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XXIII 
 

A BRUSH WITH HERBERT SPENCER 
 
 
IN 1896 I had a brush with Herbert Spencer. I had long entertained misgivings with regard to his 
system of philosophy. On more than one occasion I had noticed the extraordinary inconsistencies 
which some of his work revealed. This was quite compatible with a certain detached intellectual 
enjoyment in the building of his logic and in the precision with which he could hit certain nails 
on the head. But I had never taken him very seriously, potent as was his name among a certain 
set in the latter part of the nineteenth century. 
 
The last volume of ‘The Principles of Sociology' was published in 1896, and with it the ‘Synthetic 
Philosophy' was complete. Congratulations poured in upon Spencer from many quarters, and 
the newspapers gave laudatory reviews. “The Times,' in a leading article on the subject, claimed 
for Spencer that from the inception of his system of philosophy up to that present time — a 
stretch of fifty years or so — his work had been marked by consistency. The word 'consistency' 
was a challenge to the critical reader. I laid no claim to be a philosopher myself. Even as a critic 
of Spencer I was not entirely original, for some of my objections to his methods had been 
suggested to me by others. But this extraordinary claim by his editorial admirer seemed at last 
to offer an opportunity to confront Herbert Spencer with — Herbert Spencer! 
 
Accordingly I wrote a letter to 'The Times,' which appeared in that journal on December 1, 1896. 
In this letter I took up the point made by the writer of the leading article that 'many and multiform 
as have been Mr. Spencer's labours since (the publication of his first work] all that he has written 
has been consistent in every way with the views he then held and expressed.' I pointed out that 
at least on one subject Mr. Spencer's writings had not been consistent. In Social Statics,' 
published in successive editions from 1850 to 1870, he wrote on ‘The right to the use of the 
land,' and declared that equity did not permit property in land: 
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Equity does not permit property in land. For if one portion of the earth's surface may justly 
become the possession of an individual, and may be held by him for his sole use and benefit, as 
a thing to which he has an exclusive right, then other portions of the earth's surface may be so 
held, and eventually the whole of the earth's surface may be so held. 
 
'But time,' say some, 'is a great legalizer. Immemorial possession must be taken to constitute a 
legitimate claim.' . . . To which proposition a willing assent shall be given when its propounders 
can assign it a definite meaning. To do this, however, they must find satisfactory answers to such 
questions as, How long does it take for what was originally a wrong to grow into a right? At what 
rate per annum do invalid claims become valid? 
 
I showed that Mr. Spencer had found still further reason to deny the rectitude of property in land 
and had urged that it can never be pretended that the existing titles to such property are 
legitimate.' Further, some years later, in 'Political Institutions,' he had set forth the same position, 
along a different line of argument. 
 
But in 1891, in his 'Justice': Part IV of 'The Principles of Ethics' — there appeared the following 
remarkable confessions: 
 
When, in Social Statics,' published in 1850, I drew from the law of equal freedom the corollary 
that the land could not equitably be alienated from the community, and argued that, after 
compensating its existing holders, it should be re-appropriated by the community, I overlooked 
the foregoing considerations. Moreover, I did not clearly see what would be implied by the 
giving of compensation for all that value which the labour of ages has given to the land. While 
... I adhere to the inference originally drawn that the aggregate of men forming the community 
are the supreme owners of the land - an inference harmonizing with legal doctrine and daily 
acted upon in legislation - a fuller consideration of the matter has led me to the conclusion that 
individual ownership, subject to State suzerainty, should be maintained. ... 
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I added that it would seem that it did not take very long, after all, at any rate in the case of Mr. 
Spencer's views, for what was originally a wrong to grow into a right. In a word of personal 
explanation - namely, that upon the particular subjects discussed the right to the land) I 
expressed no opinion; I concluded my letter: 
 
And yet my interest in Mr. Spencer, and the contradictory position in which, as it seems to me, 
he finds himself, is not entirely academic. If in this, a matter of vital moment to society, his 
teaching is inconsistent with itself, is it not probable that on other and infinitely graver questions 
- questions of religious faith and Divine authority which make or mar men's lives - on which he 
has spoken with similar assurance and with little regard to the teaching of revelation, he is equally 
unreliable? I venture to think that he is. 
 
This letter was immediately followed by some protests from shocked Spencerians, but it was 
supported by Professor Thomas Case, then Waynflete Professor of Moral and Metaphysical 
Philosophy at Oxford, and now President of Corpus Christi College. Professor Case went further 
than I, and claimed that Spencer was inconsistent, not only in separated particulars, but in the 
whole basis of his philosophy. Spencer had said that no man could know the world beyond 
himself, and yet he claimed to assert certain things with regard to that world, as, for example, 
that it was resistant and persistent. The logic of this was either that Spencer was superhuman or 
that one or other of these assertions was ill-founded. The moment Mr. Spencer presumes to say,' 
wrote Professor Case, 'that it is something resistant and persistent, agnosticism is at an end.' 
 
