nothing shameful; and his
simple attitude, the not displeasing vanity with which he viewed his own physical
attractions, and the genial sympathy with which he met the passion they aroused,
taught me something I had never before conceived about illicit sexual relations.
Instead of yielding to any brutal impulse, I thoroughly enjoyed the close vicinity
of that splendid naked piece of manhood; then I made him clothe himself, sat and
smoked and talked with him, and felt, at the end of the whole transaction, that
some at least of the deepest moral problems might be solved by fraternity.%

“Soldier Love” was destined to become Symonds’s special passion. But
it was much more than a personal affair. In a touching letter to Sidgwick
from September of 1871, some years earlier, he had made clear how busy
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he was theorizing in advance of practice. Referring to their difficult, crit-
ical perspective on the work of another of their close, poetically inclined
friends, Roden Noel — who was in all probability the “acquaintance of old
standing” — Symonds wrote:

As for Noel and his controversy with you — some echoes of it I have heard. My
opinion about his actual achievement is not greatly altered, except that I think he
has improved in style and not lost in energy. But my admiration for him as a being
has vastly increased. I am sure I have said nothing to justify him in supposing
that I think him superior to Swinburne, or myself on a level with Morris. On the
contrary I vexed him much last June by telling him that I thought both he and I
had no chance in the long run against poets our superiors in delicacy of expression
and energy of imagination. Afterwards, alone among the hills, my Prophecy of
Love of Comrades as a future institution of Democracy came upon me; and [
began to believe more in my own poetic vocation.°

Symondsalso noted that he had read Sidgwick’s ““Verification of Belief”
at Miirren and was much impressed with its force, compression, and over-
whelming destructive accuracy of analysis. It is the most wholly sceptical
thing I have ever read. If you write a whole book in that way, it will be
about as hard as Aristotle. Oh for the precision of your well-thewed and
well-trained mind!”?" Sidgwick, as we shall see, had been challenged by
Symonds to prove that he was truly capable of skepticism.

Thus, the future candidate for the Oxford professorship had been plan-
ning his platform for some years; his vision of the new Renaissance was
akin to Pater’s, but more Whitmanesque, more openly celebratory of the
love of comrades.9* Strange as it may seem, Symonds’s assignation really
was in his eyes politically freighted — a stimulation of comradeship across
the classes that represented the Whitmanian vision of the democratic fu-
ture. The new pagans thus aspired, like the old clerisy, to stimulate social
change through a new, revitalizing literature, a new poetic language, that
would transform human sensibilities. This was recognizably a version of
the old Apostolic tradition, even if brought into a demand for academic
reform. Certainly, it resonated deeply with Sidgwick’s aspirations. One of
Symonds’s dearest comrades, Sidgwick counselled him at every turn. To
him, Symonds confessed, after he withdrew from the running in favor of
Shairp:

I believe it is really better for me in some ways not to have the Chair; though for
my mental health I should have liked it. The Renaissance is an odd atmosphere to
live in and a bad milieu to live into. I seriously feel as if I were losing my sense of
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what is fitting & decorous in conduct & were adopting the moral indifferentism of
those people. To all this the P. P. [Poetry Professorship] would have been a good
corrective.9

“Moral indifferentism” could be a rather dangerous thing, especially in
the years leading to the Laboucheére Amendment Act of 1885, the law that
would be used to ruin Oscar Wilde a decade later. Even if Symonds was
guilty less of a “common-sense” moral indifferentism and more of a highly
ethical differentism, he often had a curiously weak grasp of how dangerous
public reaction to his work might be. On the very eve of the Wilde trials,
Henry James, who had ungenerously portrayed Symonds in “The Author
of ‘Beltraffio’,” wrote a shrewd assessment of him to their mutual friend
Edmund Gosse. In contrast to Pater, who had been “negative & faintly
grey,” a “mask without a face” for the purposes of public consumption,
Symonds had been “almost insane” in his “need of taking the public
into his ntimissima confidence.”% Fortunately for Symonds, his friend
Sidgwick was an expert on the limits of commonsense morality and the
casuistry of hypocrisy.