Within a few days I had occasion again to write to 'The Times' in order to make it plain, as against 
the swords which flashed from their scabbards in Mr. Spencer's defence, that I did not condemn 
him for a change of view or because he had 'not gone on publishing what he thought to be 
untrue.' On the contrary, I admired his candour. I also pointed out that his views on the land 
question were not the only instance of contradictions in his philosophic fabric. In Social Statics, 
for example, he had deduced from the will of God the law of equal freedom. That, indeed, was 
the basis of his philosophic plan. Yet he had employed subsequently all the resources of his 
massive intellect in the effort to eliminate God from human life. In the one case he wrote that 
human happiness was the Divine will;' in the other he was at pains to deny that the possession 
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of a Divine will could be affirmed at all if any definite meaning were to be attached to the word 
'will." I must not do injustice by paraphrasing a philosopher, and therefore the two quotations 
as they appeared in 'The Times' shall be set out side by side: 
 

From ‘Social Statics (1877), Chapter IV: 
Starting afresh, then, from the admitted 
truth, that human happiness.... 
Now if God wills man’s happiness, and man’s 
happiness can be obtained only by the 
exercise of his faculties, then God wills man’s 
happiness, that line of conduct which 
produces unhappiness is contrary to His will. 
Therefore, the non-exercise of the faculties 
is contrary to His will. Either way, then, we 
find that the exercise of the faculties is God’s 
will and man’s duty.... 
From this conclusion there seems no 
possibility of escape.... God wills man’s 
happiness. 
The law of equal freedom, derived as it is, 
directly from the Divine will, is a higher 
authority than all other laws, and the creative 
purpose demands that everything shall be 
subordinated to it. 
 

From ‘Principles of Sociology’ (1896), Vol. III, 
Chapter XVI: 
To believe in a Divine consciousness, men 
must refrain from thinking what is meant by 
consciousness – must stop short with verbal 
propositions; and propositions which they 
are debarred from rendering into thoughts 
will more and more fail to satisfy them. Of 
course like difficulties present themselves 
when the will of God is spoken of. So long 
as we refrain from giving a definite meaning 
to the word will, we may say that it is 
possessed by the Cause of all Things, as 
readily as we may say that love of 
approbation is possessed by a circle; but 
when from the words we pass to the 
thoughts they stand for, we find that we can 
no more unite in consciousness the terms of 
the one proposition than we can those of the 
other.

 
"The Divine idea,' Mr. Spencer says at one time, 'is the happiness of man'; 'Divine 
consciousness,' he says at another, is practically unthinkable.' 'The will of God is,' he writes in 
one book, 'the law of equal freedom'; 'that God possesses a will at all,' he writes in another, 'can 
no more be affirmed than love of approbation is possessed by a circle!' 
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No one attempted any reply to this letter. But on December 17th Spencer himself wrote: To the 
Editor of The Times.' 
 
SIR, — Energy spent in controversy is generally wasted, and I have little left to waste; but it seems 
needful that I should say something to prevent spread of misapprehensions. 
 
If Mr. Bramwell Booth will refer to the current edition of Social Statics,' published in 1892, he will 
fail to find the passages he quotes from the earlier edition, and will see that with the 
disappearance of them have disappeared the incongruities on which he comments. Further, if 
he will look at the preface he will perceive how it happened that those incongruities continued 
so long to be conspicuous. 
 
Thus the conflict of earlier and later beliefs which Mr. Booth insists upon was long ago publicly 
recognized by me. If after thirty years of life it was blameable not to see everything which forty 
more years of life enabled me to see, I must admit the blame. The inconsistencies emphasized 
are those between conclusions partially thought out and conclusions fully thought out. I believe 
search would enable Mr. Booth to trace other inconsistencies consequent on other changes of 
views. It would be strange if a writer on evolution contended that his own ideas were the only 
things that had undergone no evolution. 
                                       I am, Sir, yours, etc., 
                                                              HERBERT SPENCER. 
 
It will be noticed that the philosopher left Professor Case's more general accusation of 
inconsistency alone. An acknowledgment from me in the next day's paper closed the 
correspondence so far as I was concerned: To the Editor of 'The Times.' 
 