ITI. Arcadia and the Augenblick

This terrible and lonely communing of his spirit face to face with the widest
abstractions which his intellect could compass, seems to me to contain the essence
of Symonds’ psychological quality. He had carried speculation in the abstract,
and the audacious interrogation of the Universe, to their utmost limits. It was
inevitable that, if he survived the strain, he would ultimately abandon the vacuum
of abstractions in which he was stifling, for the concrete world of men and things
about him.

Having boldly plunged into the ‘abyss,” having learned that when sounded by
the plummet of the human intellect, it is actually void and bottomless, the instinct
of self-preservation, the shrinking from the ‘seui/ de la folie’ — caused him to cling
to the antithesis of the void, the concrete manifestations of life, actual, visible,
sensible, as the one salvation in the mare magnum of speculation. This is, probably
what he meant when he said that ‘the crisis at Cannes gave him a religion.” He did
notattempt to fill the void with some definite concept of a Deity — that is what many
have done —but Symonds’s twofold psychical structure debarred him from such a
salvation. Emotionally, he desired the warmth of a personal Deity; intellectually,
he rejected as ipso facto inadequate any concept of Deity which the human intellect
could construct and therefore enclose. He abandoned the effort to grasp the Idée,
and accepted the erscheinungen, by the study and interrogation of which he might
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still reach all that was humanly knowable of God. But the analytical, inquiring,
sceptical spirit, and the passion for the absolute still retained the regency of his
mind; therefore, for him all erscheinungen, all phenomena, are to be studied, none
neglected, humanity is to be sounded to its depths, life to be ‘drunk to the lees.’
Horatio Forbes Brown, John Addington Symonds, A Biography95

... the Alps are my religion. . .

John Addington Symonds to Henry Sidgwick, June 23, 18679

The year 1877 marked a turning point for Symonds, and the turn was
toward a healthier and happier existence — a coming out of sorts, and a
coming to terms. His failure to join the Oxford faculty, and his success
with his soldier, made it that much easier for him to distance himself from
the English environment that was, both psychologically and physically,
proving increasingly hazardous to his health. Indeed, it was later in the
very same year that chance would carry him to Davos, Switzerland, where
the bracing Alpine climate was considered particularly salubrious for those
who, like Symonds, suffered from tuberculosis. Ever afterward, he would
live much of his life in Davos, punctuated by long visits to Venice, where
his friend, former student, and literary executor Horatio Brown lived a life
of liberal scholarship and sexual liberty that would have been impossible
in liberal England. If Symonds was often dangerously out of touch with
the prejudices of the English, that was no doubt because he had gone far
to remove himself from them. Sidgwick would be a frequent visitor to
Davos, as would Dakyns.

As the passage from Brown’s biography suggests, the roots of Symonds’s
mature philosophy, the Whitmania he would have carried with him into
academia, are to be traced to an earlier psychological crisis — the “crisis in
Cannes,” which took place in late 1867. It was then that the Platonism of his
youth imploded into something close to a Jamesian love of worldly partic-
ulars, into his own idiosyncratic mix of paganism and proto-pragmatism,
in which the Greek and Goethean ideal got transformed into a Cosmic
Enthusiasm fired by real-world male love and a Darwinian sense that the
world was enough. As always, Sidgwick was there. Their friendship, an
intense intermingling of the philosophical, the theological, and the per-
sonal, was for both an inquiry into the “deepest problems” like no other.
This was what “soaring” meant, even when it involved subjecting the
Platonic to some very serious reversals. For the “true self” that Symonds
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was obsessed with trying to understand and come to terms with was the
sexual self beneath the veneer of consciousness.

Symonds was an experiment in ethics and intuitive theism who chal-
lenged Sidgwick’s hopes to the very core, in a way so powerful that he would
make it into James’s Varieties of Religious Experience as well as Havelock
Ellis’s Studies in Sexual Inversion (originally as a coauthor). To under-
stand Sidgwick, with all his yearning for immortality and concern over
the rationality of egoism and the fate of his own hypocritical civilization,
one must understand Symonds, who debated these matters with him in
journals and letters unmatched in their intense candor and intimacy. With
Symonds, one finds, in the shape of an intimate friend, the challenge that
had troubled Sidgwick ever since his undergraduate Apostolic days, when
he wrote about the “symmetrical people,” such as the ancient Athenians,
who could be happy with the world as it is, needing no comforting re-
ligious thoughts about immortality. And with Symonds, one finds the
new paganism inexorably moving toward both the new pragmatism and
the new depth psychology, the depth psychology that would, paradoxi-
cally, in short order produce a medicalized discourse about sexuality that
would classify the “homosexual” as “pathological,” a sickness rather than
a sin, albeit a rare criminal disease. As it transpired, the new psychologi-
cal science would embody the clinical attitudes of Symonds’s father — an
eminent physician for whom the disease model came easily — rather than
the liberationist dreams of his son. The inaugural discourse of heterosex-
ual/homosexual binarism, worked into medical classifications of character
types and pathologies, was virtually a Symonds family affair.97

Earlier on, however, everything was in the air, and Symonds could
legitimately hope, in a way parallel to Sidgwick’s hope for parapsychology,
that “fresh facts” and scientific authority could befriend the poetics of the
new religion and the yearnings of the “true self.” Just as Sidgwick would
seek to redeem his deeper religious self with parapsychology, so Symonds
would seek to redeem his deeper sexual self with depth psychology (and
cultural history). Like Myers, whose work on the subliminal self he so
admired, Symonds knew well the trouble with normal. But to appreciate
just how the “crisis in Cannes” came about, and what it meant for the
Symonds—Sidgwick friendship, a good deal of fleshing out of the Symonds
biography is necessary.

Dr. Symonds was a very accomplished, prominent, and successful
Bristol physician and a man of cultivated tastes, a mix of science and
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poetry, medicine and art, combined with a steadfast political liberalism.
He had had to be both father and mother to his children, since John
Addington’s mother had died of scarlet fever in 1844, only four years after
his birth.

Although Symonds senior had grown into a fairly enlightened, latitu-
dinarian form of faith, away from his familial Puritanical and Evangelical
rigorism and open to “the influence of the age in which he lived,” his son
developed a “morbid sense of sin and screamed at night about imaginary
acts of disobedience.”®® Symonds was to suffer from forms of visionary
and/or hallucinatory experience for much of his life, and his unique on-
tological insecurity was part of what made him so attractive to Sidgwick
and to James.

Certainly, he had a rough childhood, being plagued by everything
from bed-wetting to “night terrors” to sleepwalking. His education was
painful even in its more conventional aspects, especially when he got to
Harrow, which he thought of as “the camp, where I had to brace myself
to discipline,” compared to the Capua of Clifton Hill House, the fam-
ily home in Bristol. Particularly disturbing, however, was the “low moral
tone” — like the other public schools, Harrow was a remarkably licentious
environment:

Every boy of good looks had a female name, and was recognized either as a public
prostitute or as some bigger fellow’s ‘bitch’. Bitch was the word in common usage
to indicate a boy who yielded his person to a lover. The talk in the dormitories
and the studies was incredibly obscene. Here and there one could not avoid seeing
acts of onanism, mutual masturbation, the sports of naked boys in bed together.
There was no refinement, no sentiment, no passion; nothing but animal lust in
these occurrences. They filled me with disgust and loathing. My school-fellows
realized what I had read in Swift about the Yahoos.%

Symonds managed to remain “free in fact and act from this contam-
ination.” Although the “beasts” tried to seduce him, they apparently
ultimately decided that he was “not game.” He acquired his own set of
friends — Gustavus Bosanquet, Randall Vickers, and Alfred Pretor among
them — and survived mainly by managing to separate his “inner and real
self” from the “outer and artificial self.” In fact, so “separate were the
two selves, so deep was my dipsychia, that my most intimate friends
there . . . have each and all emphatically told me that they thought I had
passed through school without being affected by, almost without being
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aware of, its peculiar vices. And yet those vices furnished a perpetual
subject for contemplation and casuistical reflection to my inner self.”"°°