SIR. —  I cordially acknowledge the frankness and courage of Mr. Herbert Spencer's admissions 
in 'The Times' of today. I hope he will not feel it an impertinence on my part if I add that the 
admission of error, whether in practice or in theory, is in itself a mark which we can all appreciate, 
of both a strong and noble character. 
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The inconsistencies in his writings are, Mr. Spencer now argues, really evidences of the operation 
of the principle of evolution of which he has written so much. 
 
His ideas, in common with other things, 'have undergone evolution.’ But the processes of 
evolution, as Mr. Spencer himself has taught us, are unending; and in making this singular 
admission he has allowed the main contention of my letters — that his ideas are changing ideas; 
that what they are today is no possible guide to what they may be tomorrow; that they are, in 
fact, transitory, uncertain, and unreliable. 
 
In this lax philosophy, it seems to me, there can be no security, especially on those supremely 
important matters of faith and morals by which men order their conduct and regulate their lives. 
 
                                                           Yours faithfully, 
                                                                          W. BRAMWELL BOOTH.  
 
The immediate object of the controversy was attained. 'The Times,' which at first had said that 
all that Mr. Herbert Spencer had written had been a tissue of consistency, had an article six weeks 
later saying: 'Inconsistencies, some of which he [Mr. Herbert Spencer] has endeavoured to 
eliminate, have been revealed. ... In consequence of corrections or qualifications made from time 
to time, the principles of his system have become somewhat less definite than when first stated.' 
 
My purpose was, of course, not merely to expose a single inconsistency, nor, for that matter, half 
a dozen. It was to reveal the absurdity of those who regarded Herbert Spencer's ipse dixit as 
possessing a final authority which they would have been the last to concede to the testimony of 
revelation. It was no point of mine to complain that Spencer and Huxley and the others attacked 
Christianity. It was not for me to object if they entertained and published views opposed to the 
divine authority of the Bible. Much as I might deplore the bitterness and ridicule with which they 
assailed what I loved and revered, that was not the matter at issue. What I did object to — what 
I regarded and still regard as fundamentally dishonest — was that they should put forward their 
views in such a form as to imply that they were final, when they knew quite well, as Spencer now 
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confessed, that they were only fluid. Spencer's views were introduced and were generally 
accepted by his followers as a sufficient answer to the claims of revealed religion. Yet he 
regarded himself as possessing the right of subsequent revision, and in this correspondence 
suggested that he was rather surprised to find that that right was called in question! At one 
moment the agnostic philosophy was holding up to contempt the teaching of the Bible, the 
example of Christ, and to some extent the instinctive demands of conscience. And at another 
moment this same agnostic philosophy was declaring that nothing could be known! 
 
Perhaps in referring to eminent Victorian agnostics I ought to distinguish Darwin from the rest. 
Darwin's theory did not necessarily involve abandonment of the whole teaching of the Bible, 
although towards the end of his life he did disclaim belief in any revelation. Writing in 1879 to a 
student at Jena, he said, “As far as I am concerned I do not believe that any revelation has ever 
been made. With regard to a future life every one must draw his own conclusions from vague 
and contradictory probabilities. All the same I think that the author of 'The Origin of Species' 
shared with Calvin in another sphere the misfortune of having nominal disciples who first 
distorted their master's views, and then expanded their distortions until those views themselves 
were all but lost in the absurdities of the disciples' own creation. 
 
Even though Spencer's name today casts nothing like the spell it exercised a quarter of a century 
ago, the episode is not without its present interest. It shows us the interesting spectacle of a 
philosopher raising the smoke-cloud of evolution and trying to escape under its cover. How could 
we be sure, when Herbert Spencer deduced the materialistic explanation of all phenomena, that 
even he himself had said the last word on the subject, let alone those who came after him? 
Evolution does not stop even when 'conclusions partially thought out' become conclusions fully 
thought out.' Where are you to put a finger on the evolutionary process and say, 'This is settled; 
that other is still to be determined'? If Spencer had lived, his conclusions fully thought out' would 
no doubt have been subject to further evolution--they might, in fact, have come round to — well, 
to mine, and have clothed him at last in a red guernsey! 
 
The matter is much more serious than a mere illustration of the fallibility of great minds. Faith 
and spiritual life are at stake. When the philosopher puts forward conclusions, stamped to all 
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appearance with the seal of ultimate wisdom, faith is often wrecked. And however candid may 
be the philosopher's later admissions that he has changed his views, that his own ideas have 
shared in the evolution he has been propounding, it will not mend the mischief. Not even a new 
edition will do that. If such conclusions were marked at every stage,  ‘Subject to revision — to 
afterthought — to fresh discovery,' it would be different. But they are not. They are as pontifical 
as any decree of the Vatican! There is nothing to equal the accent of authority with which they 
are announced! And yet when all is said and done they are in reality but ‘questionable guessing.' 
 