Symonds had long been aware of his own tendencies towards male
love. Although he was often enough — not always — disgusted with such
actual sexual encounters as he had in his youth, his “earliest recollections”
included “certain visions, half-dream, half-reverie, which were certainly
erotic in their nature.” Thus, often before falling asleep, he would fancy
himself “crouched upon the floor amid a company of naked adult men:
sailors, such as I had seen about the streets of Bristol. The contact of their
bodies afforded me a vivid and mysterious pleasure.”'" This fantasy is
explained more graphically in his “case history”: “he imagined himself the
servant of several adult naked sailors; he crouched between their thighs and
called himself their dirty pig, and by their orders he performed services
for their genitals and buttocks which he contemplated and handled with
relish.”*** Upon exposure to Shakespeare’s “Venus and Adonis,” before
he was ten, the “shaggy and brawny sailors, without entirely disappearing,
began to be superseded in my fancy by an adolescent Adonis.”**3 He also
loved the Hermes of Homer and “was very curious to know why the
Emperors kept boys as well as girls in their seraglios, and what the male
gods did with the youths they loved.” "+

Dr. Symonds was apparently rather clueless about his son’s inclinations,
which were indeed kept from him. He later told him that “he sent me with
undoubting confidence to Harrow, because he had no conception that I
was either emotional or passionate.”°5

If Harrow would teach him to detest what he had so fantasized, he
held himself to have “transcended crude sensuality through the aesthetic
idealization of erotic instincts.” His imagination steeped in the “filth” of
his schoolmates, Symonds was “only saved from cynicism” by the “gradual
unfolding” of “an ideal passion which corresponded to Platonic love. This
idea was not derived from Greek literature; for I had not yet read the works
of Plato and Theocritus. It sprang up spontaneously, proving that my
thought was lodged in ancient Hellas.” Thus, while his fellows deemed
him passionless, he was busily “theorizing, testing and sublimating the
appetites which they unthinkingly indulged.”**® He would later come to
regard this as a big part of his problem, but this was not until the “crisis
in Cannes.”

Of course, Plato was soon to make a grand appearance. Symonds, age
seventeen and in the sixth form, was supposed to be studying the Apology,
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and for the purpose had bought “Cary’s crib.” During a visit to London, he
went to bed with his crib and, stumbling on the Phaedrus, read it straight
through, following it up with the Symposium, which made for a sleepless
night but “one of the most important nights of my life.” For

Here in the Phaedrus and the Symposium —in the myth of the Soul and the speeches
of Pausanias, Agathon and Diotima — I discovered the true /iber amoris at last, the
revelation I had been waiting for, the consecration of a long-cherished idealism. It
was just as though the voice of my own soul spoke to me through Plato, as though
in some antenatal experience I had lived the life of philosophical Greek lover.

Harrow vanished into unreality. I had touched solid ground. I had obtained
the sanction of the love which had been ruling me from childhood. Here was the
poetry, the philosophy of my own enthusiasm for male beauty, expressed with all
the magic of unrivalled style. And, what was more, I now became aware that the
Greek race — the actual historical Greeks of antiquity — treated this love seriously,
invested it with moral charm, endowed it with sublimity.

For the first time I saw the possibility of resolving in a practical harmony the
discords of my instincts. I perceived that masculine love had its virtue as well as its
vice, and stood in this respect upon the same ground as normal sexual appetite. I
understood, or thought [ understood, the relation which those dreams of childhood
and the brutalities of vulgar lust at Harrow bore to my higher aspiration after noble
passion."®7

This was, as Symonds allowed, a most timely revelation, one proving
“decisive” for his future. It confirmed “my congenital inclination toward
persons of the male sex, and filled my head with an impossible dream,
which controlled my thoughts for many years.” After all, Symonds had
his youthful self in mind when he penned that 1889 letter to Jowett about
the effects of Plato. Remarkably, however, he could not really, with justice,
blame Jowett for having exposed him to Platonic love, given the way he
had come upon it quite on his own initiative. In a sense, it was Symonds
himself who brought the Hellenic eros to Oxford.

Shocked by his friend Pretor’s revelation that he was having a love af-
fair with none other than their headmaster, C. J. Vaughan, Symonds was
thrown into a good deal of casuistical turmoil and cynical reflection about
hypocrisy in high places. Plato helped, as did Aristophanes, the erotic
dialogues of Lucian and Plutarch, Theognis, Theocritus, and the Greck
Anthology. He threw himself ever more passionately into things Greek.
Now, the “lord” of his life “was love,” and his “mental and moral evolu-
tion proceeded now upon a path which had no contact with the prescribed
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systems of education.”™® A visit home to Clifton for the Easter holi-
days, with his “soul lodged in Hellas” while his body was in the Bristol
Cathedral, led to his infatuation with the chorister Willie Dyer, “the
only beautiful, the only flawless being I had ever seen.” He arranged
a meeting, “on the morning of 10 April 1858,” and it was from “that
morning I date the birth of my real self. Thirty-two years have elapsed
since then; and still T can hardly hold the pen when I attempt to write
about it.”"®

Of course, not much had happened between them, by Harrow stan-
dards. Symonds had taken “Willie’s slender hand into my own and gazed
into his large brown eyes fringed with heavy lashes.” Many meaningful
walks together in Leigh Woods would follow, culminating in a couple of
kisses. Symonds plucked a white anemone on the spot of the first kiss,
a treasure that he would still possess decades later, keeping it pressed in
his Theocritus beside the phrase “Men were of the Golden Age long ago,
when the beloved boy returned one’s love.”'"° It was all so ethereal, so
high-minded, so Platonic in the idealization of beauty.

Still, Symonds knew well enough “that if I avowed my emotion to
my father or his friends, I should meet — not merely with no sympathy
or understanding or credence — but that I should arouse horror, pain,
aversion.”""" And the casuistical intricacies of his situation were soon to
grow even more complex. Happily transported to Oxford, he was taking
up with a new and infinitely more agreeable set of people, one of the
more important being John Conington. Although Symonds had presented
himself to Jowett, armed with a letter of introduction from his father,
Jowett had unexpectedly rebuffed him, and would only warm to him
during his later undergraduate years. His Apostolic-style awakening was
mainly courtesy of Conington:

The association with Conington was almost wholly good. It is true that I sat up
till midnight with him nearly every evening, drinking cup after cup of strong tea
in his private lodgings above Cooper’s shop near University. This excited and
fatigued my nerves. But the conversation was in itself a liberal education for a
youth of pronounced literary tastes. Now and again it turned on matters of the
affections. Conington was scrupulously moral and cautious. Yet he sympathized
with romantic attachments for boys. In this winter he gave me Fonica; and I learned
the love story of its author William Johnson (now Cory) the Eton master, and the
pretty faced Charlie Wood (now Lord Halifax) of Ch.Ch. who had been his pupil.
That volume of verse, trifling as it may appear to casual readers, went straight to
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my heart and inflamed my imagination. It joined on in a singular manner to
my recent experiences at Harrow, and helped to form a dream world of un-
healthy fancies about love. I went so far as to write a letter to William Johnson,
exposing the state of my own feelings and asking his advice. The answer, ad-
dressed to O.D.Y. at the Union, duly came. It was a long epistle on paiderastia
in modern times, defending it and laying down the principle that affection be-
tween people of the same sex is no less natural and rational than the ordinary
passionate relations. Underneath Johnson’s frank exposition of this unconven-
tional morality there lay a wistful yearning sadness — a note of disappointment
for forced abstention. I have never found this note absent in lovers of my sort and
Johnson’s, unless the men have cast prudence to the winds and staked their all on
cynicism.""?

Avoiding such cynicism, while rediscovering something of the joy of
the ancients in male love, would become his guiding task.

Although his normal studies were suffering (Symonds was “ploughed in
Smalls for Greek Grammar”), he was educating himself after his fashion.
He kept before his mind, as a sort of maxim, an oracle from Herodotus:
“You ask me for Arkadia; a great request you make of me. I will not
grant it.” Be that as it may, he avidly discussed the subject of Arcadian
love with Conington, and in the course of some of these discussions,
during a reading party at Whitby that also included Green, Albert Rutson,
and Cholmeley Puller, he informed his tutor about Vaughan’s affair with
Pretor. Conington insisted that Symonds should go to Clifton to inform
his father about these goings-on.

This Symonds did, with the result that his father now became rather
more aware of his son’s inner workings. But Symonds was terribly con-
flicted about the intricacies of this “new casuistry”:

I had become the accuser of my old headmaster, a man for whom I felt no love, and
who had shown me no special kindness, but who was after all the awe-inspiring
ruler of the petty state of Harrow. My accusation rested solely upon the private
testimony of an intimate friend, whose confidence I violated by the communication
of his letter to a third party. To complicate matters, I felt a deeply rooted sympathy
with Vaughan. If he had sinned, it had been by yielding to passions which already
mastered me. But this fact instead of making me indulgent, determined me to tell
the bitter truth. At that period I was not cynical. I desired to overcome the malady
of my own nature. My blood boiled and my nerves stiffened when I thought what
mischief life at Harrow was doing daily to young lads under the autocracy of a
hypocrite."'3
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Dr. Symonds was not so conflicted, and with the guidance of Con-
ington successfully pressured Vaughan to resign from Harrow. But the
young Symonds was troubled by the “sense that [ appeared disloyal to my
friends.” Pretor and some other old schoolmates let him know that they
did not agree that this was the action of Conscience. Symonds’s “brain
and moral consciousness — the one worn with worrying thought, the other
racked by casuistical doubts — never quite recovered from the weariness
of those unprofitable weeks.”"™# Loyalty to friends would remain for him
a burning issue, calling for the best of one’s soul searching. Among his
manuscript remains is a little piece entitled simply “Loyalty to Friends,”
which reads:

The truly loyal friend, is not merely staunch in his adherence — for this he might
be from a sense of duty — nor devoted in his love — for this he might be through
passion: he is both staunch & devoted; but he is also true in every corner of his
soul to his friend, honouring & respecting him, incapable of believing evil in him,
betraying his secrets to none, criticizing him to none, never complaining of him,
waiting if wronged by him in the hope of explanation; & if such a friend has to
break from his friend at last he still honours the past & is silent preferring to
suffer before the world rather than to throw blame on one whom he once greatly
loved.""s

Quite possibly this was penned with Pretor in mind. In any case, such
meditations were classic Symonds: he would develop a “genius” for male
friendship.

The curious casuistical web spun round this affair — the betrayal of
a friend’s confidence, the partial ruin of a friend’s uncle (Green was
Vaughan’s nephew), the hypocritical condemnation of hypocritical boy
love by appeal to a father (whom he had consistently deceived) at the behest
of a decidedly Arcadian tutor — surely did help to determine Symonds’s
ethical course in profound ways. He would forever be engaged in strug-
gling to work out the new casuistry that so troubled him, enlisting the aid
of such philosophical friends as Sidgwick, who, needless to say, shared his
absorbing interest in the issue of hypocrisy.

But the more immediate effect of the Vaughan matter was to bring his
father into his confidence in an altogether new way. Dr. Symonds had not
changed his stripes. This new parental intimacy led to more filial pain,
and more betrayal, what with Symonds being pressured to give up his
precious Willie Dyer: “The back of my life was broken when I yielded to
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convention, and became untrue in soul to Willie.” The cathartic poetry
flowed.

This was only the beginning. Another chorister, Alfred Brooke, would
follow in Willie’s place, with similar results. Worse still, Symonds himself
was very nearly brought into scandal by one of his Oxford friends. His aca-
demic career had been turned around, thanks to the stimulus of Conington
and Jowett, the latter having entered the scene during Symonds’s last two
years at Balliol. He had also been spurred by a conversation between
Conington and Green that he had accidentally overheard, in which his se-
niors had worried that “Barnes” (their nickname for him) would not “get
his First.” The “sting” of this assessment “remained in me; and though I
cared little enough for first-classes, in comparison with lads’ love, I then
and there resolved that I would win the best first of my year.”"® He
did — “a first-class in Litterae Humaniores — the best first of my year” —
along with a Magdalen Fellowship. And it was while at Magdalen that
he was nearly ruined by C. G. H. Shorting, whom he had befriended
in 1859. Shorting’s “conduct with regard to boys, especially the choris-
ters at Magdalen, brought him into serious trouble,” and Symonds in
retrospect found “that my whole nature was harassed by the quarrels,
reconcilements, jealousies, suspicions, which diversified our singular sort
of comradeship.”"'7 Shorting “the troublous friend, who had chosen the
broad way of self-indulgence, plagued me by his influence — by the sym-
pathy I felt for him, my horror of his course, the love I nourished in my
bosom for a man I could not respect.”'™

Annoyed by Symonds’s efforts to restrain him, Shorting, in Novem-
ber of 1862, “had sent a document defamatory of myself, and containing
extracts from my private correspondence and my poems, to six of the
Magdalen fellows. His object was to prove that I had supported him in his
pursuit of the chorister Goolden, that I shared his habits and was bent on
the same path.”""9

Symonds’s conscience may have been “clear,” but the nastiness of the
whole matter was considerable. Magdalen was largely hostile to the Balliol
liberalism that Symonds practically embodied, and to the system of open
fellowships that had brought him in, which factors made him suspect that
his trial would be something of a show. In the event, he did go down in
November to prepare his defense and “received letters of support from
some of the most distinguished men in Oxford and in England —numbers of
them — which were placed in the President of Magdalen’s hands, together
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with my own statement. . . . After some time, on 18 December, a general
meeting of the College of Magdalen acquitted me of the charges brought
by Shorting.”"*°

Symonds was acquitted, and Shorting left Oxford in disgrace, but once
again the vague sense of betraying a friend and denying his true self insured
that the psychic cost would be considerable. Besides, the whole atmosphere
of Oxford was now poisoned. Suspicion clung to him, and although he
continued in residence at Magdalen for the rest of the year, it was a painful
time. He was determined, however, to do some good work as a partial
redemption of himself in his father’s eyes. Despite collapsing health, in
part brought on by his continuing psychic agonies and pining for Brooke,
he completed his pathbreaking study of the Renaissance, which won the
Chancellor’s Essay Prize. This was to be the capstone of his official Oxford
career — a celebration of Platonism in the Renaissance.

To be sure, the Shorting affair had also strengthened his father’s hand
in counselling about the dangers to health and reputation that could be
found in Arcadia. The crushing, undeniable power of paternal guidance,
combined with the ineradicable quality of his own feelings and tenden-
cies, ensured that the 1860s would be years of “storm and stress” for
Symonds as well as for Sidgwick. Shorting’s malicious gambit had brought
home to him how vulnerable he really was. More infatuations and more
unstable friends only worked to keep the influence of Dr. Symonds in
the ascendant. Whitney Davis has suggested that during this crucial pe-
riod, Dr. Symonds was applying the ideas of James Cowles Prichard,
whose delineation of “‘moral insanity’ extended Philippe Pinel’s iden-
tification, in 1791, of a mania ‘confined to the moral feelings and the
emotions, just as in other cases the perceptive and reasoning powers are
the sole subjects of disorder.’” Thus, for both Prichard and Dr. Symonds,
“the ‘perversions’ of ‘moral insanity’ included inexplicable marital jeal-
ousy, uncontrolled temper, financial recklessness, and excessive fascina-
tion with sexual matters. They recommended that the affected person
separate himself totally — or be forcibly separated — from the objects to-
wards which the disordered feelings were directed.” Even if the elder
Symonds would not have pronounced either his son or Vaughan alto-
gether “morally insane,” he did prescribe, in both cases, something very
much like this form of treatment. This “liberalized approach,” Davis ob-
serves, “stood midway between the long-established canonical and juridi-
cal condemnation of sodomy and other heteroclite affections, and the later
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medical-psychiatric therapy of ‘homosexuality’ and other supposed sexual
anomalies.” "

Here it is well worth bearing in mind that, despite the cogency of various
broadly Foucauldian claims about the webs of power and domination built
into psychiatric discourse, Dr. Symonds’s tactics compared somewhat
favorably to the use of the gallows and the pillory, the corrective measures
that a rabidly homophobic England had employed for most of the nine-
teenth century. Louis Crompton, in his classic study, Byron and Greek
Love: Homophobia in 19th-Century England, has extensively documented
the singularly brutal way in which England dealt with male love, which
stands in marked contrast to the liberalizing tendencies of the Continent:

It was totally out of keeping that England, under the circumstances, should have
invoked its parliamentary statute to hang sixty men in the first three decades of
the ninetenth century and have hanged another score under its naval regulations.
When we consider that England’s gay male minority at this time must have
numbered several hundred thousand (if we use modern statistics as a guide), it is
obvious that only a tiny proportion were touched by the law in its severest form.
Yet the threat of the gallows was always present to darken these men’s perception
of themselves as outcasts and to justify a multitude of lesser, but still onerous,
forms of persecution. As one of Byron’s closest friends at Cambridge put it in a
letter to the poet about their shared inclinations: ‘We risque our necks.” At the
time this letter